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For Eyal
You are my home



HOME 



Prologue

The little girl squinted up at the giant tree.

It had been calling to her all summer, its grayish trunk catching her eye whenever she was in the close. When she played with the other village children, or drew water from the well, her tree always lingered in her mind. It was a maple, with leaves as big as dinner plates and beards of club moss that swayed in the wind.

They beckoned her.

Today was the day. She placed her foot on the bottommost rung of the ladder and took a deep breath. She was a good climber. She could have beaten the older boys in their climbing races, but because she was a girl, and only in her seventh year, they wouldn’t let her compete. Gazing up, she saw the fog drifting far above her head. No villager had ever climbed all the way to the canopy.

She’d show them.

It was close to noon when she reached the top of the ladder and wrapped her fingers around the lowest branch. She pressed her cheek into the bark and inhaled its mossy scent. She smiled. There was nothing she loved better than a good climb. Holding tight to the branch, she wedged her knee into the wood and swung her body up, already reaching for the next limb. The dark skirts of her kirtle swung about her legs.

The climb took most of the day. As she neared the top of the tree, she stopped to catch her breath, her legs and arms shaking from the strain. The canopy was almost close enough to touch. She felt a rush of exhilaration. She’d told herself that reaching the top of the tree was her utmost desire, but secretly she’d cherished another wish: to look for the first time into the face of the sky. She wiped the sweat from her face with her father’s work gloves. Just a few feet more …

Not long after, as far below her father took his first notice of her absence, the top of the little girl’s head brushed against the leaves of the canopy. Dizzy with excitement, she braced her foot against the highest branch, grabbed hold of the leaves above, and pushed her face into the open air. Then she let out a scream so strong it was heard from one end of the village to the other.

Her father caught her as she fell and ran with her in his arms to the home of the village healer, bursting through her door as she was serving supper to her family. They laid the little girl down on the table.

The healer hunched over the girl as her father held his breath. When she finally looked up at him, he knew. She couldn’t meet his eyes.

“The sun’s rays were too much for her.” She laid her hand on the girl’s forehead. “She is blind,” she said. 



Part 1



Chapter One 

There were days when she would go from morning to night without speaking to another human soul. In those rare mid-morning lulls, when for a moment there were no tasks to tend to, she would run her fingers over her father’s old tunic and winter cloak, both thick with dust, and imagine that the five years since she’d last seen him had never been, and that at any moment she would hear his off-tune whistle as he came in from the fields. At times she felt as though she’d spent her whole life waiting – for her father’s return, for the thaw to come, for the bread to rise, for her life to change – and always in silence, always alone. When the villagers came to her cottage door and called for her, there were times when she started, for she hardly recognized the sound of her own name.

“It isn’t natural,” Maude Quigg commented to her daughter, Roana, as they came away from the girl’s toft, their arms full of the bread she’d baked and the tunics she’d sewn or mended. “Always alone like that, always in the dark, not even a candle. It can’t be healthy.”

“What’s Shallah need a candle for?” Roana asked, dropping a pair of brown hose as she struggled with her load.

“Keep your voice down, girl!” Maude risked a glance behind. “Do you want her to hear you?”

Roana rolled her eyes.

“There’s nothing wrong with her ears,” her mother warned.

Bending down to grab the hose, Roana thought she spied the hem of a red kirtle withdrawing into the trees.

“Come on, Ma,” she said brusquely, setting the pace. “Let’s get out of here.”

Only once they’d disappeared down the lane did Shallah emerge from her hiding place and wander back through her yard, scattering the hens. It was an old habit – slipping out the back door of her cottage and following after the villagers as they left, eavesdropping on their talk. Once upon a time she’d felt it necessary, back in the days when she’d been a newly orphaned girl, when there’d been talk of taking her to live in one of the village homes, against her will. These days, she hardly ever heard anything worth hearing.

Darkness! Shallah thought to herself, shaking her head. What nonsense.

Maude Quigg was a busybody and a gossip, and likely various tales of Shallah’s unhealthy habits would be circulating about the village by sundown. Were Shallah herself to set foot on the village green that night, she’d be followed at every step by whispers, some sympathetic, and others much less so. Many of the villagers thought it odd that she’d not yet married, though she’d reached her eighteenth year; that she kept her own toft, though she was only a woman. Others went so far as to claim she’d gone mad in her isolation, pointing to her untidy dress, to the twigs and leaves in her hair. Mostly they simply disliked her, for she wouldn’t accept their pity and shunned their company, preferring to keep to herself.

Closing her door tightly behind her, Shallah sighed with relief. Their barbed opinions couldn’t follow her here. This was her home, and none could enter without her say so, a fact she cherished. Here she could be herself without worry of scorn. Here she could escape the village and all its inhabitants, and here alone. For, there was nowhere else to go.

An outsider might have called Trallee the dark village, for darkness was its constant companion. It sat in the heart of a deep wood, overshadowed on all sides by trees as tall as the highest hills with trunks as wide as homes. Far above the ground, their branches wound together to create a canopy so thick that naught but a few rays of light could flow through. The villagers had come to fear sunlight above all, and shunned its emergence through the branches, cursing its warmth. They taught their children to run from beams of light, to retreat indoors at the slightest sign of brightness. On sunny days, when it was possible to see from one end of the village to the other, the villagers went about with their hoods drawn, their faces averted from the awful glare.

It was a secluded place. The villagers never thought of leaving Trallee’s confines, for the forest was said to be full of dangers. Only one of their lot had ever set foot outside the village, a desperate choice made in the days of famine, when the rain wouldn’t come, and the crops wouldn’t grow.

He left a little girl behind.

And he never returned.

Shallah stoked the fire in the hearth and set a pot of water to boil, being sure to sit back as she peeled the onions so the skirts of her kirtle wouldn’t be set alight. She’d a special affection for this dress, for it once had belonged to her mother. She’d sewn it herself when she was a girl, her crooked stitches evidence of her impatience with the work, and secretly Shallah believed she’d chosen to have the wool dyed red to irk her father and draw the attention of all the boys in the village. It was a fanciful story, one Shallah treasured, though she knew it to be a creation of her own mind. She knew next to nothing of her mother. She’d died in childbirth, leaving her shy husband with a squalling babe in his arms and a broken heart.

As she left the vegetable pottage to simmer, Shallah realized the air in the room was awfully close and smoky. It dawned on her that she might have forgotten to unshutter the windows that morning, and here it was, nearly suppertime. As she made for the door she almost plowed right into Jupp, her jersey cow, who mooed disapprovingly.

“Oh, Jupp,” Shallah said, pulling playfully on her ear, “couldn’t you have told me I left the windows shuttered? Is that too much to ask?”

Jupp followed his mistress out the door and ambled off into the close, her contented chewing soon joined by the squeals and snorts of Dobbin, Shallah’s pig. If they got along well today they would both stay in the byre for the night, though on most days some petty argument between the two meant the cow had to be kept in the house.

In truth, Shallah enjoyed the company, and there was certainly space enough in the house. Her father had been ambitious in his plans for his first home. It was a house built by an eager young man for himself and his pregnant wife, a house for a new family. The wattle and daub structure sat amidst a hanging garden of club moss, the maple beards trailing so low as to obscure the windows on rainy days when the moss sagged with the weight of water. It was the only home in the village not built around the village green. Her father had been a man of few words and awkward manners and the main attraction of this toft had been that to reach the fields he didn’t have to pass through the village and suffer through daily chats with restless wives and jovial neighbours. Best of all, he could circumvent their compassion, for a widower with a girl to raise is certainly a cause for pity.

In some ways, Shallah mused, she and her father were just the same.

As afternoon gave way to evening, she took her usual seat on a rickety stool in the croft, her eyes closed against the everlasting dark. She might remain there for an hour at least, her skirts pulled over her knees, breathing in the earthy scent of the herbs budding at her feet and the evergreen needles pinning her hair.

Unbidden, her thoughts wandered to the lanes and ditches of Trallee. She hadn’t always shunned those lanes. She’d loved the place once, long ago. She’d loved its trees – the firs and spruces dotting the newly-plowed fields, the redwoods towering over the village homes, and her own lovely maple with its changing leaves. If only she could have gone on loving them forever, her life might have had a different course.

If only she hadn’t been forced to pay so high a price.

After her fall, Shallah’s father had been much accused. For years the villager mothers had overlooked his half-hearted parenting, for he’d been lost in grief for much of Shallah’s babyhood, but this was the last straw. If only he’d listened to them when they’d told him to forbid her to climb. If only he’d kept a closer watch on her. If only he’d broken her independent spirit, perhaps her sight could have been saved, perhaps she might still be whole.

But Shallah didn’t blame her father for her blindness. She knew she would have made the climb regardless, for she was stubborn and determined, and wouldn’t be cowed. It was those same vices that got her through the first black years. They helped her hold her head high as the other children jeered when she tripped over a stone or walked into a fence. They helped her comfort her forlorn father who couldn’t fathom how everything had gone so wrong.

And they held her up when he disappeared, taking his tears with him.

Shallah shook her head briskly. She hadn’t thought about those days in years, and didn’t know why they’d come to mind now. She’d spent the five years since her father’s departure determined that she wouldn’t be defined by the calamities of her past, that she be able to live her life as she wished. Now, sitting serenely in her own toft, not a trace of her troubled childhood could be found on her freckled face. She’d come a long way from her first tentative steps in a new dark world, her hands held out before her, to her current pastime of exploring the forest by night, getting to know the wood by heart, to know the placement of each root and stone.

It was almost as good as tree-climbing.

Opening her blind eyes, Shallah reached for her basket of herbs, then paused, cocking her head to one side.

Someone was coming up the path.

A vague rush of anxiety rippled through her as she got to her feet, placing the basket on her stool. Fearless as she was, Shallah had never quite conquered the distrust of others that had set in when she’d lost her sight. The dark she could handle, the forest she could trust, but the stranger – for every person is at first a stranger to the blind – always made her anxious.

Within a moment she let out a sigh of relief. It was only Raulf Guerin, the healer’s son. She could tell by the lightness of his step, and the way he skipped forward as he spotted her, ever impatient, ever eager. In her mind’s eye she always saw him as a whirl of motion, never still long enough for her to picture his face – though, to be honest, she’d never seen his face. He was only twelve years old and had been a babe when she’d lost her sight.

“Have you heard?” he cried as he ran up to her, dropping the bucket of well water at her feet and continuing into the house.

Conversations with Raulf often began this way, with a question Shallah couldn’t conceivably answer, though it mattered very little. Raulf could carry on the dialogue all by himself.

“The whole village is abuzz,” he continued. “Alys came to the fields and told us all about it, and my Mam went straight home with Betta, ‘Damn the harvest,’ she said. Hardly any work got done from then on anyway, what with all the gossip. I’m sure the harvest will be late, and won’t that put Mr. Hale in a rage? You’ll be coming to the meeting, won’t you? I’d wager the whole town will be in attendance this time, don’t you think so, Miss?”

Shallah’s heart sank at the mention of a town meeting. It didn’t bode well. Of late, a great many meetings had been taking place, and though she’d attended none, she couldn’t help noticing that the times were changing, and not for the better.

In recent months, several families had reported a mysterious illness among their animals, and more than a few calves had perished. The inexplicable never sat well with the people of Trallee, and these happenings were no exception. Some claimed the deaths were due to the poor quality of the season’s hay, but this theory wasn’t generally upheld. For, as the number of dead calves mounted, so too did the fear of the light.

The villagers took to closing themselves in their homes after the day’s work, their shutters locked to keep out that terrible brightness. The young girls began to don the kerchief to protect their heads from the light, while by custom only married women were made to cover their hair. Children were scolded for lingering in the green, and fathers declined to take a cup of ale in their neighbours’ tofts. The light became the chief victim of blame for all that went wrong in the village. Its evils were heralded around every hearth, and in every lane.

Just the other day, as Shallah was returning home after caring for Raulf’s youngest sister, Ilara, while the family toiled in the fields, she’d heard one boy inform another he’d be whipped senseless if his mother caught him out of doors, for the light had given him a cough, and it was believed he might die of it. The other boy seemed to think this quite plausible.

Shallah brought her attention back to Raulf. “You haven’t yet told me what’s gotten the village so worked up,” she said as the boy tripped about the room, stoking the fire and doling out pottage and helping himself to a cup of ale.

Raulf came to a halt with surprise. “So, you haven’t heard?” he asked, immediately forcing her onto a stool. “I’ll tell you all I know,” he said, suddenly serious.

According to his sister Alys, who’d been at home all the day with Ilara, it had taken place that very morning. It was a brighter day than usual, as one of the larger maples had started losing its leaves early. All the children who’d been kept back from the fields were defying their parents’orders to stay inside. They’d collected on the green to play a game of catch-the-light, a sport that was strictly forbidden, and often played. They were so exuberant that the small figure in the middle of the square wasn’t noticed right away.

It was Amaria Hale who spotted him first. Every able-bodied villager helped in the fields at harvest time, but Amaria often avoided the heavy work by pleading female pains and headaches, and her husband Walram, son of Rab, was too dull to catch her lies. Thus, Amaria was the only adult about to scold the children for their mischief and noise. She was doing just that, her voice rising above the chatter, when she saw a small boy sitting calmly by the well, his dark curls waving slightly in the breeze. A beam of sunlight fell directly onto the child, making him glow. His bronze skin was of a hue like caramel, and as he blinked at Amaria in the brightness, his eyes shone like gold.

A meeting was called.



Chapter Two 

Shallah knew the meeting would be held at Old Brice Blighton’s place. Trallee had no official leader, but Old Brice headed the village council, and his opinion held the most sway. When a family came upon hard times, they always went to Old Brice for advice, and more times than not they came away feeling better about their woes. Most importantly, Old Brice’s home was the largest in the village, the only one to boast a second storey, for he’d seven children still living at home. His table was large enough to seat a dozen adults, and there would be plenty of seats for the crowd, though many would bring their own stools and line them along the walls, pressing close so none would be left without a place.

Normally Shallah abhorred attending such events, but she found herself considering the prospect as Raulf slurped his ale. Something about his description of the child intrigued her.

“His skin is entirely brown,” Raulf said, “quite a bit darker than yours or mine. And he has the strangest eyes, like little flames peering out at you. Some are saying he’s a sign of good times to come. Do you think that’s so?”

She smiled and patted the boy on the arm. “I don’t think I know enough to be making any assumptions, Raulf,” she confessed.

“You’ll come tonight, won’t you, Miss?” he asked as he rose to leave. “It’s sure to be quite an affair. You wouldn’t want to miss it.”

Shallah wasn’t so sure about that, but she smiled at Raulf as she saw him off, and promised to consider it. It amused her to notice that Raulf, who usually preferred playing pranks on his sisters during town meetings, had taken such an interest. But then, the situation did seem to have the whole village stirred up.

Shallah wiped her fingers on her apron as she thought about the mysterious child. It surprised her that Maude hadn’t mentioned a word about him when she’d stopped by, for what a juicy bit of gossip it was to tell. But Maude had always been offended by Shallah’s reluctance to mingle with the villagers, and never hurried to bring her news, as though she hadn’t the right to hear it. Likely more than one villager would think her similarly unwelcome at the meeting tonight. Nevertheless, she found herself lacing up her shoes and catching up her walking stick from behind the woodpile. She was nearly out the door when she remembered her apron, and paused to untie it.

In that moment she felt herself hesitate. She’d made no commitment, and could easily stay home, avoiding the drama and noise of the meeting. She wouldn’t be wanted there anyway, and she’d have to suffer through their whispers, their silent stares. It would be so much easier to stay away. Then the urgency in Raulf’s voice came back to her and she recalled how, at another town meeting, Malcol Klink had accused his neighbour of stealing three of his chickens and they’d nearly come to blows.

Someone’s got to keep an eye on things, she thought to herself as she closed the door behind her. There’s no knowing what they might get up to.

The room was near to bursting when Shallah arrived. Raulf ran forward to greet her, finding place enough for them both on a bench near the window. All the chairs around the table were filled, and there were people milling about at the front door and on the cobbled pathway. The loft above was full of children, their chubby faces peeking down at the crowd. Rikild Blighton and two of her girls were passing a jug of ale around, and a few of the older men had already lit their pipes. All through the house there was a buzz of excitement.

“It’s quite a sight, Miss,” Raulf said, leaning in to whisper in her ear. “Rab Hale is here, of course, and Amaria has a seat at the table. That’s Isemay Wray sitting on your right, she’s hardly left her house once in the last year. I know because my Mam brings food over to her.”

Though young Raulf had failed to notice it, the attention of the room had shifted somewhat when Shallah entered. More than a few faces were turned their way with interest, and a great deal of whispering was going on. To be fair, many hadn’t seen Shallah’s face in years, for she seldom worked in the fields, and if she had to come into the village she usually did so when few were about – which is not to say she didn’t make a contribution to the town.

In their isolation, the villagers were forced to rely on one another for all the things they couldn’t make themselves, and like the rest, Shallah had her tasks. While others tended her strip of land, she spun wool, mended clothing, baked bread and oat cakes, and cared for their children – though in actuality the Guerins alone called on her for this service, as many of the other families wouldn’t entrust their children to a blind girl. In short, she was a member of the village as much as any other. Still, to a good number of the farmers she was a phantom girl, sometimes glimpsed out of the corner of an eye as they drove their oxen or carted their grain. She’d not been to a town gathering since childhood.

One man told his son she was a wild woman. “Stay away from that one,” he whispered. “She might be blind, but she’s got some odd ways. I tell ya, she’s not right.”

Shallah showed no sign that she was aware of this attention. She sat quietly in her corner, feeling the warmth of the room and listening to Raulf’s lively prattling, until Old Brice got to his feet and a hush fell over the crowd.

“Well, it seems we’re all here, so I’ll begin,” said Old Brice, his voice clear and strong – the voice of a man used to speaking to a crowd. “This meeting was called to address the issue of the child found by Amaria Hale. She took notice of him in the early hours and brought him directly to the Carberrys to be cared for. We’re told he’s quite a sweet lad, isn’t that right, Betta?”

Betta Carberry stood up and nodded her head with great enthusiasm, her ample bosom nearly bursting the laces of her brown kirtle.

“Oh, he’s just the sweetest thing you’ve ever seen,” she said. “So soft and quiet. He must be almost five years old but he never says a word, not a peep, and no crying either. Just sort of looks at you with those strange eyes and smiles and sits and plays. The best boy I’ve ever cared for, if I do say so.”

“What was that about his eyes?” asked Kimbery Klink, who stood just to Betta’s left. “It’s said demons have peculiar eyes, you know. I heard that somewhere.” Many of the villagers nodded their heads.

Betta seemed taken aback, and put her hand to her chest.

“But he’s no demon, Kim,” she said, looking about the room for reassurance. “It’s just that his eyes are a tad golden, is all. Makes ‘em quite pretty in my opinion. He’s a beautiful lad. There’s no harm in him at all.”

“Now let’s not jump to any conclusions on that one,” Rab Hale leaped in. “You may think he’s sweet as pie and innocent as a lamb, but we none of us can see into his heart. A pretty face can easily hide a foul soul, for good looks lead to cosseting, and cosseting to conceit. I’d just as soon trust the ugliest maiden as the beauty with the flowing hair, for I’ll never have it said Rab Hale was taken in by a pretty face.”

Shallah had to bite her lip to stop from letting out a derisive laugh. Rab Hale was so full of himself it was a wonder he wasn’t bloated. She knew the bit about the flowing hair was a jab at her, for no other woman in the room was without a kerchief. Rab had never liked her, for he knew her to be unimpressed with his wit, and because she aligned herself with the Guerins, whom he disdained above all others. In Rab’s eyes, being treated by a woman healer was like taking marital advice from a cow.

Raulf leaned over to whisper into Shallah’s ear. “You should see the look on my Mam’s face; she’s about ready to pounce. She says it’s a travesty that so many are taken in by Mr. Hale and his fine words, for it only makes him think more of himself and gives him leave to order us about in the fields. He just about yelled himself hoarse when he saw Edid Olney setting off for home early yesterday, when everyone knows she’s a sick baby at home, and only little Averill watching over him. He’s about as sincere as a fox, if you ask me, and he looks like a toad whose eyes have grown too big for his head.”

Shallah burst out laughing.

“Now hold on,” Old Brice said, raising his voice to be heard over the din. “We’ve no reason to distrust this child, and I think we should listen to Betta’s opinion, for she’s always been as good as her word.” Before anyone had the chance to object, he went on. “I think we should stick to the matter at hand: to decide what ought to be done with the boy. Now I’ve discussed this with the village council –”

“Bah! You and your council,” interrupted Malcol Klink from his seat by the hearth. Malcol had been a member of the council until he grew too argumentative for their taste and was asked to step down. “All you lot ever do is discuss. There’s a time to talk and a time to act. I’d say this is a time to act!”

“Klink, you old fool, shut your mouth before they throw you out again,” said Thurstan Turvey, Malcol’s longtime friend. “Let the man speak.”

“So it’s only the council that can have a say, is that it?” asked Edid Olney, her eyes on Rab Hale, little Wylf on her hip. “I want to know about this child. I want to know what we aren’t being told!”

“Nothing is being kept from you, Edid,” Old Brice began. “I can assure you not one thing –”

“Hasn’t he got dark skin?” a voice called out from the back of the room.

“Yes,” Gemma Goss responded, “I’ve heard that as well. Perhaps he’s been burned.”

“But where did he come from?” somebody else asked. “And what shall we do with him?”

“It’s as though his skin was tinted by the sun,” came the call of another. “He’s not from these parts.”

“Maybe he came from the sky,” Raulf cried out suddenly, jumping to his feet. “Maybe he was sent from the land beyond to give us hope!”

This statement was met with much enthusiasm and the crowd grew louder as Old Brice tried desperately to regain control of the talk.

“Now, please don’t all speak at once,” he warned.

“Is he an orphan?” someone asked.

“Why doesn’t he speak?” Maude Quigg called out.

“Where is he now?” Gamelin Turvey asked. “Can we see him?”

“Why is he being hidden?”

“Where are his parents?”

“What if he brings disease?”

“How did he arrive?”

“Why has he come here?”

“Something’s not right here,” a young man called out. Shallah couldn’t place his voice, but thought he might be the Fleete boy who’d married one of Old Brice’s older daughters. “You’re hiding something. Where is the child?”

A great murmur ran through the crowd and the room fell quiet. Old Brice, looking considerably perturbed, responded slowly. “The boy is asleep at the Carberry house, Petyr. That’s no secret. I don’t see why you’re getting so worked up.”

Now that she thought about it, Shallah seemed to recall that some tragedy had befallen the Fleete boy, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. As always, Raulf put an end to her confusion.

“That one hasn’t been the same since his wife died, or so my Mam says,” Raulf whispered. “She often goes to see how his girls are coming on, for she worries he isn’t equipped to care for them. Old Brice feels the same, and told him so, and they haven’t exchanged two civil words since, not until this moment.”

Of course, Shallah thought to herself. Sweet Marion, the beauty of the Blighton clan. She’d taken to her bed with a fever, and perished within a month. Not more than half a year had passed since her death.

“He’s been a right pain ever since,” Raulf said. “My Mam says it’s simply the way of grief for some, but I think he’s just hateful. Every time I speak to him he snaps my head off. Alys used to lend him a hand, keeping watch over Katie and Lilly while he worked the fields, but she’ll not go over there anymore. It’s Catin Carberry who took her place, but I’ve heard she’s near her wits end.”

Petyr Fleete strode forward to address the council, but turned his back on them instead and faced the crowd. Old Brice folded his arms at this defiance, but said nothing.

“My family’s seen hard times these past months,” Petyr said. A couple of women standing to Shallah’s left clucked sympathetically. “You all know of our loss. But of late the hardships have been mounting, and I know we’re not the only ones to feel it. I lost a calf last month, and this morning one of my lambs perished.” He stopped and looked around at the crowd. “It was just about the time that boy was found.”

The silence that followed was deafening.

“Here it comes,” Raulf whispered breathlessly.

“Do you think?” one person said.

“Can it be?” said another.

“I lost a lamb last night,” Syward Olney said.

“I’ve lost two in the past week,” said Botulf Quigg.

Amaria Hale got up from the table, knocking her stool backwards. “He was in the light!” she cried. “I found him sitting right in it. He’s brought the light with him. There’s something not right with him. He’s not right!”

Old Isemay Wray raised a shaking hand and pointed at Amaria.

“He’s a monster!” she said loudly, so none could be mistaken. “He’s withered our trees and done in our cattle. He brings disease, I tell you. It’s in the eyes. He’s evil. Turn him away. Send him off. Drive him out before he ruins us all!”



Chapter Three 

Young children buried their heads in their mothers’ laps at the riotous noise that followed. Half the crowd was on its feet, pointing fingers at one another, banging their fists on the table, denying, proclaiming, yelling to be heard. Raulf ran off amidst the excitement, but Shallah remained seated.

“We should just send him away,” a woman nearby said. “It’s the only way.”

Shallah closed her eyes.

At length, Old Brice’s voice could be heard over the rest. “Please,” he pleaded, “let me speak.”

Some of the villagers took their seats again, though others, Petyr among them, remained standing.

“I realize many of you feel strongly about this,” Old Brice said. “It seems the wise course is to send the child away. Keeping him here is too great a risk.”

Shallah sat very still as the meeting rolled on. The villagers seemed relieved that a decision had been made. It was the right choice, they all proclaimed. This choice would keep them safe. Shallah’s blind eyes searched the ground as she listened to their words, and all the while she thought of Amaria Hale’s claim about the child. She’d said he wasn’t right.

They say the same thing about me, she thought.

Rab Hale was speaking when she got to her feet. He was caught up in his own fantastic wordplay and didn’t notice the hush that fell over the room. Rab had always loved the sound of his own voice best of all.

Shallah hadn’t planned to speak that night. It occurred to her, as the room waited expectantly, that she’d never spoken in front of a large crowd before in her life. Instantly, her palms began to sweat, and she had an urge to flee the house at a run. What had possessed her to get to her feet? It was unnerving to know that all eyes were on her, every pair in the room, yet she couldn’t tell if the looked on her kindly, or with disdain.

“How can you be so cruel?” she asked softly, though none strained to hear. The room had gone so quiet you could hear a mouse squeak.

Somebody said, “It’s that blind girl talking.”

“You’ve no evidence linking this child with the deaths of the cattle,” Shallah went on. “You’ve nothing but your own fears to guide you. You’ve no solid proof.”

“Now hold on, young lady,” Rab said in an effort to silence her.

“No,” Shallah responded, holding up her hand. From across the room Raulf was astonished to see that Rab didn’t attempt to continue. Shallah had silenced him with her hand, a feat heretofore accomplished by none but his wife and Old Brice himself.

“He’s only a little boy,” she said. “How can you send him away? Where will he go?”

“Into the woods,” said Old Brice. A few of the villagers gasped, as though they hadn’t quite realized what would happen.

“A death sentence, in your mind at least,” Shallah said, voicing their thoughts. “You would have this child’s death on your conscience? For what reason? We don’t know anything about him.”

“We know he came from the light,” Amaria said fervently.

“I’ve been in the light,” said Shallah. “It took away my sight years ago. Do you wish to send me away as well?” Amaria did not reply.

“What harm is there in keeping the child here?” Shallah asked, turning her head to address the whole room, hoping one person would hear the sense in her words.

Naught but quiet greeted her. Her resolve began to buckle.

“It is a grave risk, my dear,” a voice finally spoke. It was Joscelin Guerin, Raulf’s father. Shallah was surprised he too had bought into the suspicion.

“Where is the risk?” she asked in exasperation. “Is anything out of the ordinary to be suspect of evil and devilry now? If your cows gave double the normal amount of milk tomorrow, would you throw it away for fear it was cursed?”

“You don’t think it odd that just as we’re in a crisis this child arrives out of nowhere, his eyes golden as though flecked by the very light that plagues us?” said Leland Goss, a young man, newly married.

Shallah was unimpressed. “I think it odd that a child barely old enough to feed himself is being blamed for the troubles of an entire village,” she responded steadily. “How do you suppose he managed it, Leland? Or did he have help in this dark business? Should we begin to name names?”

The villagers stirred and glanced at one another uncomfortably. Old Brice stepped forward. “Now Shallah,” he said, “that’s quite enough. I won’t have you working everyone up in this way.”

“Sometimes it’s necessary to get worked up,” she said. “I won’t stand by and let this child be condemned. He must be allowed to remain in Trallee.”

Old Brice Blighton looked over the faces before him. He’d known these people all his life. He’d watched them grow from children to adults, had witnessed the births of their own children, had advised them in difficult times. Now the village itself had fallen on difficult times and he’d be damned if he would allow it to worsen.

“No, Shallah,” Old Brice said, and there was a certain finality in his voice. “No. We can’t take that chance. The child has to go.”

Shallah’s shoulders fell.

“Who will take him?” a voice said. It was Petyr Fleete, though his voice was calmer now, softer.

“Who would wish to?” Old Brice asked. Nobody replied, but many bowed their heads. Though their fear was great, no one was willing to risk himself to save the rest.

Shallah felt a sudden chill and pulled her shawl about her shoulders. Once again she felt she was about to do something she hadn’t planned on.

“I will take him,” she said. There was a chuckle from across the room.

“You’re blind, my dear,” said Old Brice, rubbing tiredly at his eyes.

“I’m quite aware of that, sir,” she said. “I am blind and I know these woods better than any man here.”

“How can you say that if you can’t see it?” a woman asked.

“I feel it in my feet and my hands. I know it with my mind. I’ve walked these woods for miles around. I know them better than any seeing person, I assure you.”

“Walked these woods?” Rab said incredulously. “Who gave you permission?”

“I didn’t realize I needed it,” she said carefully, biting back a furious retort.

Rab’s wife Sedemay sat beside him, eyeing Shallah with scorn, her kerchief strings tied so tightly they bit into her skin. Sedemay was an imperious creature known to report unsuitable behaviour she observed about town to her husband. More than once she’d reported on Shallah, and more than once Shallah had refused to open her door to Rab’s insistent knocking, infuriating him beyond belief.

“Just like your father,” Sedemay commented in her low, rough voice. “He too was a rash and presumptuous person.”

“My father tried to save this village when no one else would,” Shallah replied, her face hard.

“He never returned, my dear,” Sedemay said coldly. “Do you wish to meet the same fate?”

Shallah took a moment to steady the emotion rising within her before replying. “I would be glad to walk in the footsteps of my father and end my days attempting to help another,” she said. “I have no greater wish.”

“This is ridiculous,” Rab Hale sputtered. “You act like you aren’t even afraid. You are blind and you will perish out in the forest with that child by your side, do you understand? You cannot possibly attempt this. Nobody enters that wood. It is forbidden. You’re out of your head, girl. I tell you, you simply can’t do it.”

Shallah’s voice was steady as a rock. “Don’t tell me what I can’t do.”

Old Brice stepped forward. “Where will you take him?” he asked. Rab let out a contemptuous sigh.

An image came to Shallah’s mind, a picture of herself as a young girl being chased down the lane by a group of children. She remembered how alone she’d felt in her newfound blindness, how she’d yearned with all her heart for one place, and one place only; her one safe place.

“I’ll take him home,” Shallah replied simply.

“How will you know where it is?” Raulf asked from his perch on a pallet.

“I don’t know,” Shallah said, and though her words were unsure, her expression was calm. She’d made her decision, and it was clear that none could sway her. Perhaps that’s why they let her go.

The room emptied quickly. Many seemed to feel that something horrendous had taken place and hurried to get away. Shallah sank onto her stool as the villagers passed through the doorway. At last, only she and Old Brice remained. They sat there for quite a while, listening to the silence.



Chapter Four

As Shallah emerged from her doorway, a few weak rays of sunlight falling over her face, she felt her stomach heave. She steadied herself against the wall of her home, took a few deep breaths of fresh air, then swung her satchel onto her back and set out for the Carberrys’ toft.

Today she would meet the child.

Today their journey would begin.

It was an average summer morning in Trallee, the trees and bushes only dimly discernible in the gloom. Had she been able to see, Shallah might have noticed that her mood matched her environs perfectly, for her thoughts were overshadowed by the task before her, her entire being dulled with worry. Not one bright thought lightened her load.

The three days since her proclamation at the town meeting had passed in a tangle of apprehension. Whatever determination she’d felt that night had been replaced by an irrepressible fear the likes of which she hadn’t felt since her father had left. She’d spent her nights tossing about on her pallet, her dreams full of faceless beasts and panicked fleeing through the darkness. Over and over she’d wondered what had possessed her to volunteer for this undertaking. Though she prided herself on giving the impression of confidence and courage, inside she felt helpless as the child she’d chosen to adopt. In her heart of hearts she knew the truth: she was going to fail. She would return with her head hung in shame, and the villagers would all laugh. Who was she kidding? She was blind. She didn’t stand a chance.

To distract herself, she took a mental inventory of her provisions. She’d brought two loaves of bread, some cheese and boiled eggs, half a dozen oat cakes, some bacon, fruit, nuts, and a flask of ale which could be refilled with water. She dearly wished she could bring her cooking pot, for a nice pottage would be just the thing after a long day’s walk, but without a fire a pot didn’t do much good, and she knew she couldn’t take the risk of lighting one with a child about. Keeping the cold in mind, she’d worn her thicker kirtle and brought along two woolen blankets, her winter cloak, and what extra underthings the space would allow. She wore her sturdiest pair of shoes – her only pair – and left her pattens off for the time being, for it had been a dry month and she didn’t anticipate the need for them. She’d also brought the common healing herbs she dried herself, and had paid a visit to Sabeline for those rarer plants she’d never before had use for. Her dinner knife hung from her belt along with a small leather pouch she kept with her always, and in its own leather scabbard, a dagger. She didn’t want to consider why she might need such a weapon, but she felt the necessity of bringing it along. There was no knowing what they might encounter out there.

Shallah felt moderately satisfied by her supplies. She’d done all she could to prepare, none could fault her on that. She elected to focus on the task before her, to take the day one step at a time, and to try to forget that the whole village was watching.

Not many of the villagers had been to see her since the town meeting had taken place. Perhaps they feared she might ask them to accompany her, or worse, try to convince them to make the journey in her stead – two options that hadn’t so much as occurred to her. No matter her desperation, she wasn’t the type to foist her troubles on another.

The only visit of note had been that of Raulf’s father, Joscelin Guerin. He came to her door in the evening, just as she was sweeping her hearth clean. Joscelin was a good man who’d lost his wife of twenty years at about the time Shallah’s mother had died. He and Shallah’s father had spent many an evening sitting around the table, drowning their sorrows in ale. It was a fine day when Joscelin remarried, though none had expected him to win lovely Sabeline, a maid fifteen years his junior, nor that he would sire three children by her. He was an old man now, and an old friend, and much as Shallah would have liked to close her ears to his concerns, she couldn’t turn him away.

Long into the night they sat at Shallah’s worn table, the candlelight flickering on the walls, as Joscelin beseeched her not to go off into the deep woods.

“You know I’ve no choice, Jos,” Shallah said as she covered the hearth coals. “It’s the right thing to do.”

“Damn you and your morals,” the old man muttered, gripping his empty wooden cup. Shallah had hidden the jug of ale an hour before. “Though it pains me greatly to agree with Sedemay Hale, she’s right about one thing. You’re just like your father.”

“Is that such a bad thing?” Shallah asked quietly. She felt her way along the wall until she reached the table’s bench. “My father was a good man, wasn’t he?”

Joscelin bowed his head sadly, his rumpled tunic sagging on his thin shoulders. “And we lost him,” he said. “We can’t keep losing all the best ones to the wood. We can’t leave the village to the Rab Hales and Maude Quiggs of the world.”

“Maude’s harmless,” Shallah said.

“Maude’s mindless,” Joscelin replied fiercely. “You’re the only young one left with any sense. Look at that Fleete boy – completely off his rocker.”

“What about Raulf?” Shallah asked, hoping to change the subject. “What about your own son?”

“Oh, Raulf’s but a pup, yet.”

“He’s in his twelfth year, thirteenth soon. It might be time for you to stop thinking of him as a pup.”

“Don’t go into those trees,” Joscelin said, seizing Shallah’s hand. His face was grave. “I fear you won’t return.”

Shallah placed her hand over his. “And if I stay,” she asked gently, “what will become of the boy? You yourself told me he has to go.”

“He came from that forest,” the old man said. “No good can come of him. That forest has brought us nothing but pain.”

Shallah recalled that Joscelin’s first wife, though she’d perished of a terrible pain in the chest, had fallen while chasing a pig through the wood. She laid there for hours before she was found.

“None return,” he murmured, shaking his head. “None return from those woods.”

Shallah didn’t want to lie to Joscelin Guerin. She wished with all her heart she could soothe him with words of truth, but the truth was too miserable to face.

“None return,” Joscelin repeated, his voice falling to a whisper.

“But I will,” Shallah whispered back.

Jos Guerin’s kind concern lifted Shallah’s spirits as she came upon the hedge enclosing the Carberrys’ toft. She was on the pathway leading to the front door, her walking stick in hand, when she heard laughter coming from behind the house. Betta Carberry had birthed five children, a rambunctious lot. Shallah hadn’t expected the children to be home today, for the older boys would be sorely needed in the fields. Already Betta, an energetic worker, would be arriving late. Shallah had offered to meet the family there, but Betta had insisted she come for the child at home. The harvest would certainly be late this year.

Rab will be in a terrible temper, Shallah thought to herself. Then she recalled that she wouldn’t see the harvest come in this year, nor hear from Raulf what fun the harvest feast had been. Village life didn’t concern her any longer. She had to keep reminding herself of that.

Her brighter mood fading, Shallah was about to announce her arrival when a breathless child came careening around the side of the house to the sound of cheers and nearly bowled her over. Shallah cried out in surprise as the little boy fell on his back, skinning his elbows.

“Are you alright?” she asked the child as she helped him to his feet. He was light as a feather and couldn’t be older than five. She patted him on the head and said, “If you mean to win the race you’d better keep going. They’re surely right on your heels.”

Shallah had assumed she was addressing one of the Carberry boys, but when the child didn’t reply it dawned on her that Betta’s youngest was in his seventh or eighth year. This child wasn’t a Carberry.

Shallah crouched down before the little boy. He regarded her contemplatively, his golden eyes reflecting the meager sunlight. He had an inquisitive face, and though he spoke not a word, his expression was one of understanding – an expression much too full of wisdom for one so young.

But Shallah couldn’t see his face. She could only imagine.

“We meet at last,” Shallah said. She took his hand and got to her feet.

From within the house she heard Betta Carberry calling. “Liam, where are you?” she cried. “Liam!”

Shallah lifted the child onto her hip and whispered into his ear, “Liam, I’m glad to meet you.” Holding him close, she caught a whiff of his scent, that particular smell each person possesses. His was somewhat salty – a familiar scent. It reminded her of her childhood.

The Carberry children came around the side of the house and halted in their tracks at the sight of Shallah, the younger ones looking up at their siblings in confusion. Moments later, Betta appeared in the doorway and froze as well, a look of bewilderment passing over her face. Liam looked from the children to the mother as Shallah shifted him in her arms, feeling their stares. She hadn’t prepared herself for this, though she might have known. Her presence had put an end to their games and brought dread into their hearts. For all her good intentions, she might have been the grim reaper coming to claim one of their own. They hated the sight of her, and she knew it.

In an instant Betta strode forward, shooing the children away, her usual smile spreading over her face.

“Oh, you’ve found him,” Betta said as she took Shallah by the arm. “And you’ve come at last. We were wondering when you’d be by.” They stepped into the house. Betta took Shallah’s satchel and hung it by the doorway.

“Milo is in the fields, of course,” she said. “He did so wish to see you but that Rab’s been kicking up the greatest fuss. He practically ordered me to send the children to work, even the youngest ones. He was here not ten minutes ago.”

“I had a feeling,” Shallah said. “I can hear his hoarse screams echoing in the air.”

“I told him, ‘Rab Hale you’d better hightail it out of here before I take to you with a switch. If my children want to see Liam off today, then that’s what they’ll do, and that’s that.”

“Did you use those very words?” Shallah enquired innocently.

“Well, perhaps I didn’t speak quite so strongly,” Betta admitted, tickling the boy under his chin. He giggled gaily, burying his face in Shallah’s neck. “To be honest, I told him the children would be along within the hour. I detest that man.”

Shallah smiled inwardly. Those might be the sternest words Betta Carberry had ever uttered.

“Did you name him Liam?” Shallah asked. “He didn’t have a name when he arrived, did he?”

“None he would reveal, that’s sure,” Betta replied. She offered Shallah a stool and went about setting out some bread and ale. The little boy sat calmly in Shallah’s lap, watching the fern branches pressing through the window. “I took to calling him Liam after my last boy, the one I lost, you know. Not that I think he’s mine, you understand. But it is a comfort to have a little one in the house again. And he has that quiet way about him like my Liam did. It just felt right.”

Betta took a seat just as her youngest girl, Mirabel, came running into the room. Suddenly shy in Shallah’s presence, she whispered something into her mother’s ear and Betta pointed to a pile of sewing by her pallet from which the girl retrieved a crude doll carved of wood and ran off with it.

“Liam is a good name,” Shallah said. “I’m glad you picked it for him. I’m sure I wouldn’t have known what to call him.”

Betta nudged a cup of hot ale into Shallah’s hand and its warmth ran through her body, giving her strength. She wondered when she might feel warmth like that again.

“How ever did you find your way here?” Betta asked. “The path does wind so and without your sight … why, if I were blindfolded ten paces from the house I’d be lost in an instant.”

Shallah smiled. She’d been asked this question many times before, and knew she’d never be able to answer it to Betta Carberry’s satisfaction. More times than she could count she’d tried to explain to a concerned neighbour how she’d gotten from the village green to the Klinks’ to explain to a concerned neighbour how she’d gotten from the village green to the Klinks house, or how she’d maneuvered her way through the maze of paths to her own cottage. Somehow she could never properly explain that she could see the path – the mossy trees towering over the Olneys’ close, the lane dipping slightly in front of Old Brice’s place before bending to the left, bypassing the enormous trunk of a redwood. She was never anxious about losing her way in their village, for she could picture it all in her mind, every tree and bush, every home.

Her blindness was, in some ways, more a gift than a hindrance. Though her natural sight had been taken, it had been replaced with a wondrous awareness she would never have experienced otherwise. She knew the world better because of it, had been forced to learn it better in order to survive. And she had learned it. She knew the forest like the back of her hand. Shallah flushed with relief as she made this realization. Maybe she would succeed, after all.

Naturally, she told none of this to Betta. She claimed to have found their home by following her children’s gay laughter.

“They can be a rowdy bunch,” Betta said with a grin. “They’ve so enjoyed having a new child to play with.”

Shallah could still hear the children through the open doorway. Their voices echoed through the small room. It seemed such a shame to take Liam away.

“It’s Toly I feel the worst for,” Betta admitted. “He was so glad to have a boy closer to his age to play with.” Betta’s gaze lingered on Liam’s face. “He will miss him.”

Shallah could think of nothing to say.

“He’s been waiting for you,” Betta said and Shallah raised her head. “He was restless all night. It’s almost as if he knew he’d be going home.” Liam blinked at Betta and put his thumb in his mouth. Though Shallah couldn’t see it, Betta was staring straight at Liam as though entranced, staring at his peculiar eyes. “There is something … that is, you ought to know …” she trailed off.

“Betta?” Shallah asked, puzzled. Betta wasn’t one to leave a sentence unfinished. “What is it?”

Betta shook her head and rearranged her skirts. She seemed to have decided against something. “When will you go?” she asked abruptly. Shallah didn’t miss the quiver in her voice.

“We’ll be leaving just as soon as he’s had something to eat and you’ve said your goodbyes,” Shallah said. She paused. Words seemed so inadequate now. “I’m very sorry, Betta.”

For a moment there was no sound in the house, even the children out in the close had gone silent.

Betta said, “He’s already eaten.” Then she began to cry in earnest, wiping her eyes with the edge of her apron.

Shallah handed Liam into Betta Carberry’s waiting arms, then felt her way over to the door. She waited out in the yard, listening to the soft sound of Betta’s humming as she rocked the child in her lap, weeping into his hair.

As Shallah waited, young Toly Carberry ran up and tugged at her hand.

“They say you’re going to die out there,” he said. He’d been rolling around on the ground with his brother and there were fir needles in his hair.

“Is that what they say?” Shallah said mildly.

“Yes,” Toly said. “They say it’s quite a shame you won’t be coming back.”

As she contemplated this news, new doubts attempted to wedge their way into her thoughts. She stood firm and closed her mind to them. Let the village think what it would. Let everyone she knew look forward to her failure. She would never succeed at anything if she let the opinions of others bring her down.

“Perhaps I will stay away,” Shallah replied. “Perhaps this quest will take me to far off lands, and I’ll never see this place again. But I don’t intend to die anytime soon, Toly Carberry. I certainly won’t let any harm come to that boy.”

“Well, if you die before he does, be sure he has enough to eat,” said Toly.

“I’ll be sure to do that,” Shallah said and Toly thanked her.

The Carberry children said goodbye to Liam one by one. Betta’s oldest girl, Catin, wept softly on her mother’s shoulder as Shallah took Liam’s hand. Shallah was glad she couldn’t see their tears, nor meet Betta Carberry’s eyes. She didn’t want to set off with a broken heart.

No crowds gathered to see Shallah off on her journey that day. No neighbours caught her in their arms and wished her well. The village was utterly silent as she and Liam passed through, hand in hand. It was an eerie, purposeful silence – as though quiet itself was trying to be quiet.

So, it’s come to this, she thought to herself. They’re hiding from me.

She’d never seen Trallee so still. Even in the dead of night, when the town was at its quietest, there was the sound of animals moving about, of old men’s snores and young couples’ passion. On a busy harvest day like this one, there should have been a great deal of running back and forth from the fields. Walram Hale nearly always forgot his work gloves and had to slip home to fetch them. Hacon Klink, lazy oaf that he was, forever volunteered to bring water to the oxen, and took his pretty time getting it. Sabeline would be sending Alys home to get fresh bandages to treat some small wound, and Edid Olney would be walking the baby in the lanes.

Shallah couldn’t bring herself to feel indignant, not when she’d spent the last five years avoiding the villagers herself. But she was saddened. She would have favored a noisy farewell to this silent seamless departure. It was as though her leaving had no meaning at all.

Beyond the fallow fields, the final boundary of the village, Shallah said her last goodbye. Raulf was sitting in the branches of a poplar tree by the side of the path and swung to the ground at their approach.

“I thought I might let you pass without saying a word,” he said, “but I couldn’t do it.”

Shallah nearly didn’t recognize Raulf’s voice, drained as it was of its usual lighthearted tone. “I’m glad you didn’t,” she replied kindly.

“My Mam gives you a loaf of bread and some dried beans.” He held the food out to her and she took it, saddened to find that he’d not only lost his cheer, but also his usual energy. Instead of turning circles around her, he stood still as a stone, as though weighed down. Little Liam regarded him thoughtfully, alone in remarking the droop of his shoulders and his refusal to look Shallah in the eye.

“I will miss you, Raulf,” Shallah said. “You’ve been a good friend to me. In truth, you’ve been my only friend.”

“Ach, no,” he said, shaking his head.

She leaned forward and gently raised his chin. “It’s true,” she said.

“I’ve railed against them all for what they’ve said about you. There’s not a scrap of truth in it. I know you’ll make it through. You’ll prove them wrong.”

His words, the first encouraging words she’d heard in days, filled her heart with gladness. She smiled, even as her eyes filled with tears. “I hope you’re right,” she said.

“Goodbye, Miss,” Raulf said, hugging her quickly around the middle. Then he turned and walked stiffly back towards the village, rubbing at his eyes.

Shallah and Liam started down the path, leaving Trallee behind them, on a fair day in late summer. No one saw them go, though Syward Olney claimed he caught a last glimpse of them as he worked his strip of land. He would have called out a farewell, he explained, but before he had the chance they’d walked on and were hidden from view amidst the trees.



Chapter Five

“Well,” Shallah said as they took the first bend in the path and the trees closed in behind them. “Well.”

She could think of nothing else to say.

Somehow, in all her days of worry, it had never occurred to her that once the journey began she would be faced with caring for a four-year-old boy. Now, holding Liam’s tiny hand in hers, she felt the seeds of panic beginning to take root.

What did she know about taking care of a small child? She cared for Ilara Guerin some days, usually when Sabeline was called to birth a child or to tend to a sick villager. But watching over a child for a few hours in the village was a far cry from caring for one for days on end, the vast wood stretching out on all sides, full of hidden dangers. Her blindness weighed upon her. What if he were to fall and break a bone, or be attacked by some animal, or become lost? The risks seemed endless.

Shallah tried to imagine the child at her side. She’d been told of his dark skin, his golden eyes, but now she wished she’d pressed Betta to tell her more. Did he smile often or seldom? Was his face plain or sweet? Did he have an attentive gaze, or did he stare at his hands, or his feet?

Will he like me? she wondered.

He was a small boy, his head coming only just to her hip. She could carry him easily, which would be a relief if ever they came into danger. He had the round limbs and body of a child just out of babyhood, and just as she thought of Raulf as a whirl of motion, she’d already come to associate little Liam with the plump softness of his chubby cheeks and hands. It made her feel protective of him.

You’re all he has now, she told herself.

For some reason, her father’s face came to mind.

“We hardly know each other, do we?” Shallah said, swinging Liam’s hand companionably. The little boy looked up at her. He had to look up a long way. “Well, that won’t do,” Shallah said. “That won’t do at all.”

She began to speak. To her surprise she found the words coming easily. She talked about Trallee, and the villagers, and the quiet lives they led. She talked about Jupp and Dobbin and the month-long row they’d once had over the most coveted spot in the byre. She found herself opening up to the boy as she never had to anyone, telling him about her favourite stool, and the tedium of spinning wool, and her secret desire to close herself up in her home and never see another soul.

For the most part she couldn’t tell if Liam was listening. His silence was a barrier between them, one she desperately hoped to break, for it would be such a long cold journey if they had to go it alone. She couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking. Did he understand what had happened to him? Was he afraid? Did he know the way home?

Early on, Shallah had warned Liam not to leave her side, and as she spoke she noticed that he stuck to her like molasses. He never let go of her hand, and when she was forced to let go of his fingers to adjust her satchel, she found that he kept his arm extended, waiting for her to take up his hand again. He showed no fear of the dark, which was a blessing, and he never complained that he was tired or hungry or bored. In fact, he never complained at all. He was nothing like Ilara Guerin who, though sweet, was often stubborn and prone to crying fits at the slightest provocation. By comparison, Liam was painfully serene, almost stoic. He seemed to have no mischief in him at all.

Shallah couldn’t make him out. Was he being so agreeable to please her, or did he wish to be invisible, to be forgotten? She worried he was holding something inside, some terrible hurt he feared to speak of. She asked him tentatively about his family, his village, though she knew she’d not receive an answer. Betta had made every effort to break through to him and hadn’t been able to draw one word from his lips, though she’d spoken of a sudden sadness in his eyes when she’d mentioned his mother.

When they stopped for rest, Shallah took the child in her lap and held him close, as though the warmth of her body might warm his heart.

What happened to you? she longed to ask. Who stole your voice?

“I’ll take care of you,” she whispered.

She was starting to believe she could.

As the day wore on, and her worries began little by little to subside, Shallah took notice of her surroundings. It was a good day to begin a journey. The air was warm and full of the musty smell of the conifers. She could picture the fog wafting moodily among the branches of the canopy, filtering the light and filling the air with moisture. The mossy trunks would be thicker here than in the village, and the path they trod would rise and fall among them, twisting its way through their territory.

After so many days of grim anticipation, she found the ease with which they traveled somewhat amusing. The hours passed uneventfully. The path was even and smooth, without so much as a puddle to vex them. Were it not for their absolute isolation, the two might have been out for a pleasant stroll through the trees. She hadn’t yet broken a sweat.

In her mind Shallah could picture the path before them. She knew already where they would stop for their midday meal, and how the trail would bend when they took it up again, before straightening out and slopping downwards. If she pressed herself, she could see the forest all around in her mind’s eye, could envision all the paths and how they intersected. This wood, her wood, was like a grid of roads and paths, the walkways illuminated in white, the woodland in black. She could walk those white trails forever without getting lost.

She remembered being asked once by Gemma Blighton how she knew the wood so well. The two had been friends briefly, during that short summer after Gemma had declared herself sick of her sisters and before she’d caught the eye of Leland Goss and dissolved into his arms. Fifteen years old and willful, Gemma had convinced Shallah to sneak out in the night and help her find the hideout her brothers had built without permission in the woods. She’d been surprised at how readily Shallah had agreed, and absolutely stunned at the ease with which she’d moved through the trees.

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll fall?” Gemma had asked as she’d struggled to keep up with her friend.

“Not half as much as you,” Shallah had replied. “You’re afraid because it’s dark and you can’t see your way. It’s always dark for me.”

“But everyone’s afraid of the forest,” Gemma had said. “It’s said to be frightfully dangerous.”

Shallah had been in a phase of extreme boastfulness then, always looking for the chance to show her courage, to prove that she knew better. “You don’t believe all that nonsense, do you?” she’d replied. “I know I don’t.” Not precisely the truth, but not exactly a lie either.

Shallah would never completely give up her fear of the forest, for childhood lessons, once learned, are not easily unlearned. But at fifteen, she’d already begun to question the truth of those tales she’d heard so many times, and to wonder …Where were these dangers that laid in wait amongst the trees? Why had she never encountered them? What would it mean if they didn’t exist at all? What would it mean for her father?

She’d only just begun her nighttime wanderings the summer she’d been friends with Gemma. It had begun as a test of bravery. She’d dared herself one night to step into the wood and walk twenty paces without extending her arms before her. She’d done it, though she’d scared herself out of her wits and badly banged her temple when she’d walked into a spruce tree. She’d never forgotten the position of that tree again.

The game had soon extended to the forest all around her toft, then to all around the village and beyond. Some nights she’d count her steps up to a hundred, purposely turning herself about, then try to find her way back home in half the steps. Some nights she’d examine the landscape, trying to remember where the largest trunks grew, and where the streams ran, until she could tell which side of the village she was on by touching the bark of the nearest tree, or listening for the gurgle of water. She’d often get lost and have to scramble about, waiting to come upon some landmark with which to orient herself, but she soon learned that there was no harm in this confusion so long as she remained calm. Eventually she began to look for paths to get lost on, for she’d come to know the wood about Trallee so well that it bored her.

Of course, Shallah didn’t know the entire forest by heart. The forest was vast, it went on for miles, much farther than she could walk in one night. Still, it would be days yet until she and Liam would enter lesser-known territory. For the time being, they might still be in the village, she knew her way so well.

For the time being they were safe.

Liam had never seen such trees. There were trees so wide it took five breaths to walk past them. There were trees so tall he couldn’t see their branches. When he looked high up he could see fog swirling around their trunks like ghosts, and he felt nervous. With the canopy above and the ground below it was like being in a very big cage. He didn’t want to be in a cage with ghosts.

In the village the trees weren’t quite this big. Ma Betta had been teaching him all their names, but he hadn’t gotten the chance to learn them all. Mirabel was always interrupting. Toly said Mirabel was jealous, but Liam didn’t mind. It was easy to forgive Mirabel because she was so pretty. He’d never known a little girl so pretty.

He’d been in the forest of the big trees once before, but he’d missed seeing them because he’d been upset. And before that … he didn’t want to think about before that. Before that made him cry. If you cried it was best to do it at night when nobody would know. He’d cried in the night at Ma Betta’s and nobody had known because Catin talked in her sleep and masked the sound. Liam liked Catin because she talked in her sleep.

It was nice to be under the big trees, nicer than being inside. At Ma Betta’s he’d often been kept inside. Sometimes when he’d been in the close and other villagers had come, Ma Betta had told him to go inside. He didn’t like being inside because the hearth was inside, and also because of the roof. The roof might fall down. Ma Betta didn’t understand about the roof falling down, and she thought inside was better than outside. But now Liam knew he would be outside all the time because he was on a journey.

Ma Betta had explained the journey to him even though he already knew. He often knew things before other people knew. Other people knew only what had come before, but he also knew what would come after. Not everything, but some things. He’d known he would be taking a journey through the forest, and that a girl would be taking him, not Ma Betta. This had upset him for a little while, but not enough to cry. He missed Ma Betta but he was getting used to missing.

Shallah had the long curly hair. She was almost as pretty as Mirabel. She wore a red kirtle, while Mirabel’s had been blue. Shallah was very different from Ma Betta. She talked to him in a different way. Ma Betta had always talked to him in questions. Do you know how to make pottage? Do you know what we put in the pot? Shallah told him what she was thinking, and she didn’t seem to mind that he didn’t answer. Liam had decided not to talk anymore because if he talked he knew he would have to talk about before. It seemed safer not to talk at all. Shallah understood this.

Liam liked Shallah, but he knew there was something not right about her. When they found all the white flowers he found out what it was.

The flowers covered the ground on both sides of the path. They were tiny and white and they dazzled his eyes. He wanted to pick a bunch of them and give them to Shallah to make her smile. He could tell Shallah didn’t often smile.

But when he returned to Shallah with the blossoms he could tell something was wrong. Shallah didn’t smile. She didn’t look at the flowers in his hands. She had her hand held out for him, but she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking at a place somewhere just beside him.

She couldn’t see him.

Liam’s body went suddenly cold.

Confused, Shallah crouched to the ground, her kirtle pooling around her. “What’s the matter, Liam?” she asked him, beckoning him to her. “What is it?”

He looked at the flowers in his cupped palms. They made him sad.

“Come to me,” Shallah said.

He stepped forward slowly. He thought about letting the blossoms fall to the ground, but before he had the chance Shallah found his folded hands.

“What have you got there?” she asked. She blinked at him, and he felt such terrible sorrow for her broken eyes, for all the flowers they would never see.

Liam let Shallah bring his hands to her face. She put her nose close to the flowers and inhaled deeply. She smiled. “Beautiful,” she said, and he felt a little better.

After all, he had made her smile.



Chapter Six

When evening came upon them, Shallah found a suitable place to camp in a clearing among the ferns. She laid a blanket over the needles packed into the red earth, and used her cloak as a pillow for them both. The night air was warm, full of the vestiges of a hot summer, and there was no need for a fire.

Liam curled into her side as soon as she’d tucked the blankets around him, his eyelids drooping.

“Sweet dreams, child,” Shallah whispered, smoothing the hair from his forehead. She kept her hand on his back until his breathing became regular with sleep. It was reassuring to feel the warmth of his small body, the insistent beating of his little heart. It had been so long since she’d touched another with affection. She was astonished to realize how much she’d missed it. 

As night set in, Shallah sat cross-legged in her shift, her clothes folded neatly at her side. It really was too warm for such thick clothing, and she thought she might leave off her stockings altogether the next day, and perhaps even her kirtle.

What does it matter? she thought to herself. It’s not as though Sedemay Hale will be jumping out of the bushes to catch me, and my shift is certainly decent enough for Liam to view. But even as she had this thought, she knew she would be donning her kirtle as always the next morning. Tramping through the woods in her underthings would make her feel too much of a wild thing, and she’d been accused of wildness enough in her life for the idea to leave a sour taste in her mouth.

Pulling her knees up to her chin, she closed her eyes and pictured the way they’d come. The white path sprang up in her mind, snaking its way back to Trallee. They’d passed behind the village going west, and were making their way toward Minnow Lake. Once they’d skirted it, the trees would become denser still and they’d follow the path to a fork in the road giving them a choice of left or right, north or south.

Shallah hadn’t yet decided which path they would take. The choice would be an easy one, if only she knew where they were going. A nagging question she’d been avoiding all along pushed itself into her mind: how could she take this boy home when she'd no idea where it was?

It was entirely possible that the boy had no home, that he’d been abandoned by his people as a sacrifice or a punishment. Barring that, his village could be in some remote corner of the wood where none had journeyed before, where she herself had never dreamed of venturing. There were no settlements nearby, for during none of her late-night excursions had she ever met another soul. As far as she knew, in all of this vast wood, Trallee was alone.

The temptation to take alarm was strong, but Shallah gritted her teeth and resisted. They’d had a good day, and the night was calm. If she lost her head now, when all was going well, how would she fare when the way became difficult?

Pressing her cheek into her knee, she reviewed her options. She’d been south several times and knew the path petered out within half a day’s walk in that direction. She was none too eager to go scrambling through the underbrush, though she knew it might be inevitable. The northern route was less clear, which made her anxious, but optimistic as well. For, the unknown was full of possibilities, and the possible was more hopeful than the impossible. Still, if she chose incorrectly, they could waste days in aimless wandering.

Idly, Shallah stroked Liam’s arm through the blanket. Her instincts pointed them north, she couldn’t explain why. It was something about Liam that made her feel it so strongly.

“Who knows what we might find,” she said aloud, and the boy stirred in his sleep.“North,” she whispered to herself, glad to have the matter decided. She would leave her concerns for the next day.

Pulling the blanket over her, Shallah placed her head beside Liam’s and snuggled close. As she fell into sleep, already dreaming perhaps, she kissed Liam on the head and said softly into his ear, “Lead me to him.”

To Shallah, Minnow Lake was like an old friend, one seldom seen and often missed. She remembered vividly the first time she’d come upon it. It was a few months after she’d begun her rambles at night, and she’d yelped with surprise when her feet had sunk into the cool water, her legs suddenly submerged up to her ankles. The village well was the only source of water she’d ever known, save for a good rainstorm. Since then, she’d stumbled upon many others – streams and brooks, ponds and ravines – but back then she’d been wholly ignorant of their existence. She had never encountered a lake before.

She’d splashed in the lake for hours that night.

At first she’d thought herself awfully clever to have discovered this magnificent field of water before anyone else. She’d been shamed out of that conceit soon enough. Only a day later, while she was perched in the branches of her favourite spruce, Kimbery Klink had emerged out of the trees in a terrible fury, leading her son Hacon and his friend Balduin Goss by the ears. Both boys were soaking wet.

Even high up in the tree Shallah had overheard every word of Kimbery’s tirade. She’d not taken much care to lower her voice.

“Bathing, were you? Having a little swim? You’re a curse on me, boy. A curse! Just wait until I tell your father. And you! Don’t think you’ll be getting off easy. I’ll be having a long talk with your mother. Dim-witted, the both of you. Minnow Lake! Did you even think of the dangers? Did you think of anything at all? I’ll be damned if I let you out of my sight again. Swimming, having a good time! Well, your good times have come to an end, boys. Minnow Lake! Never before in my life …”

That was the first time Shallah had heard the name Minnow Lake.

She returned to the lake every once in a while, usually when she was feeling particularly lonely, or missing her father most poignantly. It always welcomed her with open arms. She often cried there, a weakness she almost never allowed herself. Somehow it seemed safer to cry in the water, where her tears could be absorbed in an instant. She never stayed long, for to linger would break the spell of the place, but each time she left she felt a little stronger. The lake healed her, soothing her wounded heart. It made her feel less alone.

Upon awakening, Minnow Lake was the first thought on Shallah’s mind, and she greeted the day with a smile. The morning was fresh with a slight hint of a breeze, another good day for travel. Liam was already up and about, scuffling in the bushes at her feet, full of that boundless energy that only children enjoy. Shallah left him to his play for a moment or two, happy to rest in the warm cocoon of blankets. She’d had a wonderful dream and its images lingered in her mind delightfully. Dreams always brought her such joy.

She was never blind in her dreams.

An odd sound broke her from her reverie. It was a moment before she realized what she was hearing.

Liam was humming.

Shallah sat in up amazement, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Was it truly Liam humming this strange melody? It was a complicated tune, much more intricate than any she’d heard sung in the village. Its haunting music spoke of loss, but of discovery and redemption as well. It was a song of hope.

As the morning breeze grazed over her, mingling with Liam’s song, Shallah was filled with gladness. She didn’t linger in her amazement that the boy had such sounds in his head, but none to share in words. He would speak when he needed to. In that moment it seemed to her that everything was happening just as it should, and it was best not to question it.

She’d pulled her kirtle over her head and was tying the laces when Liam saw she was awake and came to her side. He took her hand and pressed something into her palm. She grinned. It was a small sprig of fresh berries.

After a quick breakfast of oat cakes and ale, Shallah and Liam got on their way. They began at a leisurely pace, for Shallah didn’t want to tire too early.

Better to pace ourselves and enjoy the journey, she thought. I certainly won’t be in this good a mood every morning.

The day passed with the telling of stories. Once again Shallah felt herself opening up to the boy, speaking of things she never admitted to anyone. She told him of her childhood, describing those carefree days before she’d lost the world to darkness. She found herself dwelling on a description of her father, recalling his large hands, his shy grin, his clumsiness. She explained how she’d felt when her father had gone and left her alone, how she’d railed against him in her thoughts, but never allowed herself to blame him aloud. How she’d clung to the house, unwilling to leave it even for a brief moment in case her father returned. And how the days had stretched out before her without her father’s voice to fill them.

What has come over me? she wondered to herself.

It was as though every secret she’d ever kept was struggling to be set free, and she could hardly talk fast enough to let them out. The villagers wouldn’t have recognized this forthcoming girl as the Shallah they knew, for that Shallah was reserved and often silent. That Shallah never let her true self be seen.

Then who is this Shallah? she mused. Am I still myself? Or has the wood transformed me into some other girl?

But Shallah didn’t feel like somebody else. For the first time in a long while she felt like herself. With each story she told she was letting go of all the hurt and pain she’d been holding within. She felt more free than she had in years, and she had Liam to thank, for he was as rapt an audience as anyone could have wished for. He leaned his cheek against her hand when she spoke of something sad and sucked in his breath at the frightening parts. When she paused for breath, or to think of what to say next, he tugged at her kirtle, urging her to go on. He never seemed to tire of the sound of her voice.

Absorbed as they were, they paid no attention to the forest about them. The spruces and firs in this part of the wood were barer than those of Trallee, their branches emerging high above the heads of those passing on the forest floor. If she could have seen, Shallah might have commented on the loneliness of the surroundings. The foliage was sparser here, allowing the eye to travel for miles in all directions, encountering naught but mossy trunks, each isolated from the others as though they’d been warned not to touch. The cones were more numerous here as well, scattering before them as they walked.

In between tales Shallah noted that there was little sound save the crunching of their shoes on the needles and the rolling of the cones. No birds chirped, no squirrels scrambled about. All the familiar sounds of the forest had ceased. Though she tried not to show it, the silence left her feeling somewhat hollow. The quiet was most noticeable when they stopped to eat and for a quarter of an hour they shared no talk at all. Then she could tell Liam too sensed something was odd, for he sat close to her and kept turning his head about as though puzzled by their surroundings.

It was a relief when in early afternoon they took a turn in the path and came upon Minnow Lake. Shallah hadn’t quite realized how close it was, for they were almost upon it before she heard the lapping of the water.

Minnow Lake wasn’t truly a lake in the traditional sense. Shallah’s father had often dreamed of big waters, and had described the way the sun’s light would reflect on it at sunset, and that the canopy couldn’t cover it, for it was too grand a thing to be closed in like a forest. If such mythic places were to be called lakes, then Minnow Lake was naught but a dim recollection of what a lake had once been.

It was irregular in shape, with watery fingers running off in several directions. Its body was dotted with islands, small clumps of earth from which the trees grew up, their branches spreading wide so that even over its waters the sky could be seen only in patches. The lake’s waters were clear, exposing the rocky bed and labyrinthine root systems below. Despite its name, and to the disappointment of those daring boys who sought it out, buckets in hand, Minnow Lake held no fish of any kind.

Shallah was eager to introduce Liam to the lake, to share with him another of her secrets. She hadn’t told him they would be seeing such a sight that day, for she’d hoped to surprise the boy with it. She realized her mistake the moment Liam caught sight of the lake through the trees. She heard him catch his breath, and he faltered in his step. Then he dropped her hand for the first time and ran ahead.

All her glad anticipation dissolved in an instant and her original fears came rushing back. “Wait for me!” she commanded. She knew the dangers of water. One of Old Brice’s boys had once fallen down the well. She knew if Liam fell into the lake …

“Don’t fall,” she whispered under her breath as she tore down the path. “Please, don’t fall.”

She caught him just in time.

He’d scrambled over the larger rocks which sat all along this side of the shore. One false step and their journey might have come to an abrupt end.

Shallah clung to Liam with relief. “You frightened me!” she scolded, though she knew he wasn’t to blame. Most likely he’d never seen such a thing as a lake before, and couldn’t know its dangers.

Liam seemed somewhat bewildered by the intensity of her reaction, and kept glancing over at the lake as though trying to see what all the fuss was about.

Once she’d recovered from her fright, Shallah took the boy’s hand in hers and leaned forward over the rocks, to show him how cold the water was, and how deep. However, though they leaned far out, their hands met only with dry earth.

“How strange,” she said. “The water’s retreated.”

Taking Liam on her hip, she ventured onto the lakebed, treading slowly on the rocky bottom. When at last she felt the cold water lapping at her feet, as she had those years before, she’d come forward nearly thirty feet. Minnow Lake had shrunk to the size of a pond. Its majestic trees stood sentinel over naught but bare rocks.

Shallah lowered Liam to the ground and crouched down beside him, the hem of her kirtle hanging into the water. Once upon a time she would have been wet up to her waist standing on this very spot.

“I suppose you had it right,” she said. “There wasn’t any danger after all.”

She cupped a handful of water and let it trickle through her fingers. Though she tried not to show it, she was heartbroken. All the hope and joy of the morning blew away like so much dust as she sat on the cold lake bottom. Why had this happened now, just when she needed the lake’s comfort more than ever? What did that mean for the journey ahead? She felt as though she’d come to a friend’s door only to find an enemy lying in wait.

As the water was tepid and shallow, they didn’t bathe in it as she’d planned. Instead, they sat on its former shore, in the shadow of the trees. Liam laid his head on Shallah’s knee and began to doze, while she wondered quietly why those she loved most always left her alone.

“I miss you,” she said sadly.

Her voice echoed forlornly across the empty lake.



Chapter Seven

On the third day much of the path lay uphill. It was past midday when Shallah and Liam finally arrived at the fork in the road and stopped for their meal. They sat in the trees to the right of the northern path, using a cedar log as a bench. Shallah was glad to have her satchel off, for it had begun to pull at her as though it were full of rocks. Her body ached from it.

It had been a strange morning.

She was awoken by a hard kick to her side. Liam was thrashing his arms and legs in his sleep, his undertunic twisted around his body. His hair was soaked with sweat and his breath came in quick panting bursts. It sounded like he was suffocating. She tried her best to wake him gently, but nothing worked. When she called his name softly and stroked his cheek, he turned his head away. When she reached for him he clawed at her, nearly drawing blood. When she shook him, he kicked.

In the end, she was forced to slap him in the face and he jerked out of sleep, flinging the blankets from his body. He wheeled on her, full of fright, and she had to hold his wrists to stop him from running off.

“Don’t you know me, Liam?” she asked. “It’s me, Shallah. I won’t hurt you. There’s nothing to fear.”

It took a while to make him believe her.

The odd happenings of the day didn’t end there. Almost as soon as they’d gotten out of sight of the lake, the air began to thicken with humidity, unusual for that time of year, and a clammy wetness settled on their faces and hands. The canopy fog came down to greet them, and water dripped from the tree branches in punishing drops. They trudged up the path with bowed heads, the wood around them quiet as death, and though Shallah couldn’t see the mist that drifted around them like wispy ghosts, she began to feel agitated all the same.

The silence was unnerving. It seemed to speak of hidden dangers. The humid air felt like the breath of some awful fiend sneaking up at their backs. Shallah felt a tingling in her legs, a sudden eagerness to run. She carried Liam in her arms out of fear that if she let him down for a moment he would be snatched away.

As the day wore on, the minutes dripping by, Shallah halted in her steps several times, listening. Once she distinctly heard a snarl in the distance followed by a high-pitched whine. There could be no mistake; they were being tracked.

As they ate, she still sensed them coming. They traveled in a pack, a big one, it seemed. But they were still a ways off, and as she rested her tired feet among the shrubs, she felt a calm settling in her for the first time that day. She knew the fog was lifting, for some warmth had crept back into the air. She took Liam in her lap and together they listened to the song of a bird she didn’t recognize, perhaps a wren. It was the first sign of life they’d found in these trees, and they were both glad of the company.

Suddenly, the path ahead seemed to hold much promise. Already the air smelled sweeter, and Shallah could feel herself growing stronger. The wind in the branches, though it pulled at her hair, was a welcome release from the suffocating silence. Even the creatures that followed them seemed less menacing now that she’d had a moment to reflect on it. They were only animals after all, she thought to herself. She could beat them off if it came to it.

Once they were ready to be off again, her attitude had changed entirely, and she spoke brightly to Liam, eager to move on. But the little boy wasn’t so easily cleansed. As she led the way with a quick step, Liam trailed behind, glancing back at the dark woods they’d passed through.

They fell into sleep early that day, laying their blankets out at the foot of a small hill. They’d covered a good stretch of the path in this new wood and Shallah felt their way bending west, around the steeper hills. Once they’d rounded those hills her knowledge of their route would be scanty at best, which should have filled her with worry, but instead she felt serene. The creatures tracking them were now all but forgotten.

As night fell, Shallah was sleeping peacefully, snuggling Liam close.


It seemed like no more than moment had passed when she was rushed awake by the sound of a strange voice. She felt for Liam in the covers beside her but couldn’t find him. Turning carefully onto her stomach, she lay tense, listening for more. Soon, she heard the voice again. It was an old woman’s voice.

“Well, hello there,” it said. “Have you lost your way?”

At first Shallah thought the woman was speaking to her, then realized she had to be addressing Liam.

“I know these parts better than any around, I’d say,” the woman said. “Yes, indeed. Lived here all my life, I have. Bore children and had them grow up and leave me, though none were quite as sweet looking as you, my child. Such lovely dark skin. My, how I would love to keep you. Could use some company out here in the lonely forest. Are you all on your own?”

Shallah rose to her feet, her shift falling loosely to her ankles. “I am with him,” she said. Though she tried to sound firm, her words came out in a croak.

Liam came to her side and took her hand. She gripped it tightly.

“Oh, you did give me a start,” the woman said. “Well, do come here and let me have a look at you. My sight isn’t quite what it used to be.”

Shallah took a few steps forward, but found that in her rush to come to Liam’s aid she’d disoriented herself. She couldn’t picture the way before her. Seeing her distress, the old woman came to meet her.

“Have you no sight, my dear?” the woman asked.

“None at all,” Shallah replied.

The old woman looked down at Liam. A ray of sunlight fell through the web of boughs above, dappling his cheeks, and his tunic was wrinkled from sleep. He scratched at the back of his head and gazed back at her. The old woman watched him for a long moment, then said, “Ah,”as though she’d just recalled something.

“Come with me,” she said to them both.

She led the pair to her home. It lay to the south, in a portion of the forest so dense that to manoeuvre through it one had to know one’s way instinctually. Though Shallah knew they were leaving the path behind and following a stranger into a foreign part of the wood, she felt no concern. In fact, as they delved ever deeper into the trees, a feeling of intrinsic trust bubbled up from her core, and she felt quite positive there was nothing to fear. The old woman seemed a familiar friend, one she must have forgotten, but was glad to find again. She was glad to be led and hoped there would be warm food.

As they walked, the old woman spoke about her life in the forest and her husband, Jerome, god bless his soul, who’d passed away years before. She wasn’t more than a foot taller than Liam, but she was sprightly for her age. She wore a green man’s tunic tied at the waist with a length of woven reeds. The grey kerchief on her head bobbed before Liam as she hopped over logs and small bushes, rushing along as though they were all late for some fantastic feast. Liam watched in fascination as she pulled ahead of them. She moved so quickly that at times she seemed to be floating.

Her house was a structure of wattle and daub, and might have resembled the homes of Trallee if it hadn’t been nearly overcome by the hemlock tress surrounding it. The trees were packed so densely that it was difficult to discern the house at all. Liam stared in amazement as the old woman reached through the branches and pulled open a creaking door. It was as though she’d cracked open the forest itself.

Shallah had to stoop to get through the doorway, for the entire house had been built to suit the old woman’s size. The stool she offered them by the hearth was also tiny and Shallah sat on the dirt floor rather than break it. Liam crouched by her side, his mouth agape.

The hemlocks hadn’t only conquered the house’s outer walls, but those within as well. They grew against the wooden frame, their roots ribbing the floor, their branches creating a screen to mask the windows. The roof couldn’t be seen at all for the trees had created their own canopy. The old woman’s pallet lay on a hammock of branches, and drying herbs hung in bunches from the boughs by the hearth. The floor was strewn with cones. Taking one of them in her hand, Shallah had the odd sensation of being both indoors and outdoors at once.

The old woman appeared out of the darkness at the far end of the room, pushing her way through the branches of the trees sprouting in the middle of the floor. She handed them each a hunk of bread and a wooden cup of some sweet liquid Shallah had never tasted before. Though the brew was cold, it warmed her cheeks. It tasted faintly of rain.

“Isn’t this part of the forest wonderful?” the old woman said as she took a seat on the other side of the fire. She too was drinking the strange liquid, but her cup was far larger and the wood intricately carved, her fingers covering what might have been a face.

“It’s something in the air, isn’t it? A certain sweetness?” the woman continued.

Shallah found herself agreeing unconsciously, nodding her head although she hadn’t heard the question. It seemed that whatever the old woman said must be right.

“Yes, it can be bewitching,” the woman said, as though supporting a claim Shallah had made. “I was caught up in its enchantment long ago, and it’s kept me here. Its will is strong.”

Shallah felt her mind clouding over. Her head began to feel extremely heavy, and yet light at the same time. The woman’s voice seemed very far away.

“Don’t concern yourself,” the woman said. “Once you’ve rounded the hills your mind will clear. I would have kept you here with me, to be my company, oh yes. But now I see this cannot be. I didn’t realize at first who you were. I’ve been expecting you for so long, so long.”

Liam gazed intently at the old woman as she spoke. He kept blinking at her and squinting his eyes, as though he couldn’t see her properly in the flickering light.

“But how could you have been expecting us?” Shallah asked in slow confusion.

“My mother told me the story when I was a little girl, oh so long ago. I’d nearly forgotten. The story of the blind girl and the dark-skinned child; the child of the light and the woman who would guide him.”

“A story?” Shallah felt as though her ears were filled with wool. She had to strain to make out the words.

“You are traveling far, are you not?” the old woman said.

“Very far,” Shallah replied.

“And there is danger ahead.” The old woman looked off to the north.

“No,” Shallah said sleepily. “Behind.”

To this the old woman said nothing, only smiled knowingly.

“You will not be hindered. You’ll find your way in the end. He will guide you.”

“Who will?”

“The child,” the old woman said simply, gesturing to Liam. Shallah tightened her hold on him, as though the old woman’s words implied some threat. Still frowning at the old woman’s face, Liam seemed not to have heard.

“How could he?” Shallah said. “He’s only a boy.”

“Oh that’s of no matter,” the old woman said gaily. “Age is of no consequence. He will save us.” She beckoned Liam to her. The boy didn’t move, but a moment later he jerked and his eyes widened. He stared at the old woman as though stunned. Across the hearth, she smiled then let her hand fall into her lap. “It was foretold,” she said.

A sharp gust of wind shook the house, the hemlock branches waving above their heads. Liam climbed into Shallah’s lap, turning his face from the old woman, though out of the corner of his eye he watched her still. He watched her hands.

“Foretold?” Shallah said.

“He will lead us to safety,” the old woman said.

“What was foretold?” Shallah asked, her brow creasing. It seemed the woman was purposely thwarting her by speaking in such vague terms. Why couldn’t she speak plainly?

“There were three,” the old woman said. “My mother received them. A great woman my mother was, both wise and gay at once. The forest wept when she perished. She received them individually, in a bolt of light. Struck her down, they did, brought her to her knees. Three times this happened, in the course of one day – three times she fell. And she wasn’t a young woman, oh no. She was already quite elderly, nearly ready to move on. But perhaps it had to be so. The old are closer to the other world, some already partly there, sharing both worlds at once.”

The old woman nodded sagely.

“She told no one for many years, for even her greatest friends didn’t know her true nature, and wouldn’t have understood. It was only as she lay dying and the air was full of the trees’ grief that she gave the knowledge over to me. And I still only a girl, for I’d come to her so late in life, a miracle child they’d called me. She told me that you would come one day, and that I should tell you what you needed to know. I have been waiting so very long.”

For a moment the old woman held her head as though to demonstrate the hardship of having to wait so very long. But as Shallah couldn’t see and Liam was regarding her warily, her gesture had no effect. She peeked tentatively at the two of them through her gnarled fingers.

“What were the three?” Shallah asked.

“Prophecies,” the woman said, abandoning her pretence. “Three prophecies. It was unusual, of course, for one to receive all three, but her nature made it possible.”

“Her nature?” Again Shallah felt a stab of irritation. Couldn’t she be clearer?

“Her mother was tree, and her father part wolf. Somewhere on his own father’s side, I believe, though we were never quite sure. Wolves can be so secretive.” She dismissed all wolves with a flick of her hand.

“I’m sorry,” Shallah said slowly. “Have I misunderstood you?”

“It isn’t for you to understand.”

“Your father was half –”

“Please don’t let it trouble you.”

Shallah closed her eyes and felt her questions flow away like so many leaves on the air. She felt that if she kept her eyes shut she might never fret again. It was a calming thought.

“What were the three?” she asked again, though she wasn’t sure she would listen to the answer. Answers seemed so tedious.

“The first I have already told you. There would be a dark skinned boy led by a sightless woman. The boy would lead us to safety.” Shallah nodded wobbly.

“The second prophecy was to be conveyed to the dark trees of the north, and the third to the wolf chief in the western valley. They concerned the fates of those two races.”

Shallah waited expectantly.

“I can’t tell you what these prophecies foretold. It is not my right to do so,” the old woman said. “Only a knowing member of these races can pass the knowledge on, and then only if it so desires. It must be a willing conveyance.”

“But you are part tree –”

“I am much more than that,” the old woman said. “I can tell you this. All of the prophecies involve the boy. In one he is a protector, in another, a weapon. And of course, in our own, a saviour.”

“Why do we need to be saved?” Shallah asked. “Aren’t we safe here?”

“You came through the dead wood; you must have felt its pain. Soon it will all be that way. Even here in the lushest part of the wood … It pains me so to speak of it. Trees wither away. The animals are all going. There will be a great exodus. The wood doesn’t want us anymore.”

A question occurred to Shallah but she hesitated to pronounce it, for the answer would affect all their lives. “Is the forest dying?” she asked.

“We’ve sickened it with our presence. We’ve weakened it. But what will become of the people? They’ve nowhere to go.”

“How can you know all this? You’re all alone here.”

“I see much. I’ve been here so long I’ve become a part of it. When the leaves wither, I sicken, when the branches crack, so do I. I know the spirit of this place. I know its will.”

“Come away with us,” Shallah said on impulse. “This forest has some strange power. You mustn’t stay here.”

“I will stay,” the old woman said. “When all go, I will remain. Perhaps we will heal.”

“We must be off,” Shallah said suddenly. A wave of dizziness hit her as she got to her feet and she had to steady herself. Liam handed her the satchel. He was just as eager to be away from this place as she.

“Go,” the old woman said. “Don’t let the forest keep you. Go north and soon you will see your path. Remember what I have told you.” She pressed Shallah’s walking stick into her hand. “Seek the prophecies from those who would share them. You will survive.”

Shallah bent low to pass through the door, pulling Liam behind her. As he passed out of the house, the little boy caught another glimpse of the carved cup clutched in the old woman’s hand. Carved into its side, in delicate curving lines, was his own face.

Out in the open air, Shallah took a deep breath. The wind began to blow with more force. She took Liam in her arms and they began to pick their way back to the path. They didn’t make any farewells. The old woman had gone, Shallah could feel it. She’d vanished just as soon as they’d stepped over the threshold.

Liam looked over Shallah’s shoulder as they walked away. The house could no longer be seen. The dark green hemlocks blended together, masking it from view.

It was as though it had never been.

Shallah walked speedily through the brush like she’d been this way a hundred times before. When at last they came to the path, she halted in her steps.

“You will find him,” she heard the old woman say. Her voice was so clear, it was as though she was standing right behind them, but Shallah knew she wasn’t there. Her voice was everywhere. It came from close by and very far away. It came from all around. “You will find him,” it said again.

Shallah hugged Liam to her. “Let us be gone,” she said.

And soon they were.



Chapter Eight

Liam wasn’t afraid.

Shallah was no longer herself. She swayed on her feet when she walked, and wouldn’t hold Liam’s hand. She seemed to have lost all sense of time. Sometimes she wanted to rest when they’d just made a stop, and other times she walked on for hours without taking a break. More than once she’d failed to take a turn in the path and wandered into the underbrush. But what bothered him most was her absolute silence.

Shallah hadn’t spoken a word in days.

But Liam wasn’t afraid.

He led her down the path as she’d led him. He pressed fruit and bread into her hands at mealtime and tucked the blanket about her when it was time for sleep. He knew they had to keep moving, for only when they got around the hills would she go back to normal. That’s what the old woman had said. Liam wanted Shallah to go back to normal, but he also liked being in charge. He liked taking care of her. He liked her better than he’d ever liked anyone, except maybe one or two from before. But he didn’t like to think about before.

He didn’t like to think about the old woman either, or the cup with his face. At moments, when he’d looked at her, he’d thought he could see right through her. He was sure this had been some trick the old woman had pulled. She was a crafty one. She was the first person he’d ever met who also knew what would come after. He’d felt her trying to tell him things when she’d beckoned him, but he’d closed his mind and refused to let her. Then he’d felt her stroking his cheek, although she hadn’t moved an inch. It had shocked him so much that he’d nearly opened his mind to her by accident.

Liam didn’t think the old woman had any business touching him without her hands. That was nonsense. He had very little patience for nonsense.

He watched over Shallah as she slept. She was even prettier when she was asleep. She didn’t have bad dreams the way he did, dreams about before and sometimes about after. Sometimes before and after got mixed up in the dream, and he didn’t know where he was. He knew he had to be careful of dreams because dreams could be confusing. Once he’d thought a dream had been telling him something about after but he’d been very, very wrong. It was upsetting to be so wrong. Dreams were sneaky things and you had to be careful of them. He’d learned that lesson.

It was after that worried him. He was getting the feeling that terrible things were going to happen, but he couldn’t make out what they were. He didn’t know when they would start, or when they would end. They might start any minute. They might start this very night. But Liam wasn’t afraid. He couldn’t be afraid. He had to look after Shallah and make sure nothing bad happened to her, because he was in charge. It was hard work, being in charge.


He awoke to the fog. It was thick and lay low on the land so when he got to his feet, as Shallah slept on, he couldn’t see more than a few paces in front of him. When he reached out his hand it was like reaching into a void. He thought it was like reaching into time, reaching into after. It was an odd feeling.

They’d slept in the bed of a dry ravine at the foot of a steep cliff. Liam had chosen to stop there the night before because the way ahead was very steep – a climb for morningtime. He didn’t really understand what it meant to go around the hills, but he thought they must be nearly there. They must be approaching the eastern path. He hoped so. He’d never known how lonely it was to be in charge.

As hunger began to curl and snarl in his belly, Liam left Shallah’s side and climbed a little way up the path. He wanted to rise above the fog and look over the way they’d come. There wasn’t much movement in the forest below. He heard a crow calling and the wind licked at his ears. The fog blotted out most of the view, making the trees seem half as tall. He was disappointed, but he didn’t budge from his perch on the boulder. He didn’t know why, but he felt it was very important that he stay there, looking out. The mist swirled around the tree trunks. The branches creaked. He began to feel a little silly. Then he caught sight of something. 

It was only a movement at the base of the trees, a glimpse out of the corner of his eye. Liam leaned forward, his hands holding tight to the rock. He could see them.

Wolves. They came steadily on, spread out in a jagged line, each two trees apart. They kept their heads low and wove through the trunks, their eyes glittering. Not once did they pause in their steps. They were following the path Shallah and Liam had followed the day before. They’d caught their scent.

Then, just as suddenly as they’d appeared, they were gone. The mist fell upon them again and Liam could see nothing but the upper branches of the trees they were passing beneath. He searched for them, straining to see through the shifting milky air, but it was no use.

He felt very strange. He was breathless to share what he’d seen with Shallah, but at the same time he couldn’t make himself move. He could only stare at the place where he’d seen the wolves, every muscle in his body tense. Finally he came back to himself and slipped off the boulder. He had to show Shallah what he’d seen. If the wolves came upon her without warning, she’d be afraid. Liam didn’t want Shallah to be afraid.

But when his feet hit the ground, he found his way blocked. The fog had thickened while he’d been on the boulder. He couldn’t see his way back.

He tried very hard not to panic. Panicking only made things worse. He felt along the ground with his feet, searching for the place where the path turned downwards. But instead of finding the path, he found a patch of devil’s club so large it almost engulfed him. The thorns scratched through his hose as he fought his way out of it, the murky air filling his nose and mouth. Once he’d freed himself, he didn’t know which way to turn. The path seemed to fall downward in every direction. The swirling white surrounded him on all sides.

For the first time, Liam was truly afraid.

He thought of Shallah. She’d wake up to find him gone, the smell of damp fur on the air. She’d wake up afraid. He couldn’t bear the thought. He was in charge. He was supposed to be protecting her. Now he could do nothing for her. He’d left her alone.

Liam sat down on the red earth and held his knees to his chest. He closed his eyes against the fog. He wished he was a braver boy.

There was nothing worse than being afraid.


When Shallah found Liam he was rocking back and forth, his forehead pressed into his knees. She said his name and touched him on the arm. The little boy started.

“What’s the matter, Liam?” she asked, her alarm rising.

Something wasn’t right. Though the fog was thick on the ground, the mist had finally lifted from her mind, just as the old woman had predicted. She remembered once again the terrible danger they were in and panicked at her carelessness. How many miles had the creatures gained? How much closer had they come as she’d dawdled in her dreams?

Shallah sucked in a quick breath and the cold stung in her throat.

“Come,” she said to Liam as she pulled him towards her. “Come,” she said again, getting to her feet and taking him on her hip, her frantic steps slapping on the packed earth, scattering the mist before her.

They took rest only once night was falling and even then Shallah felt uneasy. In her haste that morning she’d left her walking stick behind and without it she felt less and less certain they hadn’t strayed from the eastern path. In the past few days they’d finally left those trails she knew so well and entered a part of the forest that was less familiar. Startled out of her waking sleep, Shallah found herself faced with a confusing landscape. The paths before her didn’t match those in her memory. Trees seemed to have moved and turns weren’t where they should have been. Streams seemed to have changed course or disappeared altogether. They stopped now at the side of the trail, not only from exhaustion, but for the simple reason that she didn’t know which way to go.

Her mind occupied with worry, Shallah had had little chance to question Liam about the days she’d missed, which was just as well since he’d no words to give her. She could remember leaving the enchanted wood and rounding the hills, but it all seemed a dream. What had come over her during all that time? How could she have abandoned Liam so? She only felt worse as day turned to night. She’d deserted her post, and now look at the mess they were in.

Liam sat in Shallah’s lap amongst the ferns and salmonberry bushes as she pressed her forehead into his hair, deep in thought. He picked at a handful of crumbs in the lap of his grey tunic, the vestiges of his dinner, and peered through the leaves. By all rights, the child should have been lost in sleep, as they’d been on the move since early morning. Instead, he chewed idly at his food, his eyes roaming over the foliage.

Something had caught his attention.

There was a great restlessness in the wood. A constant rustling sound filled the air. The dark was full of shifting shadows, snapping twigs and the smell of newly trampled earth.

Shallah and Liam weren’t the only beings taking flight that night.

A band of porcupines, travelling one behind the other, was making its way over the impressive root structure of a spruce tree on the other side of the path. A mink and her litter bounded past, nearly invisible in the dark save for the dash of white fur at their chins. As Liam watched fixedly, three elk, two cows and a calf, crossed over the path just ahead of where he sat, and continued through the trees.

The creatures of the forest were on the move.

Shallah paid no heed to the action about her. Her mind was consumed with the path ahead and the pursuers behind. Even as she struggled to choose a direction she could feel them drawing nearer. Their intent was far different from that of the creatures that teemed about her now. These animals, these trackers, weren’t pushing toward a destination; they were drawn. And they were close now, she could sense it. It sickened her to think how they might hurt Liam. For the first time, she reached for the dagger and withdrew it from its scabbard. As she held it between her fingers, her hand began to tremble, and the realization of what it was and what it could do, broke her down. Her entire body began to shake.

What are we to do? she asked herself. Every direction seems the wrong one. Every step brings us farther from our goal. I’ve led us too deeply into the forest, ensnared us in a trap. Where will we find safety? Where can we turn?

She began to breathe in quick snapping breaths. Her skin had gone cold as ice. She could feel Liam spreading a blanket across her knees. It broke her heart. Had she led this sweet boy to his doom?

A tear slid down her cheek, though she clenched her eyes against it.

“I’m failing you,” she said in a choked whisper.

As Shallah struggled not to weep, she thought of home. It shocked her to realize that she hadn’t thought of Trallee in days. She ached to be there again, to sit with Liam in her croft and teach him the names of the different herbs, to feel the familiar walls of her cottage and breathe its smoky scent. She longed to hear the voices of the villagers, even those who disliked her: Walram Hale’s deep baritone and his wife Amaria’s shrill falsetto; the chatter of Raulf and his sisters; the hoarse complaints of Isemay Wray; Sabeline Guerin’s calming whispers and Rikild Blighton’s sharp reprimands; Rab Hale’s shrieks from the fields and Botulf Quigg’s drunken rants. She ached for them. She ached for her father. She wondered what he would think if he knew she’d returned from her quest, a failure.

Liam put his arms around Shallah as she cried. Her tears seemed to pain him as much as they did her.

Evening darkened into night but Shallah didn’t set the blankets out for sleep. On this night, she decided to press on even as fatigue pulled at her limbs, for only in movement could she tear herself from her doubts. In the end, it was the clamorous noise of the animals that brought her back to life. In desperation, she decided that following along with these creatures would be the best course. It wasn’t a decision she had much faith in, but the animals seemed to have a purpose and destination of their own, and this alone was enough for the moment. In her despair, it was the best she could do.

The forest was midnight black as they set out at a drowsy trudge. They followed the path for some time, letting the sounds of the passing animals guide them on their way. At some moments the noise was so great that Shallah was sure naught but a passing family of giants could be making such a racket. Once or twice Liam had to cover his ears.

Then, quite suddenly, the noise of the animals came to a halt. Shallah slowed her step, and it was a good thing that she did so, for without warning an enormous buck emerged out of the forest on their right and crossed the path. Liam stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of the deer’s mighty antlers coming at them out of the dark. He grabbed hold of Shallah’s kirtle with both hands to stop her walking on. Shallah felt the heat coming off the buck’s chest as he passed, the fur of his flank brushing against her arm.

For a moment she was breathless. It wasn’t quite a brush with death, for she couldn’t imagine the animal would have done her much harm, even if she’d walked right into him. But even so … He’d come so close. She couldn’t help but feel that the dangers of the wood were closing in on them. And the closer they came, the less she felt able to face them.

Once the buck had gone crashing through the bushes to their left, Shallah realized Liam was still gripping her skirts. She gently pried his fingers loose and crouched down before him. He was breathing hard, as though he’d run a mile, but when she touched his face she felt a smile upon his lips.

“My little saviour,” she whispered into his ear.

Liam beamed.

Shallah found herself once again at an impasse. Before them, the path bent to the right and then swung north-eastward. This was the path she’d imagined they would take. However, the animals had abandoned the path completely and were journeying due north through the wood. Should they follow? To do so would mean giving up entirely on any little knowledge she possessed. She knew nothing of the twisted weeds and roots of the wood away from the path. It would be wiser to stick to the path, even one dim in her recollection, than to go tramping through the woods after a bunch of senseless beasts. Still, she found herself turning longingly to the trail of the animals. When danger came, Jupp and Dobbin always knew it before she did. Animals had a sense about such things. To ignore their direction seemed close-minded, foolish even. They might know the way to safety.

If I make the wrong decision here, Shallah thought, I may never be able to right it.

Fear began to fill her like smoke in a tiny cottage. She couldn’t make another impossible choice, not now. She couldn’t bare the strain. She hugged Liam to her as though to comfort him, when it was she who needed comfort. Even to cry seemed too much of an effort.

Let this choice be made without me, she wished. Let my feet choose the direction on their own. Let some ghostly hand reach out and pull me forward. Anything so I’m not forced to make this choice. Anything at all.

Standing in the filtered light of the moon with Liam on her hip, Shallah felt the boy’s heartbeat begin to slow at last. She thought about the bravery of this small child. Confronted with danger, he’d decided in a moment what to do. He hadn’t balked at the choice before him. He hadn’t been paralysed with indecision. How had he managed such a thing?

Maybe the key is to look at the situation through the eyes of a child, she thought to herself. A child doesn’t know what to do. A child, like an animal, follows its instincts. Which path would I choose on instinct? Which way do I feel is right?

She smiled despite herself at the simplicity of this idea. Relief flowed through her. She kissed Liam on the forehead.

“How did you manage that?” she asked him.

It was near morning when Shallah and Liam set off into the forest, leaving the path behind them.

They would never see it again.



Prologue

The dark oaks of the north were an ancient breed. Their history stretched back to the time when the trees moved at will and held dominion over the lands. They were leaders then, their mighty trunks broad with pride and hope. They kept their brothers free of disease and maintained the harmony of the forest, honouring their legendary pledge to do what was best for the wood always. They were called the Ferukai, protectors of the weak.

Then man came, loud and clumsy, jarring the sweet calm the trees were so accustomed to.

They brought their axes.

When the first trunk fell the forest went into shock. Never before had they encountered such destructive will. Dozens of trunks were felled each day, their corpses dragged off to be mutilated or worse, cruelly burned. The trees watched helplessly as their numbers dwindled, as whole sections of the wood, whole families, were murdered before them. Though the Ferukaitried to reason with them, to dismiss these humans as naught but a passing hindrance, the trees would not be appeased. They resolved to go still, to take their hundred year sleep, in the hopes that when they awoke these demon men would have moved on.

The firs were the first to give up, the maples and cedars and redwoods quickly following. In the end, the Ferukai alone retained the ability to move about, lumbering angrily through their territory, bitter at the hand they’d been dealt. How easy it would have been to follow the lead of the others and abandon themselves to sleep. But who would protect the wood while all its trees slumbered? Who would keep the humans from entering the wood in greater and greater numbers? The Ferukai vowed to remain the keepers of the forest, though it wasn’t a task they cherished, nor one they would have carried out had they been given a choice.

Long years of solitude brought loneliness and anger into the hearts of the Ferukai. They came to hate man and begrudge their brother trees. They began to fight amongst themselves rather than against their foe. The last thing they agreed upon was to move north, for that sector of the forest was largely free of humans, it being too dark and the soil too coarse for their taste. Once the move was made, the territory was divided, and the oaks dispersed, each Ferukus taking a portion of land.

They would not meet again for many years.

The Ferukai became prowlers of the wood, killing anything that crossed their paths. Their only desire was for death, it overcame all else. The years passed around them as they endured, waiting for an opportunity to prove their might once and for all, to make one last stand. 

The time was approaching.



Part 2



Chapter Nine

Shallah couldn’t put her finger on it. This part of the wood was like any other. Granted, it had far more undergrowth, and the trees were more densely packed. The sheer volume of the undergrowth made any advancement through the forest difficult, for the path the animals had cleared by trampling small shrubs and bushes was hardly wide enough to admit two people. Within a short time, both Shallah and Liam were covered in stinging scratches, their clothes soiled and torn from falls, their spirits dwindling.

But this was to be expected. Without her ‘sight’ born of years of exploration, Shallah was blinder than she’d ever been on this journey. She couldn’t guide them over the safest pathways, or even choose a nice place to rest in the forest ahead. She now found herself in precisely the same position as Liam: blindly following. She might have felt anxious about it were she not so preoccupied.

Something was different about this wood, but Shallah couldn’t put her finger on it.

The air was colder for one thing, and the ground far less forgiving. Shallah had never been so bruised. She worried for Liam, for he’d already ripped his hose, and they hadn’t another pair to replace them. Her own kirtle was constantly getting caught on the branches of low-lying plants and she fervently wished she’d given up the ridiculous skirts for a man’s tunic, as she’d often been tempted. Why were men’s clothes so much easier to move around in? No matter how she looked at it, she couldn’t see the sense in it.

She leaned against an oak tree as she rummaged through her satchel for their cloaks, grimacing as a knot in the bark dug into her back. Liam crouched at her feet, fingering his scrapes and gazing up at the peculiar tree. It was a squat oak, terribly short in comparison to the enormous trees surrounding it, its branches hanging low enough for Shallah to touch. But its trunk was startlingly wide. It appeared to have forfeited all its height for girth. Its branches were spindly and sparse, sprouting haphazardly from the massive frame, like saplings growing out of a giant rotted stump. The bark of the tree was deeply furrowed and an angry black colour. It had no leaves. It had clearly died long ago.

As Shallah pinned Liam’s cloak under his chin, she thought she sensed a rush of movement just behind her. She held still, waiting for whatever it was to move again, but nothing happened. The wood was utterly still. She shrugged and took Liam’s hand. The little boy glanced one last time at the ugly oak as they walked away.

Dawn had come and gone when Shallah finally realized why the wood felt so odd. Though it was nearly midmorning, the forest remained dark as night. Liam was the first to notice this of course, though Shallah commented on it soon after. She’d long ago learned to distinguish light by the warmth in the air.

“How strange,” she said to herself. “Could it be the canopy is so dense that not a speck of light can fall through?” Liam raised his eyes to the branches above. All was dark.

“How awful,” Shallah said. “We are all blind here.”

She shivered.

Exhaustion began to stalk them both like a cat stalks a mouse. Nearly a day and a half had passed since they’d had any rest. Shallah was stumbling more and more and Liam had begun to lag behind. Much as it pained Shallah to stop at all, for she was positive their pursuers would never waste time in sleep, she finally conceded that they had to rest when she caught herself dozing on her feet.

“All right,” she said, lifting the sleepy boy into her arms. “Let’s find our bed for the night.”

There were no clearings to be found in any direction, but within a grove of cedar trees Shallah came upon an obliging oak, its raised roots providing a comfortable resting place. In fact, she reflected, the roots were actually shaped remarkably like the seat of a reclined chair, perfect for dozing. A bed in a sea of brambles, she thought. Comfort amongst the thorns.

She didn’t notice the remarkable width of the oak’s trunk, nor the many knots in its deeply furrowed bark.

Liam hummed a lullaby as Shallah unfolded the blankets, the soft melody like a caress coming out of the darkness. When he left off suddenly, she thought little of it, for it was likely he could barely keep his eyes open.

This rest will do us good, she thought to herself.

Already her limbs were heavy with sleep, and she was finding it difficult to concentrate. She should have been alarmed by the ferocity of her exhaustion, she should have been on her guard, but she didn’t have the energy. Suspicion was beyond her now. She could only think of sleep.

With her last bit of strength, Shallah picked Liam up and placed him among the covers. His body was awfully cold, and she wondered if she ought to surrender her blanket to him for the night. She didn’t smell the fear beading on his skin, nor hear the panicked whining in his throat, until she leaned in to kiss his cheek and he pulled her toward him so sharply that she bumped his nose with her forehead.

“What’s the matter, Liam?” she asked urgently, shocked out of her trance. “Why do you tremble so?” His fingers bit into her arms.

Again she sensed a sudden movement behind her. Liam’s body went rigid.

Shallah was breathless. “What is it?” she asked, her eyes wide and terribly desperate. “What do you see?”

Reaching for her belt with shaking fingers, she pulled out her dagger and held it at the ready. All of a sudden Liam sucked in a breath and shrank back with such force that she swung about to face whatever it could be, attempting to shield Liam with her body. She was met with a flurry of wings and a loud hooting. A blinding pain spread across her temples as a pair of claws became entwined in her hair. She held up her hands to fight off the beast, gasping as the talons slashed her fingers. Awash in terror and desperate to protect Liam, Shallah jerked herself away violently, finally freeing the creature which flew off through the trees.

She fell to the ground, landing awkwardly on her side, and lay still for a great long time.

When Shallah awoke, she found the world much changed.

A cold wind whistled through the trees as she pried her cheek from a gnarled root. Her temples throbbed painfully and a chill had crept into her breast. Her breath clouded the air before her as she sat on the forest floor, the edges of her cloak quivering as her frame trembled within. Her worst fears realized, Shallah regarded the trees with bloodshot eyes.

Liam had been taken.

“No,” she whispered, the word repeating itself inside her head: no, no, no, no, no, no, no.

Crawling on her knees, she searched along the ground for the queerly shaped roots she’d been so glad to come across in her fatigue, but they were gone. Like Liam, the oak had disappeared, taking with it all the life, all the joy of this dark place. She beat on the useless trunks, breaking her nails on the wood. How could this be? How could she have lost him?

As she fought to catch her breath, Shallah tried to piece together what had taken place. It was an owl she’d fought, she was nearly sure, a large one. She didn’t know if it had attacked her purposely, or if she’d frightened it. But why had Liam been so afraid? And where was he now? Who had taken him?

What is this place? Shallah asked herself.

There was more to this wood than met the eye. There was an absence in the air, like that of an abandoned home, left to rot and fall to pieces, unlived in, undone. Not only was there no light, but no growth, no renewal of life. Worse than the silent wood they’d passed through after leaving Minnow Lake, where she’d felt death in the air, this forest was alive and thriving on its own anger. By entering its tangled depths, she and Liam had aroused that anger. It had laid claim on Liam, and soon, Shallah felt sure, it would come after her.

But where was he? Why had he been taken instead of her? How could she find him again?

Finding her voice, like a weapon she’d thoughtlessly thrown aside, she called out to Liam on shaky lungs. Her calls were weak at first, but found strength in her panic, and rose loud and clear through the woven branches. She cried out to the boy until she’d spent her voice, only then thinking to get to her feet so her calls might carry further. But as she tried to stand, a terrible pain struck through her left foot and she tumbled forward onto her hands and knees, the child’s name coming out a final time in a strangled scream.

But for the fear pumping through her, she might have fainted again, so bright and striking was this new hurt. Like a wounded animal she clawed at her ankle, gritting her teeth. Though she valiantly attempted to throw herself to her feet and propel herself into motion, it was no use. The pain was too acute. She couldn’t walk.

Leaning back against a tree, utterly spent, Shallah felt her own uselessness as she’d felt the cold upon awakening, like a palpable weight holding her back. Her despair was pure. It filled her so completely she was almost glad it had come to conquer her. She’d been fighting it since the journey had begun, and now, finally, it had won.

There’s nothing I can do now, she thought. I can’t even come to his aid. They all knew it would be this way, and so did I. I always knew.

Admitting defeat was easier than she’d imagined. She shed no tears for her failure. She was beyond tears. She’d fallen into a pit of stone. Her leg was stone, and her face was stone. Her heart was stone.

And stone does not yield.

Shallah was plagued with troubling dreams. She felt her pursuers drawing nearer, their jaws snapping at her very heels. She heard Liam crying, his sobs echoing. She felt a bright light burning upon her, cracking her skin into blisters and sores. And through it all she felt herself followed, heard heavy footsteps approaching, branches snapping as something crashed through the undergrowth, coming at her, louder and louder and louder.

She snapped awake. She pulled her dagger loose of its scabbard and clutched it in her hand. They’d found her at last. They would come from all sides, snarling in a frenzy. A twig snapped somewhere to her left, then the leaves of a bush rustled to her right. Shallah held her weapon tightly, the handle against her shoulder, the blade extended outwards. She tensed for the first blow. All was silence.

It came at her.

She cried out, a yell that was as much a battle cry as a scream of terror. A body crashed through the foliage and flew headlong into her. She tensed her arm to stab, but hesitated when she felt a knee in her side and hands pushing her back.

This was no animal.

“Who are you?” Shallah gasped as she scrambled away. “What do you want from me?” She held her knife out defensively, slashing the air so the person couldn’t draw nearer.

“Only a traveller searching for a way out of the wood,” a man’s voice replied. “Please sheathe your weapon. I mean you no harm.”

The voice sounded slightly familiar but she pushed recognition aside. She got to her knees and edged still farther away.

“Why did you rush at me, then?” she asked. The man hesitated. “Answer me!” she cried, brandishing her dagger. “Tell me or I’ll wound you, I swear it!”

“I-I thought you were a tree readying itself to attack,” the man said, his words falling over themselves as he hurried them. “I heard moaning and I thought you were … I thought you were a monster.”

“What do you know of these trees?” Shallah demanded.

“Put down your dagger and I’ll tell you.”

“Not a chance,” she said, squaring herself against the man as he took his arm away from his face and looked at her for the first time.

He gasped.

Shallah faltered, the blade wavering in the air. What did he see?

“It’s you,” the man said.

Again she felt his voice was familiar. It wasn’t a voice she knew well, but one she’d heard before – a voice from home.

“The blind girl,” the man said.

“The Fleete boy,” Shallah said.

For a brief moment they considered one another. Then they rushed into each other’s arms and embraced. It wasn’t an embrace of love, nor one of need, nor one of loneliness. It was a hard embrace, a strong embrace – an embrace of hope.

Quite soon thereafter, Shallah found herself alone again. The Fleete boy went off in search of Liam almost as soon as she told him what had happened. He left her his blanket as well as the food in his satchel.

“There’s plenty, so you needn’t worry,” he said as he tightened the laces on his boots. When she hesitated, he touched her hand. “We’re in this together now,” he said. “You have to keep your strength up.” He handed her a piece of bread.

“You must find him,” Shallah said.

She sat facing into the woods, her hair falling over the edges of the blanket he’d put around her shoulders. She held the crust of bread between her bloodied fingers. It would stay there all night, untouched.

“I ought to see to this,” he said, touching her hand again. “Your foot needs to be bound of course, and you seem to be bleeding from the hairline as well, it’s difficult to see without any light.” He frowned at her forehead.

Shallah turned her face in his direction and said again, “You must find him.”

The man pried his attention away from Shallah’s wounds and looked at her. He was close enough now that he could make out her features. She had the desperate look of a wild animal. Her delicate face was marred with blood and streaked with dirt, weakened by pain and fatigue. Her clothes were a shambles, the soles of her shoes nearly worn through. Her curling hair was knotted and hung about her in a blanket of tangles. But beneath all this disorder, behind the vacant look in her eyes, he could spy a core of strength that had brought her thus far. It shone through, brilliant as the sun he’d never seen.

“I will find him,” he replied. “I promise you.” Shallah nodded and turned her head away. “And by the way,” he said, before slipping off through the trees, “my name is Petyr.”

She made no motion to show that she’d heard.



Chapter Ten

Liam couldn’t move. His shoulders were pinned and his arms and legs were bound. He could turn his head and wiggle his fingers, but nothing more. He thought he might be in a small cage or a box because there was wood all around him. It pressed against his skin. It was an awful feeling. It was like being trapped inside a burning house, and the roof is caving in.

He wished he could sleep, but whenever he closed his eyes they were waiting for him. The two red eyes watching him out of the dark. They were monstrous eyes of the sort found only in dreams. But this was no dream. The eyes come forward to meet him, growing enormous wings and talons. They grew so large they were all he could see. And he heard Shallah screaming …

He didn’t know how he’d come here, but he knew he’d been taken from Shallah. Shallah was far away. At certain moments he thought he heard her calling his name, but the sound was so faint he couldn’t be sure it was real. Nothing seemed quite real to him now.

Liam wanted to be with Shallah and for none of this to have happened. He wanted to be with her so he could protect her. After he’d saved her from the buck he’d thought he was good at protecting her, but that was wrong. If you were good at protecting someone you were never afraid.

A strange noise made Liam shiver. He felt empty and cold. It was worse than when he’d been lost in the fog. Now he felt so lost he thought he might never be found again. For the first time in his life, he didn’t know what was going to happen after.

He’d begun to think after might never come.

Petyr ran through the trees with hardly an upward glance.

His thoughts were simple and exact: save the boy. He thought of nothing else. He’d discovered it was easier to move through the trees if he emptied himself of thought, and of emotion. Emotion only slowed you down. He’d certainly had plenty of time to figure that out.

Petyr had been trapped in the black wood for three days.

On the first day he’d thought himself clever. To him, the thicker canopy of the black wood had seemed an elaborate ruse, a natural effort to bar entry into this part of the forest. As he’d passed into its depths, he’d actually let out a laugh. He’d been so sure he would find what he sought here, so sure of his own safety.

Darkness! he’d thought to himself. What have I to fear of darkness?

But there was a great deal to fear.

As he leaned against the trunk of a fir, wiping the sweat from eyes, he thought over his task. He knew who’d taken the child. There was only one predator in this wood, and he knew their devilry well. They were vicious, mindless, and they knew no mercy. They were the dark oaks of the north – the first beings of true evil Petyr had ever known.

On the morning of that first day, he’d come upon an oak squeezing the life out of a bear. It had been a long day. His early confidence had worked against him, for in his eagerness to explore the black wood he’d quickly lost his bearings. He’d spent many hours trying to find his way back out, but every time he’d tried to move southward some misfortune had befallen him. He would trip on a tree root and land on his face. His surcoat would get tangled in the branches of a tree. His way would be blocked by an enormous log or a dozen exhausting obstacles. He’d begun to notice a menacing black oak lurking in the corner of his vision.

The message was clear: there would be no going back.

He was trapped.

He’d only begun to realize this when he’d heard the cries of the bear. Nothing could have prepared him for what he saw next.

It was a cub. Its body had been wrapped by the roots of the oak – roots that sprung free of the ground to catch it. Its hind legs alone had protruded from the cage of roots, and it had kicked them furiously, its claws leaving gouges in the oak’s trunk. The oak itself had been monstrous to behold; sickeningly bloated, black as night and covered in stunted branches. As Petyr had watched, too stunned to react, its roots had tightened around the bear until its cries had subsided. Then, when he’d looked away, the oak had disappeared into the wood, leaving the corpse of its victim behind.

In the days that followed, Petyr had learned to fear the oaks above any foe he’d ever faced. They could move at will, though he’d never seen one take a step. They would follow their prey for miles, falling still when gazed upon directly.

They killed for sport.

That night, Petyr had awoken to find himself trapped in the roots of one of their kind, and had only escaped with his life by chance. By some miracle the sleeve of his tunic had hidden his axe which lay across his belly, encased along with him. Though it had taken some time, he’d hacked himself free of the roots with his weapon, as the oak squealed in pain. Another root had sprouted out of the ground to catch his feet and in wrenching himself free he’d been sent sprawling, the wind knocked out of his lungs. He’d thought himself done for, but again he’d been spared. There had been a moment of excruciating silence as the root had twisted this way and that, trying to locate him. Unable to do so, it had retreated into the earth and in the blink of an eye the oak had vanished.

Petyr had discovered the oaks’ one weakness.

They were blind.

Still, even with this bit of knowledge, he’d had little hope. He’d known he couldn’t fight off this enemy forever. There’d been no way back, no way out. A painful death had seemed to await him no matter where he turned.

There was nothing he could do.

Lying across the ground where the oak had left him, only one thought had lent him strength: when there’s nothing you can do, you can still fight.

Throughout that night Petyr had transformed himself, drawing on skills he’d hardly known he possessed, disguising himself in the clothes of survival. Realizing the oaks were drawn to their prey by sound alone, he’d taught himself to be fluid and silent as a shadow. It had been easy enough, for he’d spent his childhood creeping about the village pilfering carrots from his neighbours’ tofts. By night’s end he could move through the forest at a run, sensing the next opening in the undergrowth without having to see it, slipping between the densely packed trees with ease. He might have been able to evade the oaks completely had his anger not drawn him back.

As morning dawned he’d found himself stalking the oaks as they stalked their prey, utterly defiant of their might. By mid-afternoon he’d managed to get close enough to cut a coyote free just moments before it would have died. That night he’d again evaded capture by standing stock still right under an oak’s branches. He’d begun to thrive on the high of the escape, and had taken greater and greater risks at each encounter. He’d begun to fantasize about chopping an oak to pieces.

Only one thing had worked against him. The oaks were not alone.

They had a counterpart, a messenger to warn them of the danger they couldn’t see: the red-eyed owl. Its hooting call had spoiled Petyr’s attacks, alerting the oaks to his presence whenever he’d gotten near. Already he’d come to abhor the sound of its wings flapping through the air. His only advantage had been that it only seemed to respond when he had his weapon raised, as though the glinting metal of the axe blade was the oak’s one true foe. If he faced the oak defenceless, or with his axe tucked away, the owl remained quiet. Its slowness had worked against it as well, for he could outrun the bird. If he was quick as well as silent he could do some damage before it appeared.

Until he’d come upon Shallah, Petyr had been lost in hate. It had consumed him utterly, blocking out all else. He’d lost three days to its hold … Three days. Now, as he flew through the wood to save the boy, everything he’d left behind in Trallee came back to him. Try as he might, he couldn’t stop the memories flooding in.

Much had changed in the village since Shallah and Liam’s departure. The people had long since given up on their fear of the boy as their minds were crowded with more immediate worries. As Petyr paused in his step, spotting what he’d been searching for up ahead, he wondered what had become of Trallee in the three days he’d wasted. Who would be there to greet him if he found his way back there again? When he tried to take rest, their wails came to him, rising out of the dark. And so, he did not rest.

Keeping low to the ground, he crept forward, his gaze fixed on the black branches ahead. It was likely this oak was the culprit he sought, for the beasts didn’t covet one another’s company. There wouldn’t be another for miles. Yet, as Petyr drew nearer, the knotted arms almost overhead, he saw to his dismay that he was wrong. To the right of the first oak stood another rotting trunk, taller that the first, its gnarled branches twisting about themselves. At its base, nearly concealed in the brush, he spied a small woven mound of roots, and extending out of it, a small pair of feet. One of Liam’s shoes had fallen off.

Petyr’s first instinct was to leap forward and tear the child from his captivity. He’d not forgotten that it was his word that had cast this boy into the wood. He cringed to remember it. At the time, he’d been revelling in his own misery for so long that blame had become his only release. What sudden form of madness had seized the crowd that day to make them believe in the words of a man so broken, so vile? He’d thought himself caught in the deepest despair. He’d since learned that one can always go deeper. Despair knows no bounds

Crouching on the forest floor, Petyr reviewed his options. He’d never faced two of these foes at a time before. Perhaps, working in tandem, they had heightened hearing. Perhaps one had been stationed to stand guard. His mind whirled with possibilities. There was still so much he didn’t know, so much he needed to know.

He didn’t know the significance of finding two Ferukai standing together. He didn’t know their people had taken an oath long ago to keep their distance from one another for all their days – all their days, but one.

He didn’t know of the prophecy.

Had he known, he would have been stricken. Had he known, he would have fled. But Petyr had no idea of the grave risk these Ferukai were taking, that they’d broken the oath and stolen the boy, endangering themselves and their people.

They’d risked everything for this moment and the promise of eternal glory.

They were putting the prophecy into effect ahead of time.

Petyr closed his eyes, trying to steady his nerves. From a pouch at his belt he retrieved a small square of blue cloth. He pressed it to his lips.

Speediness is key, he thought. Risk be damned. I must free him before it’s too late.

Taking a deep breath, he ventured forward. At the same moment, less than a mile away, a large red-eyed owl hooted once and took flight.

Not far off, Shallah awaited Petyr’s return. She rocked back and forth, thinking of all that had befallen; of Trallee, of Liam, of Petyr. She felt no fear, no pain, no guilt – nothing at all. Under her breath she repeated a phrase, its syllables keeping time with her rocking.

Come back, she said. Come back. Come back. Come back.

She might have gone on like that all night if it weren’t for an odd sound which came through the trees. It approached her in a looming wave, its volume rising. When it broke upon her, feeling flooded back into her body. A horrible moaning the likes of which she’d never imagined filled her ears. Shallah had the distinct feeling that the trees themselves were crying out in pain. The sound was so all-consuming that she had to cover her ears with the blanket, but even so she could still hear the crying as it built in strength and intensity. It was almost as if it came from within herself and was battling with her body to be free.

The sound persisted for a great while before dwindling off, though it didn’t stop entirely. Shallah was left panting, wondering frantically what the noise meant for Liam and Petyr. But before she had a moment to consider this, a new sound greeted her.

Somewhere off in the wood a great fight was taking place. It began with a terrible creaking, much like the sound of a breaking tree branch. Then the ground began to shake, and Shallah heard the unmistakable sound of blows being cracked. Unable to picture the fight, she sat in an agony of anticipation, grinding her fists into the earth.

I must do something, she thought to herself. I can’t sit here and wait. I can’t sit here as they die.

A human howl of pain rose in the air, causing the hairs on the back of her neck to rise. She tore off the blanket and got to her feet. The pain from her wounded foot ran up to her knee, which nearly buckled. She cried out, grabbing the branch of a nearby tree to steady herself. Gripping the bark with her bloodied fingers, she forced herself to breathe through the pain.

If you can’t walk, she told herself, you are of no use to anyone. You have to take this step, or you’ve truly failed him.

Holding her breath, Shallah straightened her back and placed all her weight on her wounded foot. The pain shot up at once, but not as intensely this time. She thought the ankle might be merely twisted, not broken. Still, when she attempted to take a step, her eyes filled with tears and a whimper escaped her lips.

The ground shook beneath her feet as the far-off battle continued. She imagined Petyr broken and bleeding, saw Liam weeping as his captors carried him away. A steady strumming took up within her at these images, and so strong was this beating, like that of a single drum, that it blotted out some of her pain and she was able to go on.

Gingerly, she walked a few paces through the trees until she came upon her satchel. Feeling in the grass by its side, she found the dagger and took it up by the handle. This time, as she held it in her hand, she didn’t tremble. She set her jaw. Then she turned and, with a pronounced limp, set off through the trees, using the dreadful sounds of battle as her guide.

It took Petyr some time to reach the base of the monstrous tree. In his close proximity to the trunks, he had to be especially careful not to make the slightest sound. As he inched along, itching to run, it struck him that the wood had gone silent, almost as though the forest was anticipating his attack. He pushed this thought away. It wouldn’t do to be getting nervous at this point. Besides, if the trees were aware of him, there wasn’t much he could do about it.

When he was within a few feet of Liam he lowered himself to the ground and crawled forward, his sights set on the woven cocoon. It was shaped like a cone, and jutted out of the trunk a foot off the ground. Liam’s feet poked out of one end, one in bare hose, the other shod. Leaning forward, Petyr peered through the tiny gaps in the weaving, desperate to make contact with the boy. He couldn’t see a thing. It was like staring into a rabbit’s hole.

Aware that at any moment the owl might sound the alarm, Petyr reached forward and took hold of one of Liam’s feet, shaking it gently. Immediately the child stirred and opened his eyes.

Petyr stared.

Liam’s golden eyes were luminous. They shone as bright as the moon.

Blinking in the startling glare, Petyr pushed his face closer to the gap in the roots.

“Liam,” he whispered urgently, and the child’s face softened at the sound of his own name. “Boy, I’ve come to help.”

A rush of wind blew through the wood, showering them with needles. Petyr looked about anxiously before going on.

“Don’t fret now,” he said, his words barely audible over the gusts. “I’ll soon have you free.”

He pushed a finger through the tiny hole and Liam grasped it gratefully, warm tears of relief bathing his cheeks.



Chapter Eleven

There was no way around it; he would have to use the axe.

Petyr patted Liam on the knee as he regarded the weapon in his hand. No amount of pulling had loosened the boy to the smallest degree. The roots holding him would have to be severed and his axe was the only available tool. But the danger was real. At the first cut the tree would lash out. Both their lives would be in peril. Not to mention the danger to the child at having his bindings chopped away. One swing too large, one cut too deep …

The wind picked at Petyr’s clothes as he watched his foes warily. Something wasn’t right. In truth, he should have been discovered by now, for his attempts to free Liam had been less than silent. At any second he expected an attack, a sudden blow to the head, but nothing came. It worried him. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d willingly walked into some kind of trap.

But the time to stall had passed. If he was to save this child, he had to act now. Leaning toward the cocoon, he focused on Liam’s startling eyes.

“It’s time now,” Petyr whispered, and the child nodded. He was astounded by the boy’s composure. Any other child would have been wailing. “Hold as still as you can and the moment you’re free, run. I’ll come after you.” Again Liam nodded. “Good,” Petyr said, mostly to himself. “It will all be over soon.”

The wind died down abruptly as he raised the axe above his head. No hooting greeted him. He took a deep breath, readying to swing.

Then something miraculous took place.

The roots that held Liam captive began to unravel. One by one they retreated back into the ground, slithering away like garden snakes. Within moments Liam’s face was visible, then his entire torso. Wide-eyed, his axe still raised, Petyr watched as the cocoon collapsed before him and disappeared into the earth. Only the boy’s wrists and ankles remained bound, leaving him suspended. Petyr dropped his axe in amazement.

“What devilry is this?” he whispered as he braced his hands behind Liam’s back, holding him as he would a babe. The boy looked up at him in confusion. “Quickly,” Petyr said. “Quickly, now.”

He immediately bent to work, tugging at the roots which held Liam’s wrists, supporting him with his knee. The binds held fast, wound so tightly they seemed to have become one with the boy’s skin. Again Petyr resolved that he’d have to use the axe, and turned to find it on the ground. His body pulsed with urgency. He had to strike before the next trick was pulled. In a moment it would be too late. In a moment all could be lost.

Then that moment came.

For, just as he took up his axe, a great wailing grew up out of nowhere, knocking him to the ground. It was the sound of a hundred mourners, though many times harsher and so loud it could hardly be withstood. Liam opened his mouth in a soundless scream and tried in vain to cover his ears. Without abating, the noise rose until Petyr couldn’t fight it back. He gripped his head, unable to think or move. He could only lay where he’d fallen, staring ahead.

Directly in his line of sight was Liam’s shackled form, his luminous eyes shut tight. Though Petyr was no more than an arm’s length away he no longer had the strength to extend his hand to him. He could do nothing but watch as Liam’s head fell to the side, and his body went slack with the exhaustion of pain. He focused on the boy’s shoeless foot. His hose was too big for him and it bunched around the heel. It reminded him of his daughters’ stockings.

Then, all at once, the foot vanished and Petyr was left blinking at the place where Liam had been. It gaped like an open wound. As the terrific noise kept on, he tried to understand what had happened, but could not. The spot stayed empty, the Liam’s abandoned shoe the only clue that remained.

The child was lost again.

Petyr knew nothing for a great while. The world consisted of a greyness swimming before his eyes and a faint ringing in his ears. His prone body was limp as a doll’s and his face held no expression. It was as though he’d surrendered himself to nothingness.

He’d no knowledge of the further pain he would soon endure.

All at once he found his mind clearing. The horrific wailing had abated to a mere murmur. With some effort he was able to open his eyes and sit up. The trees were quite still and the wind had died away, though its cold shadow remained. A white mist had developed near the ground and only his head and shoulders emerged from it.

He was unsettled by the continuing murmur for he couldn’t locate its source. It seemed to come from all directions. He shook his head briskly, as though to clear it. He wouldn’t waste a moment at this dreadful scene. He focused his mind on Liam and the task of retrieving him, though he’d no idea where he’d gone. Musing over the impossibility of so much that had taken place, Petyr took a last glance at his enemies as he got to his feet.

The blood drained from his face.

He reached for his axe on instinct. It was such an innocent mistake. It was the mistake of a farmer forced into battle, of a father seeing a child in danger, of a man …

Petyr heard wings flapping. A great creaking sound filled his ears as he stared upwards in disbelief.

The ground began to tremble.

Liam’s eyes snapped open as he felt himself lifted off the ground, but his mind remained firmly shut. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t feel, or react, or understand. He could only see.

He saw a branch grasp him by the middle.

He saw the ground retreat beneath his feet.

He saw the limbs of both oaks reaching for him.

He saw new branches emerge where none had been before, saw their twiggy fingers pulling him up.

He saw his body passed from one branch to another, higher and higher.

He saw the tops of the trees.

Then he saw his legs and arms stretched apart, saw his left hand and foot shackled to one trunk, and his right to another.

He saw the twigs begin to weave about his legs.

The world rushed back in. Liam felt a new pain: terror. His body hurt where the oaks held him, and his head hurt from the wailing. But the terror was worst of all. It made his breath catch and his eyes bulge. It made the forest tilt and shift. It made the world huge and then small and then huge again.

He’d felt terror like this only once before.

The branches worked quickly. They’d already moved over his knees. The branches were like arms and the twigs were like fingers. It wasn’t right for a tree to have hands and arms that could move on their own. He looked down at the twigs all moving together, covering his thighs. He decided never to look at them again.

When the cage reached his chest, he began to struggle. A moment ago Peter had been about to set him free. A moment ago he’d been rescued. Liam’s vision blurred. He pulled at the manacles with all his might but couldn’t get free. He thrashed about in anger. He wanted to scream.

This was just like before.

Liam wanted to go back to before. He wanted to go back to before Shallah, before Trallee, before the forest, before, before, before.

He wanted to go home.

But he couldn’t.

The twigs wound together like braids. They cut into his back and his shoulders and his neck. He couldn’t turn his head. He looked down because there was nowhere else to look.

He saw Petyr lying on the forest floor.

Liam stared. He couldn’t tell if Petyr was dead or alive. His body was so small and still. He willed Petyr to move. His lips trembled with the desire.

As the twigs began to weave over his ears and chin, it occurred to Liam that they would soon cover his eyes and he wouldn’t be able to see Petyr. This was too much. The little boy’s eyes filled with tears – tears that would never fall.

For, all of a sudden, the wailing became much softer. Liam looked down.

He saw Petyr stir.

He saw him stand.

He saw him look up.

They stared at one another.

The owl’s screech was like a whisper. Liam felt the prickly motion of the twigs come to a halt just over his cheeks.

Then a sound like the snapping of a thousand branches filled the air.

The oaks began to tremble.

Petyr nearly lost his footing as the ground beneath him buckled and rolled. The creaking seemed to come from all sides, and just as with the wailing, he couldn’t locate the source. In bewilderment he looked from Liam in his cocoon high above, to the trees that held him, to the leagues of trunks all around. He knew this could be a manipulation. The oaks thrived on trickery.

The ground shook more violently still and he lost his grip on his axe as he flung his arms wide to regain his balance. It flew into the underbrush over his shoulder and he turned to seek it out, falling to his knees.

“Not now, not now,” he muttered under his breath as he plucked at the earth, squinting in the dark.

Leaning back on his haunches to take a breath, he felt a prickling sensation at the back of his neck, a feeling he remembered from childhood when his brother would sneak up behind him and yell in his ear. Petyr began to tremble as he strained to see his attacker out of the corner of his eye. He knew in an instant that all his cocky bravery in the face of these foes had been a farce.

He felt his blood run cold and closed his eyes.

He was too afraid to turn around.



Chapter Twelve

All had gone quiet.

Petyr stood still as a statue, his breath billowing before him. He’d just begun to think it was safe to turn around when he felt a rush of wind at his right side and ducked on instinct, looking over his shoulder. What he saw would remain in his memory as the most amazing sight of his lifetime, one that still brought a chill of fright to his heart years later.

The black oaks had advanced upon Petyr while his back was turned. As he swung to face them, he found the beasts towering over him, their massive trunks planted no more than a foot away, Liam’s cocoon swinging between them. In their rage, they’d grown precariously in height, their branches doubling in size, their trunks thickening. Their very bark had spiked with fury, and their branches swung wildly, searching for a victim. But it wasn’t the might of the trees that bewitched Petyr, nor their sudden proximity. As he cowered before them, he was suddenly dazzled by a blinding light which, for an instant, brought everything to a halt.

Liam’s cage began to throb, flexing in and out like the beating of a gigantic heart. A pure light began to emanate from its depths. It spread to the edges of the cage, appearing to Petyr as a fiery star against the canopy, before bursting from its confines, blasting the forest with a display of light so brilliant it brought tears to his eyes.

Colours emerged. The shrivelled leaves of saplings opened, gleaming, to the warmth. Matted grass perked and stood on end. Birds and small rodents shot out in all directions to escape the sudden onslaught of light. And at the heart of the eruption a tiny figure hung, throbbing like a swollen wound, as from its centre daylight flowed freely, lighting the wood.

Petyr saw all this in an instant before being jerked back to his own peril as a branch cut through the air like a knife and embedded itself into a tree trunk, not three feet above his head. If he had not ducked at that exact moment his body could easily have been sliced in two. Almost instantly another branch jabbed at him from the front and he had to roll aside, grateful for the incredible light that allowed him to spy his axe a few feet off.

He went for his weapon on his hands and knees, dodging blows at every pace, now on his stomach as the oaks swung for his ribs, then leaping to his feet as they struck low to the ground. Oaken limbs smashed into one another left and right, spraying splinters. His axe in sight, Petyr reached for it with all his strength, his fingers brushing the handle, when a twiggy claw caught him by his surcoat, wrenching him to his knees. Stripping off the garment, the branch sprang away and he fell backwards, spread-eagled, rolling to avoid a stab through the chest. On his feet again, Petyr lunged another time for his weapon, impeded this time by a root gripping his ankle. Cursing, he looked down and saw more roots pushed out of the soil, binding his feet to the ground.

He was so distracted that he missed the thick branch swinging at him from the side. The bark impacted with his arm.

Bones cracked.

Petyr roared.

With the strength of agony he jerked a foot free before flinging himself to the ground, averting a swipe at his head, banging his broken arm painfully. Dizzy with pain, he threw himself across the last yard and grabbed his beloved axe. Weapon in hand, he aimed for the roots at his feet.

Free at last, Petyr turned upon his assailants. He struck out at all sides as the dual trunks stood firm, their limbs thrashing. At once he severed a branch clean through, jumping back as the dead wood fell. A piercing squeal rang out and a root as thick as a man pulled the branch into the earth. Exhilarated, Petyr kept on, aiming not to maim but to break. The oaks hit back at triple force, their branches reproducing at will, coming at him from all sides. Though Petyr fought with all he had, his wounded arm was sapping his strength and he felt himself slowing.

He knew he couldn’t hold them off for long.

Liam felt each blow.

There was light everywhere – so much light. He couldn’t avoid seeing it all. His cage shuddered with each hit, and with each hit he cringed. He couldn’t forget that he was inside these beings that were fighting Petyr.

It was almost as though he were fighting Petyr himself.

Liam watched the action like a hawk. If Petyr were to fall, he wouldn’t miss it. If Petyr were to die, he’d be there with him. He wouldn’t leave him alone. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

Utterly consumed by the battle, the boy failed to notice the unusual quality of the light all around him. He didn’t realize that the light shone more brightly as his emotions surged, that it poured more light on the places he set his gaze. He didn’t see that when Petyr’s arm was hit and tears filled his eyes, the light flickered like a flame licked by the wind.

The battle was all he knew – nothing else mattered. Nothing else seemed quite as real.

He wished he could do something to help Petyr. If only he knew how to make the oaks stop. If only he knew how it would end. He tried with all his might to see into after, but it was no use. After had gone dark for him. He let his body go limp, the strain of concentration falling away.

Then he saw it.

At first he didn’t realize what he was seeing. He saw Petyr fighting on, looking haggard. He saw the oaks begin to hold back. He saw Petyr frown as the branches retreated to their trunks. He saw his eyes widen.

The branches were winding themselves into one, much like the twigs had braided themselves to bind him. They became two enormous branches, one from each trunk, each one thick as the trunks themselves. In a flash, he saw the oaks from Petyr’s view.

It looked like a giant doll with Liam’s cage as its head, its enormous arms reaching.

Liam felt Petyr’s surge of alarm.

He stood frozen, his axe held limply in his hand. Liam saw the boughs catch him by the waist. He saw him struggle in vain.

He saw him fall.

Unsure if what he’d seen was present or future, Liam opened his mouth and screamed. The sound reverberated against the trunks. For a moment, it was as though time had stopped. Then he felt himself falling. His bindings no longer held him. He felt the air against his skin and a wonderful sense of gladness came over him.

His last thoughts were of the sky.



Chapter Thirteen

When Petyr opened his eyes he wasn’t certain he had survived. Above him, a myriad of stars twinkled gently in a sky he’d never seen before. He watched them for a long time, breathing in the cool air, and with each breath the spots of glowing light seemed to draw nearer. He felt sure that if he reached out he would touch their jewelled surface, but he made no such attempt. Instead, he shifted his gaze and saw a great wolf sitting by his side. His eyes glowed yellow in the dark and the sound of his panting was loud in Petyr’s ears.

He was watching him.

A strange calm fell over Petyr as the wolf’s gaze met his own. He felt no fear at all, no urge to run and save himself. Instead, he felt strongly that all would turn out well. It was as though peace itself was stored within the wolf, and it was being extended to him, offered up through his stare. Petyr dared not look away.

After a time, the animal got to his feet. Petyr could feel his breath against his skin. The wolf stood looking at him for a moment more before turning, as though called away, and trotting off into the wood. Petyr closed his eyes and drifted back into sleep.

When next he awoke, it was to a cold hand on his cheek. As he stirred, a great burning lit up his arm and he groaned. He opened his eyes to see Shallah leaning over him in the gloom.

“Are you alright?” she asked, her voice tight. “What’s happened?”

“Is he with you?” Petyr asked, a terrible scream echoing in his ears.

“No,” Shallah said in a whisper, for she feared the worst. “What went on? Has it taken him again?”

He shook his head.

“They’ve gone away,” he said. “Something frightened them off. They might have let him go.”

Shallah didn’t seem to know what to make of Petyr’s ‘they.’ She stared at him. He had to remind himself she couldn’t see.

“Do sit up, and look about,” she urged. “He might be close by. Are you injured?”

Petyr grimaced as he pushed himself up with his good arm.

“Not much,” he lied.

He waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark. He couldn’t see Liam anywhere, nor the oaks. Oddly, there was no evidence that a battle had taken place either. Not one chopped branch or trampled bush remained.

In place of battle scars, a white powder covered the entire area. It blanketed the earth like snow, but didn’t melt on his skin. It hung on the bark of the trees all around, on the leaves of the shrubs and ferns, and in his own hair.

Touching Petyr on the arm, Shallah found her hand covered in the fine dust. Confused, she wiped it away. “You must explain it to me, Petyr,” she said intently. “I don’t understand it. I don’t understand this wood.” She had that tormented look on her face that Petyr knew so well. He’d seen it on his children after their mother died.

“I’ll explain it all, in time,” he said, laying a kind hand on hers. “But how did you find me here? The path I followed was dense and winding.”

“I can’t tell you,” she said with a shrug, “for I hardly know myself. The sounds of the battle guided me at first, and when they died out I could only go on, for I couldn’t find my way back. I simply walked on until I nearly tripped over you. It seems a miracle.”

A sudden movement over Shallah’s shoulder caught Petyr’s attention and he noticed a pale figure in the trees. It was Liam, his tunic powdered white by the same strange dust. He leaned heavily against the trunk of a tree, almost as though it held him up, his cheek pressed into its bark.

“Liam!” Petyr called out on impulse. Shallah spun about expectantly.

The child seemed to awaken upon hearing his name, in body at least, if not in mind. He regarded them both with a cautious air, as though he didn’t recognize them. He might not have approached them at all, had Petyr not beckoned him. His step, when he came to meet them, was slow as one condemned.

As he stood before Shallah, his gaze riveted on a fir trunk over her shoulder, Petyr began to fear the worst. We’ve lost him, he thought. His mind is gone. Petyr feared the shock of it would break Shallah. He knew what it was to lose a wife. He’d never lost a child.

Shallah took the child’s hands in hers and spoke the first words in what seemed an hour. “Liam, darling,” she said, “don’t you know me?”

Petyr held his breath. The child’s reaction would say it all.

Liam lowered his eyes to Shallah’s face. At first, his expression remained blank, his eyes dull. Petyr couldn’t help but stare at those eyes. The light that played over Shallah’s face was yellowed and murky – a sickly light. But Petyr remembered how brightly it had shone when he’d first come upon the boy, bright with the strength of life. He looked away. He wouldn’t watch the light go out.

What Petyr didn’t see, what no one saw, was the change that happened next. For, as Liam gazed upon Shallah, a shadow of recognition passed across his face, and the light from his eyes began to strengthen. In moments, it had regained its former brilliance and bathed the clearing in brightness reflected by the white powder all around. Nearly blinded by the glare, Petyr turned back to his friends in astonishment. Liam had fallen to his knees. A smile graced his lips.

They seemed to become one being, so tightly did they hold each other, the child’s legs hooked about Shallah’s slim waist, her hair falling over his as she hugged him to her, kissing his cheeks.

“Is he hurt, Petyr?” Shallah managed to ask finally, her face aglow with relief. She sat the boy in her lap, unwilling to let him go. “Check him, please.”

Liam’s face regained its animation, and he kept looking up at Shallah as Petyr examined him, as though unwilling to believe she was real.

“How can it be?” Petyr asked aloud as he rolled up the boy’s sleeves, searching for bruises and cuts.

“I don’t understand it,” he said. He retrieved the boy’s shoe and tied it on, shaking his head. “I can’t see how.”

In the end, Liam hadn’t a scratch on him.

Petyr continued to puzzle over this wonder as Shallah rocked Liam in her arms. It was only when he fell quiet that he heard the words she whispered softly into the boy’s ear.

“You came back,” she said.

The trio decided to collect their packs and find some shelter for the night. Fatigue plagued them like a fog, for it had been days since any of them had rested rightly. Shallah’s foot had swollen greatly, and though on her journey to find them she’d felt little pain, it bit her cruelly now. She walked with an obvious limp, nearly falling with each step until Petyr convinced her to take his arm.

Liam clung to Shallah like a spider, his eyes wide with severe exhaustion. Still, his sight held its glow and helped to distinguish the path.

“Do you know about his eyes?” Petyr asked Shallah as they ducked under some low hanging branches.

“What of them?” she asked.

“They glow in the dark.”

“What ever do you mean?”

Liam leaned into Shallah, pressing his cheek into her hip

“His eyes give off light,” Petyr said. “I can see ten feet in front of us at this moment.”

Shallah put her arm about Liam’s shoulder. She recalled her gladness as their journey had begun that the child was unafraid of the dark.

“He’s lighting our way,” she said.

They took shelter in a small cave hidden in the side of a hill. Petyr had found the place a few days before, and had left markers in the earth so he could find his way back. Shallah marvelled to hear that Petyr had been stranded in the black wood for three days. When she asked him how he’d managed to overtake them, his answers were evasive.

“Didn’t you keep to the path as we did?” she asked as she folded a blanket over Liam. The child drifted off as soon as he laid down his head, his body curled, his thumb in his mouth.

Petyr was building a fire in the cave’s entrance. “I ignored the path,” he replied.

“So, you came directly north,” Shallah said contemplatively, stroking Liam’s hair. “Still, you ought to have been days behind us. You must have taken very little rest.”

“None at all,” he said as the kindling began to burn. He couldn’t see Shallah’s reaction, for his back was turned. He fed the flames before him with a deliberation the task didn’t deserve.

“No rest at all,” she said, “in more than four days?” The cave began to fill with the silent weight of things unsaid. Though the question was on Shallah’s lips, she couldn’t voice it. “My goodness, Petyr,” was all she said.

Let us leave it till the morning, she thought. I may have the strength to bear it in the morning.

Shallah considered her new companion. Distrust, her old friend, flared within her as she realized she knew next to nothing about him. Raulf had described him as volatile, monstrous even, but he’d shown her and Liam such kindness thus far. Might it be an act? She wished she’d had more experience with men. They’d always seemed such troublesome creatures who drank too much ale, ate too much food, and made too much mess. And just when you needed them most …

But Petyr seemed different. Could she trust him?

She’d never felt easy around men. When asked if she planned to marry, she always replied, “Why would I want to do that?” She prided herself on being able to do anything a man could, as though to prove that she didn’t need one, didn’t want one. But in truth … She’d been so young when her father had left her, her body just beginning to bloom. His departure had wounded her more than she would ever admit. Young Shallah had come to see herself as a ruined thing, a piece of fruit spoiled by the sun. She’d decided to turn her back on romance, to save herself the humiliation of wanting and being turned away. She’d washed her hands of men.

The truth of it was, she’d always felt sure no man would ever want her.

Now, faced with a man she couldn’t avoid, Shallah couldn’t help but wonder what Petyr must think of her.

He certainly can’t be much impressed with my looks, she thought gloomily.

Her hair hadn’t seen a comb in days. Her kirtle was spattered with blood and dirt it, her stocking ripped, her shift filthy. What a picture she must make! Shallah recalled that Petyr and his bride had been heralded as the best looking couple to grace the village in ages. She could remember thinking Marion beautiful when they were children together.

Suddenly she remembered the state Petyr had found her in – wild with fear, sick with self-contempt. Had he heard her wails? Her pride sank lower still.

He knows I’ve failed, she realized. He’s taken pity on me, that’s what keeps him here.

And I owe him my life, she thought.

She didn’t know how she would ever repay him.

As Petyr showed little desire to strike up a conversation, it was Shallah who broke the silence. “You’ve broken your arm,” she said.

He looked up at her, startled. “How could you possibly know that?”

“It was in the way you held yourself as you walked,” she replied simply. “You should have told me, Petyr.”

“I didn’t wish to trouble you,” he said, drawing away from the fire. He looked down at his left arm hanging limp at his side.

“I’ll fashion you a sling out of the extra blanket. It’s too thin to be of real use anyway,” she said.

“And your foot,” Petyr said, sitting next to her against the cave wall. “You can’t sleep the night without binding it. It’s terribly swollen.”

“We are a sad lot, aren’t we?” Shallah said with a weary smile as she pulled the blanket from her pack. “But it could have been much worse, if not for you.”

“Please, don’t,” he said. He bowed his head and folded and unfolded his hands.

“Petyr,” she said gently, “you won’t even let me thank you? When I owe you so much –”

“Please,” he interrupted. “There’s no need!” His words were so vehement that to go on seemed cruel. An awkward quiet fell over them.

“We will get him home,” he said finally. “You mustn’t lose faith in that.”

Shallah frowned as she tugged at a tear in the blanket. He’d said ‘we.’ They hadn’t yet discussed where they would go from here. Just the thought of the road ahead brought her spirits down in a rush. She yearned to discuss her feelings with Petyr – it had been so long since she’d had another adult to talk to – but she hesitated. She didn’t want him to think any less of her than he already did.

“It’s so difficult,” she said abruptly. Her mouth was dry.

Well, now that I’ve started I’d better keep going, she thought.

“I grow weary of this trek,” she said softly. “I find it hard to keep believing it will turn out well. When you first came upon me I was … I’d lost all hope. I couldn’t –”

“You were afraid,” Petyr said. There was such empathy in his voice.

“Yes,” Shallah said, almost choking on the word.

“So was I,” he said. 

Somehow, Shallah found herself smiling. “Do you know what I thought about?” she said. “As I walked through the forest to find you, when all had gone silent, I had to think of something to keep myself from going mad. I thought about a dream I had a few nights ago. It was a lovely dream. Liam and I were standing by a great expanse of water, the breeze blowing our hair. Liam was laughing at something I’d said. We were both so happy. All the darkness of this wood has left us.” She paused shyly. “I imagined you there as well. You were running after your children, and you caught them up in your arms. You have two little girls, isn’t that right?”

Petyr didn’t reply.

“I could see the sky in that dream,” she said.

“Perhaps you saw what could have been,” Petyr said.

Shallah shook her head thoughtfully. “No,” she said. “I saw what is to come.”

“But how can that be?” he asked.

She tightened the knot in the sling and handed it to Petyr, then sat forward to warm her hands by the fire. “As you say,” she said, “I’m trying to keep the faith.”

“How old were you when you lost your sight?” he asked tentatively.

“I was in my eighth year,” she replied. “It seems a lifetime ago.”

“Only ten years,” he corrected her. “My word, you’re not much more than a child.”

“Oh, really?” she chided him. “And how old are you, Mr. Petyr Fleete Jr.?”

“I’m in my twentieth year,” he replied challengingly, “with two children of my own to care for, thank you.”

“Being a father doesn’t make you a man,” she said. “A boy can be a father, though he might not make a good one.”

“Are you calling me a boy, then?” Petyr flared up.

“Well, you’re quick to take offence! I said no such thing.” Shallah was bewildered. What had she said wrong? She had the feeling it would take much longer than she’d imagined to understand men. They were so moody!

“Come,” he said grudgingly as Shallah removed her shoes, “let me bind your foot.”

“With one hand?” she protested.

“At the very least allow me to wash the cuts on your hands and face. I’ve water in my pack.”

He seemed determined to occupy himself, but Shallah wouldn’t have it. “Please don’t fret over me,” she said. “You’ve cuts of your own to tend to, and you must rest.”

“I won’t find rest tonight,” he admitted. “I thought I might but …” he trailed off.

“I dread the morning,” she said.

“As do I,” he said.

Shallah sat tearing the remains of the blanket into strips for a while more, as Petyr tended the fire. Eventually, she lay back and let sleep take her to dreams of careless mirth. But Petyr could find no peace. A pain much deeper than the physical wouldn’t leave him be. He sat in the mouth of the cave, watching the shades of darkness until they began to lighten ever so slightly with the morn.



Chapter Fourteen

Petyr surprised Liam and Shallah with a small breakfast feast when they awoke. He’d laid out bread, fruit, cheese, nuts and the last of his oat cakes. He’d left the cave in the hopes of catching a small rabbit to roast over the fire but had had no luck, and when he returned he found his companions just waking. The three fell on the food and ate ravenously.

It had rained some during the night and the air in the cave was damp. Raindrops dripped in the entryway, each drop as loud as a thunderclap in Petyr’s ears. They all knew what would come next. He longed to have it done for Shallah’s sake, for he knew all to well the agony of not knowing. It was always better to know for certain than to wonder, for one always wonders the worst.

Once their bellies were full, Petyr sat back and tried to think of a beginning. For him, the story began when he’d gotten to his feet in that meeting and condemned a little boy to exile. From that day on he’d been haunted, unable to face what he’d done, yet unable to avoid it. Sitting across from that little boy now, as he caught raindrops in his palms in the cave’s entrance, Petyr wanted more than anything to beg his forgiveness. But there were more pressing tales to be told, and Shallah was waiting. So Petyr had to make his own beginning.

It was Averill Olney who made the discovery.

Her baby brother Wylf had been fretting all night long. He was red with fever and wouldn [image: Il_9780981335209_0055_005]t take his mother’s milk. Come dawn, Edid sent little Averill to fetch Sabeline Guerin, who in turn sent the girl to draw water from the well for a healing drink. The child wouldn’t have been on the green so early otherwise. She wasn’t often sent to draw water, for more often than not she spilled her bucket before she made it back to the toft.

Petyr was in the Carberry’s close when the first cries went up, not that he took much notice. He was locked in a heated argument with Betta over her daughter Catin’s refusal to watch his girls that day, for she said she could no longer stand his rudeness. The girl was cowering behind her mother, biting on her kerchief strings, as Petyr cursed so loudly he awoke the neighbours.

Betta Carberry summoned up her sternest expression, her arms crossed over her ample bosom. “How dare you say such things about my Catin! You have some nerve, Petyr Fleete. bosom. “How dare you say such When Milo hears of this –”

“Oh, damn your Milo!” Petyr burst out. “If he had any sense at all he would’ve beaten the cheek out of that girl years ago.”

Betta’s eyes widened with shock. Catin ran for the house as though she thought Petyr might try to do the deed himself. “You’ll get off my toft and never come back if you know what’s good for you,” Betta bellowed, poking a finger into Petyr’s chest.

Petyr noticed a commotion over by the well, but was too furious to pay any attention. Restraining the urge to slap the silly woman across the face, he turned on his heel and crashed through a gap in the hedge.

“Wicked man,” Betta cried after him. “That’s the last time we’ll do you a kindness!”

Petyr barreled his way across the green, hardly looking where he was going. The crowd milling about the well blocked his path and for a moment he thought of punching his way through.

“What the devil’s going on?” he roared.

Averill burst into tears.

Rikild Blighton put an arm around the girl and drew her aside. “Calm yourself, Petyr,” she said softly, though her words were lined with lead. “You’re not the only one with troubles now.”

Petyr felt his anger begin to dissipate. Rikild never failed to make him feel like a child throwing a tantrum, perhaps because Marion had so resembled her. The thought of his late wife filled him with shame. If she’d overheard his argument with Betta she wouldn’t have spoken to him for a month.

The villagers were eyeing Petyr uneasily. “What is it?” he asked Rikild quietly.

She turned to him in exasperation. “Haven’t you been paying attention?” she said. “There’s not a drop of water left. The well’s gone dry.”

“But what about my brother?” little Averill sobbed, and Rikild bent to comfort her.

Petyr turned away. How could the well go dry?

The villagers had been in good spirits since Shallah and Liam’s departure the day before. There was an air of rejuvenation about the town as they all looked forward to better times to come. The evening before, Petyr had spent a pleasant hour playing with his daughters, the weight of worry lifted from his shoulders for the first time in weeks. Now, he watched his neighbours dragging their feet as they tramped off to the fields. What a short reprieve it had been, hardly worth the trouble.

We’re being punished, he thought. We should never have sent that boy away

Petyr’s stomach stirred with guilt.

In keeping with tradition, the village council held a meeting. Petyr didn’t attend. He didn’t want to see the accusation in Old Brice’s eyes.

His good friend Leland Goss stopped by his toft after the meeting and told him how it had gone. His wife Gemma, large with child, stood by with a resentful look on her face. Gemma was Marion’s younger sister, and agreed with her father where Petyr was concerned.

According to Leland, the meeting had been like any other. Much shouting had taken place, and in the end nothing of importance had been decided upon.

Leland smiled at Petyr. “Those old men haven’t got a clue. How’s about you and me put our heads together and figure this thing out, Pete? We’ll stun the lot of them.” Gemma clicked her tongue with distaste. Leland’s charm and easy-going nature might have made her fall in love with him once upon a time, but she certainly wasn’t in the mood for it that night.

“We’ve got to get home to Moira,” she said, pulling on Leland’s arm. “Now, Leland.”

Petyr bid his friends goodnight and went into the house. Alina and Emelota were asleep on their pallet, their masses of blonde curls spread out like a blanket. He sat by their side long into the night and thought about the well. If the water didn’t return there would be trouble, and the worst kind of trouble at that: trouble without answer. Petyr hadn’t hit upon trouble like that in a while, and his reaction to it surprised everyone, himself most of all.

In the half-year since his wife had died, Petyr had fought at the world with a rage that couldn’t be contained. Only a month ago he might have sneered at the pompous council, and taken joy in their failure, for the truly miserable love misery and seek to create it at every turn. His hurt had twisted him into a bitter, callous mess of a man, the sort of man his children would grow to despise. But that day, as it dawned on him that the dark times they’d all thought passed were in fact only just beginning, Petyr felt no fury building in his belly. Instead, looking over the sleeping faces of his children, he felt panic budding in his chest, and beneath that – for the first time since his wife’s death – hope.

He hoped the well would refill itself as mysteriously as it had drained. He hoped their village might be cured of its ills overnight. He hoped his daughters wouldn’t have to know thirst, for they’d already known grief, and that was yearning enough. In short, he hoped for a miracle.

It didn’t come.

The matter of the well was like a storm cloud hovering over the village. Throughout the next day it was discussed around every hearth and in every field and pathway. When neighbours met on the road they spoke of little else. “Any change?” they would ask. “Any word?”

The answer was always the same.

Two days into the water shortage, the harvest was brought in at last. The harvest feast had to be abandoned, for none could spare the water to cook the dishes. It was a terrible upset for the children. Petyr himself had to admit that without the celebrations the end of harvestime seemed to lose its significance. Though the workload in the fields would be lighter, they all knew there would be no reprieve from Rab Hale’s nasty temper – the drought had only enlivened it. An aura of dread hung about the villagers as they returned to their tofts that night.

On the third day, the villagers’ spirits were uplifted for a time when Gamelin Turvey suggested an elaborate system to collect rainwater. Soon Gamelin could be seen walking about the village, followed closely by a band of children. But when it became quite clear that the rain wouldn’t come, the children dispersed, and Gamelin fell back into his lethargic haze.

And still the well stayed dry.

As they began seriously to take stock of their supplies, the villagers grew suspicious of one another. Amaria Hale was said to be refusing to discuss the amount of water her family had left. Rab Hale paced the fields at mealtime, criticising any who reached for their flasks too, his wife Sedemay at his heels, keeping score. Hacon Klink, old Malcol’s unmarried son, was locked in his home for hoarding two jugs of drinking water, and for one long hour there was talk of a hanging. Petyr watched his children grow weaker by the moment with a sense of impending doom.

Soon it came time for assigning blame and once again the light became the culprit. When the cows ceased giving milk on the fourth day, the villagers chose to stay indoors. The dreadful sun was cursed for melting the water away. Children were scolded for playing in their own tofts.

“I knew that child with the strange eyes was a bad omen,” Petyr heard Balduin Goss say. “Now look what’s happened.”

The villagers abandoned their farm work and remained locked in their homes until night fell, as though their cherished darkness could save them. By day, the town was eerily quiet. Petyr was one of the few who saw the pointlessness of staying in, along with Sabeline Guerin, who was busier by the day.

That afternoon, Petyr came upon her on the green, her basket of herbs tucked under her arm. She was seated on a stool by the well, so motionless that Petyr didn’t even notice her at first. He’d not encountered a soul for hours.

When he approached her, Sabeline started, as unaccustomed to meeting others in the open as he. “Well, Petyr Fleete,” she said. “Brave enough to venture out into the light, are we?” She was speaking to him as many of the villagers still did – as though they had to keep him at arm’s length. He could hardly blame her.

“It’s not a matter of bravery,” he replied. “You look tired, Sabeline.”

She gave him an appraising look. “I am tired,” she admitted. “I only stopped for a short rest. Mirabel Carberry is ill.”

It was difficult to think what to say next. “And how does your family fare?”

“Better than most, I suppose,” she said, “though many families are doing well for the time being. It’s the coming days that concern me.” Her eyes searched his face. “They’ve given up. This nonsense about the light – it’s their way of giving up.”

Petyr stared at her. He’d never heard anyone disparage the village’s fear of the light before, though he felt exactly the same way. The villagers had left off trying to fight their fate. They’d buckled down to wait for the worst to strike. He gazed down the road at the dismal fields. The threshing still had to be done, and the autumn ploughing. They’d abandoned everything, all to give themselves over to idle waiting – waiting for death.

Sabeline was still watching him. “We could have made a plan,” he burst out. “We could have sent out bands to search for water. We could have scoured the entire forest! We could have done something, anything, other than this … this …”

“Nothing,” Sabeline said, a knowing look in her eye.

Petyr felt short of breath.

“And how are your girls, Petyr?” she asked.

That morning Alina had been too weak to rise from her pallet.

Peter was roused from sleep by his younger daughter Emelota’s insistent voice.

“Come on, Ali,” she was saying in a half-whisper. “I want to play with Finly.” Finly was their pig. Petyr had discouraged the girls from naming him, for he would be slaughtered this winter, but they’d gone ahead all the same.

“Go, then,” Alina said. “I’m tired.”

Emelota stamped her foot. “I want you to come too!” she cried.

“I’m tired,” Alina said. Petyr rose from his pallet and placed his palm on his daughter’s forehead. “I’m so tired, Papa,” she said. “I can’t get up.”

“Papa, it’s not fair!” Emelota exclaimed.

That night, Petyr paid a visit to Old Brice. It wasn’t easy for him. He hadn’t stepped foot in the Blighton home since his wife’s death, and just the sight of the overlarge toft with its various outbuildings brought a rush of heartbreaking memories. Marion and he had been happy here. He’d once loved this family.

Old Brice didn’t welcome him with open arms. The family was readying for sleep. He led Petyr to the trestle table, the same table they’d sat around when he’d asked for Marion’s hand. Rikild was busying herself by the hearth, but Petyr could tell she was lingering nearby to listen. It didn’t bother him. He’d grown determined that day, and didn’t care what anyone thought.

“What is it, boy?” Old Brice asked none too kindly. Petyr noticed his beard had grown whiter in the past week. This crisis couldn’t be easy with seven children to feed.

“I know I’m the last person you expected to find at your door,” Petyr began. “I know I’ve been hateful to you and yours these past months. There’s no excusing that. I’ve been –”

“Get to the point,” Old Brice growled. Petyr’s new humility didn’t seem to be softening him one bit.

Petyr folded his hands in front of him. “I want to leave the village,” he said.

He spoke for over an hour, until his voice was hoarse and his mouth dry. He poured out all the guilt and frustration he’d felt over the last week. He explained his need to act, for if he didn’t, and his children came to harm …

Throughout, Old Brice eyed him suspiciously, as though unsure if he was being taken in. Petyr could tell he saw no merit in his plan. He took his sudden energy as the panic of a deeply pained man who’d lost a wife, and might soon lose a child. He saw only the man Petyr had been, not the one he’d become.

“I don’t need your permission,” Petyr reminded him.

“I’m well aware, my boy,” Old Brice replied. “It’s supplies you need, and for those, you'll need my support.”

“I wish only to save our village. Where’s the harm in that?”

“No harm at all, unless you fail,” Old Brice said. “You’ll return a broken man, or worse, you won’t return at all. You’ll die out there.”

“We’re dying anyway, old man,” Petyr replied.

Old Brice raised his eyebrows. “And the children?” he asked. They’d finally come to it, their point of contention. “What good will you do them by leaving them behind?”

“All the good in the world,” Petyr said. “For they will die if I stay.”

“You don’t know that!” Old Brice said harshly.

“I know I can’t sit back and do nothing,” Petyr said.

“Then go, you foolish boy,” Old Brice said, raising from his stool. He seemed to have resigned himself. “Be gone. I wash my hands of you.”

Petyr didn’t linger, for he could tell he wasn’t wanted. As he crossed the close, he heard footsteps behind him. Rikild, her hair loose and flowing, pressed something into his palm. Without a word, she turned and ran back to the house, her grey skirts flying behind her. Petyr opened his hand.

It was a bit of blue cloth.

He looked back at the house, but Rikild had disappeared inside.

It was a square of cloth cut from Marion’s wedding dress.

The villagers thought Petyr a fool. Many were so sure of the forest’s dangers that they gave him their condolences, as though he were literally walking into death. Others simply scoffed at his arrogance.

“How can you laugh at me for daring to depart when you’ve never stepped one foot into those woods?” Petyr countered when ridiculed. “How can you know there’s no water out there if you’ve never sought it out?”

“You’ll not find water out there,” old Grissell Turvey replied. “You’ll not find your wife.”

To which Petyr said, “I’ll seek what I will and find what comes before me. I’ll not be held back by the likes of you.”

By mid-morning, the villagers tired of him and made a meagre collection of supplies to send him on his way.

He put his children with the Gosses, where he knew they would be well taken care of. Though it was nearly midday, Alina feigned sleep in the hopes that he wouldn’t leave without bidding her farewell. He carried her over in his arms and then took Emelota on his knee and sat with them until early afternoon, reluctant to go.

“I don’t think you should go, Papa,” Emelota said. “Who will untie your boots at night?” Since his drastic softening of character, the girls had taken to babying Petyr as though he were a younger brother instead of a father.

“I suppose I’ll have to sleep with them on,” he replied innocently.

Both girls looked scandalised.

When he rose to leave, Alina had him promise he would return to watch the leaves change with her. He left to the sound of his children crying.

He feared they wouldn’t live to see the trees go bare.

Shallah felt a draft brush her hair, and shivered. She couldn’t quite understand what she’d heard. In her mind’s eye she saw Trallee just as it had been when she’d left it. Now she saw this image crack and fall to pieces. She felt a great ache within her, a desire to be near the people she’d known all her life. The desire was so strong. It reminded her of the way she’d felt upon coming home day after day as a child, hoping her father had returned, only to find that he hadn’t.

“How bad had it gotten, before you left?” she asked. It pained her to go on. “Had any perished?”

“Only Manfred Rundle, Amaria’s father. But he’d been ill for quiet a while,” Petyr said as Liam came to sit close by him, leaning into his chest as his daughters would. Speaking of these sorrows always brought his girls to mind and he longed to turn his thoughts away.

“But why did you come so far?” Shallah asked. “Why didn’t you turn back as soon as you found a water source?”

“The answer to that is simple enough,” Petyr replied. “I didn’t find one.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, frowning. “How can that be?”

“It mystified me as well, but there it is all the same.”

“But what of Minnow Lake?”

“The lake was dry. I knew that even before I set out. A few brave souls dared to venture at least that far when the well first dried out. They found naught but an expanse of bare ground, the earth just barely damp. They came back shaken, and refused to go any further, if it can be believed. Three grown men afraid of an empty lake.”

“My God,” Shallah said, remembering their own discovery days before.

So, it had already begun, she thought to herself, and we could have warned them.

She sat very still for sometime, as though in a trance, Petyr watching on curiously. Then, quite suddenly, she shook herself and seemed to awaken with more questions.

“And you’ve found no water at all since the lake? No ponds or streams?” she asked.

“Not a drop, I’m afraid. Not even any rain until last night.”

“We crossed at least two streams, of that I’m sure. We bathed at one point, and filled our flask. But I can’t remember exactly the day, the hours run into each other. It seems an endless tiring moment.”

“Don’t trouble yourself, Shallah. I can assure you there were none when I passed through behind you. They’d all gone.”

“Between our crossing and yours they dried up completely? That’s a matter of days. It can’t be possible.”

“And yet I fought a battle with two trees last night, and nearly lost. Something’s happened to this forest, this wood we once called our own. Some great change is taking place.”

“And we’re caught in the retreating tide.” Shallah said.

Petyr regarded her quizzically as he smothered the last of the fire.

“The tide?” he said.

“Something my father told me once,” she replied. “He spoke of great expanses of water meeting the shore’s sandy dunes, and then at times falling back so far that miles of waterbed can be seen; miles of earth where water has been but now none resides.”

“I’ve never heard talk of such things,” he said. “Your father must have been a wise man.”

“My father was lost,” said Shallah.

With the fire out, the cave grew dark and Petyr and Shallah hurried to be out of its dank smell. Liam sat still as the others bustled about him. His eyes, which could have thrown some light on the task, were of little help. He gazed steadily at his own hands in his lap, and the flask of water that sat between them.



Chapter Fifteen

Petyr scanned the twisted cottonwoods outside the cave, trying to get his bearings. Shallah’s foot throbbed persistently as she stood by his side. She saw it as a reminder of what had to come next.

“Petyr,” she said with awkward formality, “I hope you know how much I appreciate the help you’ve given us. We’d have been lost without it. But I understand that you’ve your own task … your own worries … and as we’re out of danger now … well, as it seems we are … I don’t want you to feel as though we need you … though of course we don’t want to see you go … not that I … that is to say … I don’t mean –” she broke off, flustered.

Petyr put a hand on her shoulder. “Shallah,” he said, “I’m not going to leave you.”

She raised her chin and tried to keep the quaver out of her voice. “I’m perfectly capable of going on alone.”

“Do you think I doubt that?” he asked.

“You needn’t stay with us just because of your guilt,” she went on pitifully.

Petyr didn’t respond. He seemed agitated by her mention of guilt.

Shallah went on, “I realize we were in a right state when you found us –”

“I know,” he said. “How it pains me to think of it …”

“But, you needn’t feel obligated …”

“I feel so to blame, it was all my doing …”

“I have no desire to be a burden …”

“I will never forgive myself. To think of how you suffered …”

“Perhaps it would be best if we part ways …”

“I will accompany you as far as you need go …”

“For I am sure we can make do without your protection …”

“I vow to keep you safe, to protect you from all dangers …”

“I shall find my way. I’ll not fail again!”

“I swear to you, I won’t fail you again!”

As she heard Petyr’s words echo her own, Shallah paused to catch her breath. She realized that, in his agitation, Petyr had taken both her hands in his. He stood so close that they were nearly embracing. She took a step back and disentangled their fingers, a blush spreading across her cheeks. Petyr didn’t seem to notice her embarrassment. He stood penitently still.

Finally, she registered his words. “Fail me?” she said. “What on earth do you mean?”

“I know how you must despise me,” he said, his voice thick with shame. “It was I who sent you here, for I convinced the village that Liam … What a fool I was. I will never forgive myself!” Self-disgust wracked his frame.

“Petyr, please,” Shallah said, her voice taking on the soothing tone she often used with Liam. Though she masked it well enough, she couldn’t have been more astonished. “You can’t truly think I blame you. It was the fears of the village that brought us here, not of one man.”

“But I voiced their fears,” Petyr spluttered. “I rallied the crowd!”

“Don’t do this. The hate you bring upon yourself will only sap your strength, which you’ve little of already. Believe me when I say I don’t blame you. If you’re looking to me for forgiveness, which I’ve no right to give, then here it is.”

Petyr shook his head in disbelief. “How can you be so good?”

“Me?” she burst out. Now it was her turn to bow her head. “How can you say so?” she asked miserably. “I’m no good at all. The whole village knows it.”

“You did what was right when all others wouldn’t. You fought for this boy’s life!”

“I’ve risked his life, and mine on this ridiculous trek. I’ve allowed my stubborn pride to lead us astray!”

“Your bravery –”

“My stupidity,” she corrected.

“Your courage is astounding, Shallah. Look how far you’ve come. With both my eyes to lead me I barely made it this far.”

“If not for you, we’d both be dead! Don’t you see, Petyr? It’s you who deserves the praise. I did nothing but mire us in this awful mess. You saved us!”

“There’s no shame in needing the help of another, my friend,” he said gently. “It hardly lessens your valour”

“You assign me virtues I don’t deserve.”

“As you do me,” he assented.

Shallah managed a weak grin. “How shall we proceed?” she asked cautiously.

“Together,” was Petyr’s immediate reply. Before she could protest, he went on, “Neither of us has any idea where we’re going, so you can’t say you’ll be leading me away from my goal. And I could never forgive myself if I left you now.”

“But your task needs haste. We’ll only slow you down.”

“Thus far my haste hasn’t done me much good. It may take more than strength to find our way out of this wood. We’ve a better chance if we put our heads together.”

“I’ll never be able to change your mind, will I?”

“It used to drive my wife mad,” he said with a smirk, though it faded quickly. Shallah could tell it pained him to speak of Marion. He always took a deep breath afterwards, as though the thought of her made it difficult to breathe.

Shallah called Liam to her, and they both drank from the flask. As she wiped his cheeks, she calmly asked Petyr how much water he had left.

“Enough to last a day,” he said, looking down at the muddy earth, “two at most.”

“We’ve half as much,” she said in low tones. “We should ration ourselves from now on. For, if it is as we fear, we won’t find a drop of water in this forest.”

“All the same,” he said, “your wounds need washing. We’ll have to sacrifice some water for that.”

She stretched the fingers of her hand. The dried blood caught at her skin.

“Nonsense,” she said, bending down to lace her shoe. “I won’t waste drinking water on a few scratches.”

She extended her arms to Liam, but he wouldn’t be taken. He looked at Petyr.

“We’ll all suffer if your cuts don’t heal properly,” Petyr said. “I’ve seen what that can do. You could fall ill.”

A gust of wind blew through the cottonwoods. The wet leaves showered raindrops on Shallah’s cloak and hair.

“A compromise, then,” she said, pulling free a heart-shaped leaf. “Use the water caught in these leaves to cleanse my cuts.” She held it out to Petyr. “Would that satisfy you?”

“Enormously,” he replied with a grin.

Liam held Shallah’s hair out of her face as Petyr washed her wounds. Her face began to emerge out of the mess of stains, like a flower bud pushing out of the tangled undergrowth. With each pass he made with the leaves, another feature peered out at him: her freckled cheeks, her pale skin, her delicate fingers. Her beauty was nothing like the conventional good looks he’d been so praised for growing up, as if he’d done something to deserve them. Shallah’s was a pure beauty, like nature itself. When she opened her eyes to him, their watery blue depths took his breath away.

“The forest that caused your wounds is cleaning them as well,” Petyr said. “That’s fitting, isn’t it?”

He placed a leaf against Shallah’s forehead and the drops of water ran down her face, like tears.

“It’s not the forest that’s cleaning me now, Petyr,” Shallah said. “It’s you.”

Petyr rebound Shallah’s foot, adding some small branches to support the ankle so it wouldn’t twist again as they traveled. The satchels were another challenge, for the shoulder of Petyr’s wounded arm could handle very little weight. They attempted to lighten the load of his sack by transferring the heavier items into Shallah’s, but it did little good. Petyr’s satchel had to be left behind, leaving Shallah to carry the entire load on her own.

“Is it too much for you?” Petyr asked as she hoisted the heavy bag onto her back.

“When it comes to the food that will sustain us, you’ll find I can take an awful lot,” she responded bravely as she tested this new burden on her weakened ankle. But as she turned away Petyr saw her grimace. He determined to keep a close watch on her limp, and to take frequent breaks. He had the feeling she would walk through her pain until she collapsed.

Why are women so stubborn? he thought to himself.

He hoisted Liam up with his good arm and the boy looked ahead, illuminating the twisting path they would take between the mossy firs and spruces ahead. Petyr found it a comfort to be able to see the way before them. Up until then he’d been traveling in darkness, for the dryness of the wood forbade the use of a torch.

“We should move swiftly,” Petyr went on. “We’re sure to be pursued.”

“So … these oaks … you think they’ll come after us?” Shallah asked. This was the first time she’d referred to their enemies by name. “I was hoping they’d disappeared for good.”

“It wasn’t my heartfelt thrashing that frightened them off, that’s for sure. It was something else entirely, some threat much larger than us, though I don’t know what it could be. Still, we’ve no reason to believe that they won’t come after us again. I’m afraid I made quite a nuisance of myself.”

“And you truly believe they have the capacity to remember and revenge?” she asked.

“I do.”

Shallah frowned and shook her head. “I have to ask you to do as you promised and explain these beasts to me, Petyr,” she said. “I’m thoroughly baffled.”

“That I will do,” he replied, “but we must be off now.”

“I’ll have to hold your arm if we’re to be moving quickly,” she said bashfully. “Without a path, I’m not much good.”

“It’s incredible to me that even following a path you managed to travel so far from Trallee,” Petyr said, adjusting his grip on Liam so Shallah could take hold of his good arm. “You amaze me,” he said sincerely.

“Oh, let’s not start this again,” she said, turning her face away as her cheeks pinked. Still, the praise seemed to please her, for she smiled.

“My Alina hates a compliment as well,” he said, to lighten the moment. “She once shoved a boy to the ground for confiding he fancied her golden hair.”

Shallah frowned thoughtfully, “You’re trying to trick me out of my embarrassment, aren’t you?” she said bluntly.

Petyr nearly laughed. He’d never met anyone like Shallah before. She said the most astonishing things in the most straightforward manner. It was delightful.

“Come, tell me the truth,” he said. “How did you manage all that travel? There has to be some secret.”

“How did you know to fight when you were in danger last night?” she asked. “You were never trained as a fighter, still you knew to hit and slash and run. It’s the same with me.”

“But it can’t be that simple,” he said as they came upon a log and he slowed to step over it. “If I hadn’t told you this log was here, wouldn’t you have walked right into it?”

Shallah reached out to find the log and jumped gracefully over it.

“I might have,” she said, “in an unknown wood like this one. But if I’d been on a path I knew well, and had been walking cautiously, I would surely have smelled the rotting wood, and felt the fallen bark underfoot. It isn’t an easy feat, but it’s by no means impossible to find your way without sight. Trees grow in the same patterns no matter where you roam. Animals make their homes in the same way here as anywhere else. It’s a matter of knowing the forest intimately, of making it your ally. For, if you can’t see, the forest itself is your only guide.”

“Rotten luck when it turns against you, then.”

“Quite,” she agreed grimly, “which is why I’m so grateful you chose to help us.” Peter grimaced. Hadn’t they been over this already?

“You’re my hero, Petyr,” she said solemnly.

“Now, that’s quite enough of that!” he said sharply, stepping up his pace.

Shallah burst out laughing. Petyr came to a standstill as he realized she’d been teasing him.

“It seems it’s not only we maidens who don’t know how to take a compliment,” she said, her voice full of glee. Petyr could do nothing but set his jaw and bear her good-hearted ribbing. It felt good to hear laughter again.

They journeyed through the dark for much of the day, moving north, for Petyr had already scouted to the east and west. It wasn’t easy going. The undergrowth was as dense as ever and Petyr no longer had the freedom to dart through it as he had – not with a child in his arms and Shallah following close behind. It took an hour to move no more than a dozen yards, and several times they were forced to halt as he cut through the underbrush with his axe.

As a welcome distraction, Petyr began his explanation of the oaks, though he was careful of the words he used, so as not to alarm the boy. He described it all: the bear cub, the cage of roots, his narrow escapes. When he came to the messenger owl he noticed that Shallah kept nodding, as though she’d just understood something. He left out the obsessive loathing he’d felt. He hardly understood it himself. He felt as though he’d been under a spell for those days, and was only now waking from it. But though he gave the subject a wide berth, he had the feeling Shallah caught on just the same.

When they stopped to eat, he started in on the happenings of the night before. Shallah sat with her injured leg stretched out before her and Liam in her lap. They ate their meagre fare quickly at first, but their chewing slowed to a standstill as Petyr wove his tale. Little Liam listened in wonder, sucking vigorously at his thumb, as though he were being told a fantastical bedtime story.

Tell me you remember it, Petyr wanted to beg him. How else can I be sure it happened at all?

When it came time to describe the climactic moment, Petyr found himself hesitating. He’d not thought back on what he’d seen before this moment. The images were clear in his mind: a shrivelled leaf unfurling, the woven cage within the blast of white, the figure at the centre beating like a heart. The trouble was no matter how he tried to put it, he found the words too ludicrous to utter. He cringed at his own description, aghast that Shallah might think him daft or a liar.

She looked at him with interest.

“Was it sunlight?” she asked.

Petyr hadn’t realized he’d closed his eyes until they snapped open at her words, the first she’d spoken in hours.

“I wouldn’t know it,” he said with relief.

“No, of course,” Shallah said, shaking her head.

Liam looked at Petyr with a child’s drowsy calm, his mouth hanging open, moist thumb held an inch from his lips. Were these the fingers from which the light had sprung like flames from a torch? Petyr turned his gaze away.

“And you say the wood came to life?” she said.

“Like the grasses after a springtime shower – suddenly alive and bright with colour, only brighter still.”

Shallah stroked Liam’s arms absently. “Yet these oaks don’t seem to be creatures of the light,” she said. “More like beasts of the deep. Why would they use light?”

“To frighten me off?” Petyr said.

“It doesn’t quite fit,” she said pensively. “Oh, we won’t figure it out this second. Go on, I must hear the rest.”

Once he’d told it as best he could, Petyr leaned back against a trunk. He adjusted his arm in the sling and winced at the stabs of pain. His wounds were certainly real.

Shallah had closed her eyes and was rocking Liam slowly. Petyr watched her by the flickering light of the small fire he’d made. She was such a different creature than he, so often silent when he would have shouted, then prone to laughter at the oddest moments. Yet already he found himself getting used to her ways. He waited for her to speak. He knew she would, in time.

“I haven’t given you as much credit as was your due, Petyr,” she said finally. “The battle I imagined … well, it certainly didn’t measure up to the reality.” She paused. “I would have been so afraid in your place,” she said honestly.

“I was terrified,” he said quietly, admitting it for the first time to himself. “I’ve never been so frightened.”

Shallah nodded sympathetically. “There’s still so much I don’t understand,” she went on. “Why at the very beginning did they take Liam and not me? If these oaks are so intent on killing, why would they give up such easy prey?”

“It confuses me as well,” Petyr replied. “From what I’ve seen, they kill anything that crosses their path.”

“And why didn’t they do away with him instantly, as you say you’ve seen them do before? This cage high up in the air … the glowing light … What was the purpose of it? It doesn’t add up.”

“Unless …”

“Unless their intent wasn’t to kill him at all,” Shallah finished.

The weight of those words hanging between them, Shallah and Petyr both shifted their attention to Liam himself, only to find him trembling, his golden eyes riveted on a half-eaten apple that had fallen from his hand. He hardly reacted when they called his name. As Shallah fussed about him, he raised his gaze to meet Petyr’s, a ghostly look upon his face.

It chilled Petyr to the bone.



Chapter Sixteen

“I shudder to think of all the frightening things he’s seen on this journey,” Shallah said, once Liam had finally dozed off. “He’s only four years old. He should be laughing and playing, not contemplating his own demise.”

“At least in sleep he can find some peace. If only we didn’t have to wake him.”

“It’s a shame,” she agreed, “but it’s best to keep moving.”

“Yes,” Petyr said, but his voice held little conviction. The fire was down to its embers and he poked at them with a stick. “I have to be honest with you, Shallah. I fear I’ve given you false hope. I’ve explored this black wood from one end to the other, without meeting another soul. We might travel northward for days and find it’s all been for naught.” He threw the stick into the embers, sending sparks swirling above their heads. “I’ve the salvation of Trallee depending on me, and with each passing minute I feel it falling further from my grasp.”

Liam stirred in his sleep. Shallah remembered her despair when she’d thought him lost. Her heart went out to Petyr. He lived with the fear of that loss every moment.

“You’ll find your way,” she said. “I know it.”

“How can you be so certain, when you’re as lost as I?” he asked beseechingly.

Throughout the day Shallah had felt as though some insight was hovering on the outskirts of her mind, hiding among forgotten memories and nonsensical dreams. Now, faced with Petyr’s hopelessness, she felt her mind settle, and the answer she’d been searching for came into focus in a crystal clear image.

She wound her cloak around her arms and legs, tenting herself in its warmth. The smouldering embers sat between her and Petyr, dividing them. She felt as though, with her words, she’d be inviting him over to her side. She dearly hoped he would join her.

“Have you ever had a dream that seemed like no dream at all, a dream you felt sure was meant to tell you something? I dreamed such a dream last night. It was the same dream I described to you yesterday, the same dream I’ve had over and over again. Only now do I realize what I was meant to see.”

“What was it?” Petyr asked, his voice soft as a boy’s.

“You remember how I described it to you? Liam and I, you and your children, all gathered by the water’s edge. And I have my sight again.”

“I remember.”

“But there’s more. Liam is giggling, and we’re chasing him through the tall grass. You catch him and place him on your shoulders. I look up at you – you’re smiling – and behind you both … I can see the trees.”

“Behind us?” he said, puzzled.

“Yes,” she said. “We’ve left them behind.”

“What are you saying?” Petyr asked hastily. Shallah heard a desperate note in his voice. It was never easy to give up the ideas you’ve held for so long.

“I think it’s time to leave this wood,” she said.

“I told you, I’ve been trapped here for days,” Petyr admonished her. “There’s no way back with those beasts working against us.”

“No, I don’t mean turn back,” she said calmly.

“Then what do you mean?” he cried.

Sensing his frustration, Shallah became matter-of-fact. “I think we’ve come to the edge of this wood,” she said, “and if we continue on we’ll find the end of it. I believe what we both seek is beyond the trees, on the other side.”

“On the other side of what?” he asked confusedly. “Beyond what?”

“Beyond the forest, in a place where there are no trees, a place where you can see the sky.”

Petyr let out a snort. “There is no such place,” he said testily. “Everyone knows there’s no end to the forest. That’s the stuff of children’s tales.”

“You called my father wise yesterday for having imagined a place where the water goes on for miles,” Shallah countered. “Well, I think it’s more than imaginings. I think that place is real, a place where children play in the sand and the sun shines.”

“The sun!” he exclaimed incredulously.

“You can’t tell me you’re still afraid of it,” she said, raising her voice for the first time. “Those were superstitions. You know this!”

Somehow, Shallah’s display of emotion seemed to diffuse Petyr’s anger. “I know it,” he said quietly. “I do. But playing in the sunshine …” he shook his head. “It still seems impossible.”

“It did to me as well,” she admitted. “Yet I believe in this place more and more. I look at this child, at his bronzed skin, and I know he doesn’t come from our darkened world. Amaria had it right. He does come from the light, and we have to go there as well.”

“But we don’t share the same goal, Shallah. Leaving this forest may save the boy, but I have to save Trallee.”

“I think our goals are one and the same. There’s no water left here. I think we’ll both find what we seek … out there.”

“Even if such a place does exist,” he said diplomatically, “how ever will we find it? The dark oaks want to keep us here. They won’t let us see the way.”

“Then we’ll defy them,” she said.

Petyr heaved a sigh. “It’s not so easily done,” he said dourly, turning away.

“Petyr,” Shallah said steadily, “you told me that a great change was taking place in this wood. Remember? Well, I was told a similar tale of a dying forest which had been used abominably ill and grown angry. We’re no longer wanted here, my friend, and if we don’t flee I think every one of us will perish.”

“How can you know this?” he asked, scepticism etched into his every word.

“The forest told me so,” she said.

She considered telling Petyr about the prophecies, but decided it might be too much to handle at once. Until now she hadn’t realized how thoroughly the old woman’s words had embedded themselves in her mind. In fact, she’d nearly forgotten about her altogether. But now her predictions rang loud and true. It occurred to her that if the prophecies were true, Liam would lead them to safety. If the prophecies were real, there were two more waiting to be revealed.

Petyr was quiet for a long time.

He thinks I’ve gone mad, Shallah thought.

She couldn’t blame him. All this talk of dreams and the wood’s desires … it sounded ludicrous! But she knew he wouldn’t be able to dismiss her outright. Already she knew how his mind worked. He would acknowledge that the forest was going through some change, but his first concern would be his children.

She was right.

“I won’t abandon Trallee,” Petyr stated firmly.

“I would never suggest it,” Shallah replied.

“But how can I help them by running away?”

“Not every escape is cowardly, Petyr. It’s you who showed me that. If we find our way out, we’ll return for them.”

“The people won’t abandon their homes so easily.”

“I’m sure they would choose it over death.”

“Would you give up your home, the village where you were raised? I can’t imagine leaving Trallee forever.”

“It’s the only way,” she pleaded. “The life of this place is vanishing; the animals flee, the leaves shrivel, the water dries. We have to go as well.”

He could protest no further.

“So we have to leave the forest behind,” he said, “and move away from all we’ve known.” He sounded so broken-hearted.

“I don’t think we have a choice,” Shallah replied.

Petyr took his head in his hands. The fire was dying out, the smoke rising between him and Shallah, obliterating her from view. He felt very much alone. It brought him back to the days before he’d met Shallah and Liam, before the black wood, when he’d been travelling through the forest on his own. Each of those two days had seemed an eternity. He’d thought only of Trallee and his children and the fact that he was their only hope.

The nights had been the worst. He hadn’t spent a night without his children in over seven years. On his first night in the wood the loneliness had brought him to his knees. It was the same now. For, to contemplate the loss of one’s home is a lonely thought. One can never truly imagine that any place will feel like home again.

“When I was a boy,” Petyr said, “I couldn’t fathom any world outside our village. I never dreamed of faraway lands. I was content with what I had and where I was. I wanted nothing more. Then I grew and married and had children, and my Marion was taken from me. It was only after her death that I began to look for more, to wonder about the rest of the world. But I never imagined it was so vast, that there was so much of the wood we’d never seen …

“You ask me to imagine a world beyond this forest,” he went on, “and I wish I could. But I can’t. I don’t believe such a place exists.” He could feel her dismay. “But I’ll go with you.”

She didn’t move an inch. She didn’t even raise her head. But Petyr could hear the smile in her voice.

“Why?” she asked.

“It seems I’ve run out of hope,” he said. “I thought you might lend me some of yours.”

“Of course,” Shallah said. “But you mustn’t be greedy.” A scolding tone entered her voice, though she was grinning. “It’s precious stuff. We’ll have to ration it.”

Petyr chuckled. He felt moderately better. He wiped his hands on his tunic as though wiping away his doubts. “I suppose only one question remains. How will we find the edge of the forest without a path to follow?”

“There is one path,” Shallah said. “Liam and I followed a herd of animals into this wood, dozens of species fleeing as one. I remember thinking it was like an exodus. Maybe I wasn’t far off. Maybe they found a way out.”

“And so if we find that path –”

“We find salvation.”

Shallah finished her portion of the meal they’d abandoned earlier, then wrapped up the remains of Liam’s food. Petyr found he had no appetite and could force down naught but a few mouthfuls of bread. His arm ached stubbornly, in time with the throbbing of his head. His entire body yearned for its long denied rest, and he was finding it more and more difficult to resist.

“Petyr,” Shallah whispered, “I have to ask. If the oaks didn’t want to harm Liam, whatever did they want him for?”

“I don’t know, Shallah,” he replied. The words fell from his mouth uselessly. “I don’t know.”

His hand went automatically to the leather pouch hanging from his belt, the square bit of cloth within. He gripped it tightly.

He felt very tired.



Chapter Seventeen

The trio gathered their things in a drowsy daze, less than eager to be on the move again. Having made their plan, Shallah and Petyr ought to have felt light-hearted, but neither was much enthused at the prospect of backtracking to find their path. They didn’t fall back to the cave, but cut across to the east, hoping they would catch the animal’s path further along.

“When we can take a step without getting tangled in the brush, we’ve probably found it,”Shallah said.

“Or when we can take a breath of air without getting a mouthful of needles,” Petyr said darkly. Earlier, he’d gotten a branch in the face in the middle of a yawn. “Like kissing a porcupine!” he complained.

Shallah had to smile. He’d been going on for some time now. “And you’ve kissed a great many porcupines in your day, have you?” she asked cheekily.

“Oh, I see,” he replied. “You think I’m whining for attention, is that it?”

Recalling that he was also nursing a broken arm, she held back a biting retort. “I just think you should leave the poor porcupine out of it,” she said. “You’re still a young man, Petyr. There’s no need to turn to rodents for comfort.”

Petyr gave out a hearty laugh.

Though danger loomed at all sides, the hours passed swiftly for the three travellers as they sheltered in the glow of stories of home. Petyr regaled them with childhood tales of dodging chores and harassing his neighbours. Even solemn Liam had to smile at the image of seven-year-old Petyr chasing after a squealing piglet, as Leland and Balduin Goss, each grasping a flapping chicken, tried to waylay old Mr. Quigg, who cursed explosively, swinging his shovel.

He described his childhood haunts, all those little places the village children imagined were theirs alone, until they grew too old for them and new children came to discover them afresh. His favourite place had been behind the oxen paddock where a family of birch trees bent in upon one another, weaving their branches into a sort of roof. There in the womb of the trees he’d found the solitude he’d craved as an awkward adolescent.

“There I asked Marion to be my wife,” he said, squinting as if looking into the past.

“Were you very happy together?” Shallah asked, though she knew she ought not to; they were treading on dangerous ground. But for the first time she felt the irresistible lure of romance. She so wanted him to say yes, to finish his beautiful painting of the past with one last perfect stroke.

“Not always,” he said candidly. “We bickered, quite a bit, actually. But it’s hard to remember now what all those arguments were about. It’s strange, they seemed so important then.”

Shallah tried again. “But marriage,” she asked hopefully, “was it everything you’d hoped?”

“It was …” Petyr smiled nostalgically. “It was grand,” he said.

At that moment an image appeared in Shallah’s mind, a picture she would always think of as belonging to Petyr. While Raulf was a whirl of motion, and Liam was sweet and soft, Petyr came to her as a human heart. It beat relentlessly, ever tortured. At times it seemed about to burst. Then it would expand, growing robust and strong. And when he laughed, it shone.

Petyr was pushing his way through a patch of tall ferns, Shallah carrying Liam just behind him, when a braying cry met his ears. It wasn’t another assault by the oaks, for the cry wasn’t of the same calibre, but both he and Shallah were immediately on their guard, all the same. They followed the sound cautiously.

“Probably a doe in childbirth,” Petyr whispered knowingly, in a effort to comfort Liam who kept whimpering softly each time the cry was heard.

“Oh yes, I’m sure,” Shallah said, catching the game. Neither sounded very convincing.

As they drew nearer, Petyr spied the spindly branches of their enemy up ahead. He took out his axe, holding the blade downwards, and hurriedly explained what he saw to Shallah.

“We should turn back,” she whispered urgently as Liam clung to her cloak. “We’ll alert them to our presence and force another attack.”

“I spy our path up ahead,” Petyr said, pointing towards a row of flattened bushes.

“Then let’s circle around, giving the oak a wide birth. There’s no need to pass right under its nose.”

The cry rose up again, so loud this time that they all winced.

“I’ve rescued a creature from the clutches of these monsters before,” he replied, “I won’t leave this one to suffer. Besides, what good is it to hide from a confrontation we know will come? Better to get it over with than to cower in fear.”

Shallah shook her head as Petyr peered through the fern leaves.

“You’re being foolish!” she cried.

“You needn’t follow me, then,” he whispered, over his shoulder. “Stay here with Liam and wait for my return.”

“I’ll not separate us again. We might never find each other.” She took hold of Petyr’s hand. He turned to her. Her features were strained with worry. “Please don’t do this, Petyr,” she said. “I fear for you.”

Petyr softened. He’d forgotten for a moment that his actions might affect the others. “I’ll take no unnecessary risks,” he said.

Shallah’s face went suddenly hard, and she dropped his hand. “The act alone is unnecessary!” she objected heatedly. “Why look for trouble when it can be avoided? You endanger us all with your reckless need for conflict.”

Liam looked on silently as Shallah glared furiously at Petyr. He blinked, stunned by her sudden anger. He tried to take her hand again, but she pulled away.

“I would never put you in harm’s way,” he said steadily. “I hope you know that by now. You can follow me at a distance, keeping well back in the trees. You’ll be out of danger there.”

She nodded sullenly, her face averted. “Why must you always go ahead, you men?” she asked, her voice low. “What is it you expect to find?”

“I seek only to keep us safe,” Petyr responded. He couldn’t understand her sudden despondency. Did she doubt his loyalty to her? “I do this for you,” he said.

Shallah’s smile was sour. “For me,” she repeated in a whisper. She raised her face to his. “Go, then,” she said.

Moving off, Petyr felt a tug in his stomach. It bothered him more than he could admit that he’d upset Shallah so. He was more than relieved when he heard her calling after him.

“Petyr!” she whispered, a note of remorse in her voice. “Do be careful.”

“And you,” he called back softly.

Petyr crept toward the beastly tree. The light from Liam’s eyes continued to brighten his way as the boy watched him from yards off. The animal cried out again and Petyr followed the sound, grateful for the noise, for it allowed him to move more easily through the underbrush.

He could make out the animal’s head but nothing more, for it was facing away from him. He was surprised at its size. He’d never seen these beasts attack a larger creature before, other than himself, and in light of their rejection of Shallah he’d come to think of them as the snatchers of rodents and children. If these oaks were able to hold a fully-grown deer, then they could take whomsoever they chose, axe or no axe.

When Petyr finally found himself under the branches of the oak, Liam looked away, leaving him in the dark. The imprisoned animal was no more than a shifting shadow. Then the light flared again and Petyr caught his breath. Before him, tangled in the roots of the monster, was an enormous buck. Its eyes glowed green and pained as the light hit them, then fell black again. It cried out and Petyr winced despite himself, not at the loudness of the sound, but at its cause. This animal had not gone quietly into the belly of the beast.

A twisting root protruded sickly through its broad red chest, pinning it to the trunk. Another cut through the white patch of fur on its rump. Blood seeped over the roots, hinting at further carnage. As it thumped the ground with its two front hooves in wild-eyed terror, more blood ran down the roots to the forest floor.

Petyr saw instantly he could do nothing for the creature. The very limbs that had injured him were holding him in life. If he cut the animal loose, it would surely die. He leaned forward and stroked the buck between its mighty antlers. It let out another mournful wail.

“I’m sorry,” he said as quietly as he could. “I can’t save you.”

The buck caught Petyr’s eyes and went still. He held the great animal’s head with both hands.

“You will not die alone,” he said.

Liam was glad to be doing something.

It was his job to lead Shallah now, because she couldn’t watch Petyr like he could. She had to trust him to do it right, and he was sure he would. It felt good to be thinking about something. It made it easier not to think about all the things he wasn’t thinking about. There were so many things! He didn’t want to think about the story Petyr had told about Trallee, the one they thought he hadn’t heard. He didn’t want to think about the battle with the oaks, and the horrible images that had filled his mind. He didn’t want to think about anything from before or anything from after.

He didn’t want to think at all. It was best to be doing something.

He lost sight of Petyr for a moment, and his eyes skipped forward. His sight landed on something he couldn’t quite make out. He slowed his step as he tried to see. Shallah tugged on his hand in puzzlement.

He saw the animal caught in the oak’s roots. Its wounds gushed blood so dark it looked black.

He stopped dead in his tracks.

“Liam,” Shallah whispered, shaking him by the shoulder, “we mustn’t stop here.”

The boy didn’t hear. He’d shut his eyes tight and stood rocking in place. He’d seen carnage like this once before. He’d seen wood poking through bodies.

He’d seen blood.

He peeked at the animal again, as Shallah pleaded with him to move on. It was the buck they’d seen on the path, Liam was sure of it. He’d been so afraid of it then. And now …

Liam shook his head as new images filled his mind. It was just the same as during the battle. He was seeing into after again.

He saw the magnificent animal laid out on the forest floor, its lifeblood flowing into the earth.

He saw its eyes fade to dullness.

He saw death.

All the hurt he’d been holding inside, hurt from before, came flooding in. It was almost too much to bear.

Keeping hold of Shallah’s hand, he changed direction and started towards the dying buck.

Shallah’s alarm mounted as they changed course. She couldn’t understand why Liam would run toward his captors. Did they have him under their control? She pleaded with him desperately, pulling at his fingers, but the boy wouldn’t be coerced. As each step drew them nearer to what she saw as certain doom, she became more frantic. Just as she prepared to grab Liam around the middle and haul him away by force, he let go of her hand and continued on alone.

She lunged for him but her arms closed on air and she fell to her knees. All about her the wood was still and she could hear no sound, not of the dying animal, nor of Liam’s retreating footsteps. She cursed her own stupidity. What would become of Liam now? She couldn’t go after him when one trip over a shrub could give them all away.

Still on her knees, she pulled at the weeds growing around her, winding them around her fingers, and waited.

The child was nearly upon him before Petyr sensed his approach. He turned suddenly and was blinded by Liam’s shinning eyes. He looked past the boy for Shallah but couldn’t see her. Had she stayed behind alone?

“What the devil is going on?” he asked the child in a whisper so low it was hardly audible.

Liam made no reply, his sights unwaveringly set on the buck and its wounds.

Petyr watched the jumping beams of light that were Liam’s sight. They followed the contours of the animal’s limbs, lingering first on the stains of blood, and then for a longer time on the black rimmed eyes.

Presently, the light began to quiver and fade and Petyr glanced at Liam. He was crying.

Petyr felt a great wave of sympathy for him, for he’d been through such an ordeal these past few days. He reached out to comfort him, then saw with a stab of dread that his mouth was hanging open. He was getting ready to bawl. Petyr clamped his hands over Liam’s mouth, but too late. A high-pitched cry escaped the child’s mouth, startling the buck. It snorted in agitation.

Clutching the boy to his chest, Petyr stared up at the branches, awaiting the dreaded attack. He heard a scuffle from behind and then Shallah landed nearly on top of them both. Liam’s cry had told her she could move at will. She held her dagger at the ready.

“What is it?” she asked, a hand on each of their shoulders.

A sound like the hissing of steam filled the air.

“We’ve awakened it,” Petyr said.

Taking hold of his axe, Petyr got to his feet and Shallah did the same. They stood back to back, holding their weapons aloft, for no owl could harm them now. They’d already been given up.

Released from Petyr’s hold, Liam approached the deer, seemingly unaware of his companions’ alarm.

“Liam, no!” Petyr cried. “Stay back!”

But the boy had ceased paying heed to their warnings. He stroked the buck’s fur, circling the cuts with his fingertips. Then, as Petyr watched, he covered the oozing wounds with his tiny hands. As the hissing took up once more, louder now, the buck jerked in alarm. It calmed only when Liam pressed his cheek against its back, feeling the rise and fall of its breath.

“Petyr, what’s happening?” Shallah asked breathlessly.

Petyr looked up at the tree. It remained still as the puzzling sound continued.

“I don’t know,” he replied.

“I’ve heard this sound before,” she said.

“I’ve heard this sound before,”

Suddenly, it became very cold.

Liam was the first to notice it, for the buck shivered beneath his grasp. Opening his eyes, he spied a whiteness like frost rising up from the base of the tree. As he watched, it drew higher, coming level with his gaze, then rose farther still. He couldn’t understand it. How could there be frost without winter?

The tide of ice reached the branches and began to encircle them.

Shallah shivered and a knowing look came across her face.

“It’s freezing over,” she said.

Liam could see his breath wafting before him. He tore his gaze away from the frost and looked at the buck. The light in its eyes was fading, and something was wrong with its fur. It looked less … alive. He didn’t want to think about what that could mean. He looked at his hands. The frost was covering his fingers! He pulled his hands away. The ice had crept up the animal’s legs and was spreading over its torso. Whatever was happening to the oak was happening to the buck as well.

It was going to freeze to death.

The boy sat down heavily before the buck, watching it come to pass. The animal was afraid, he knew. He felt the same fear, the same heart-wrenching sorrow. As the ice closed over the deer’s eyes, Liam felt its ache of death. Sadness welled in his chest. He let out a scream that cut through the cold like a knife.

“Run!” Petyr cried. Shallah pulled Liam away from the buck and turned to flee. But before they’d taken one step, a new sound began.

The monstrous tree was cracking along its icy branches, tiny fissures snaking down to the end of each twisted twig. Liam took a tentative step back as the cracking came to a halt. Then, as Petyr and Liam watched, the mighty oak cracked open along its cuts and exploded in their faces, flattening them to the ground.

Moments later, Liam looked up through dazed eyes as the others stirred beside him. The oak had vanished.

A fine white powder fell through the air.



Chapter Eighteen

Liam was inconsolable for many hours. He wrapped his arms about Shallah’s neck and wouldn’t be parted from her. Shallah and Petyr found the animal’s path and turned onto it. They walked in stunned silence.

It was Petyr who noticed that the buck remained. They’d all gotten to their feet and were dusting the powder from each other when he saw the mound. It was dying but no longer frozen, its eyes staring vacantly. Shallah wished Petyr had left it alone instead of rubbing the cover of white from the body, revealing it again to Liam, who immediately began to shake. The deer’s blood ran still, soaking into the ground beneath it.

Shallah crouched before the creature to close its mournful eyes, for in her blindness she pitied those who were forced to stare into death. But when she touched its lids, a startling thing took place. Her arms jolted as though the buck’s body had jerked violently, when all the while it lay deathly still. Her fingers seemed to fuse with the fur and she couldn’t break away. In her mind’s eye, she saw the buck turn to face her, its eyes locking on hers. It spoke to her without emitting a sound. It simply looked at her and she knew.

She had received the second prophecy.

She nearly fell backwards as her hands were abruptly released. Petyr said it was a terrible shame, but that animals died in the forest every day. Shallah realized he was trying to console Liam. They showed no awareness that anything unusual had taken place.

The buck was now quite dead, but Liam was unwilling to leave its side. Still reeling inwardly, Shallah said quietly, “He’s passed on now. There’s nothing we can do for him. Come away.”

Since then, she couldn’t get any reaction from the child, try as she might. He’d retreated into himself and would not come out.

Not long after, the path began to dip steeply. Shallah’s limp became more pronounced and she admitted she could go no further that day. Petyr found a spot to make camp in a round depression of earth where the decline couldn’t be felt. They took turns sipping from the flasks, taking note of the growing water shortage as though it were a worry from long ago, being remembered.

Once Liam had drifted off and finally released his stealthy hold on her, Shallah went to join Petyr as he stoked the fire. Stepping into the circle of warmth, she breathed in a scent that reminded her of her father’s late-night talks with Jos, and of festival days on the green. The smell of home.

“Is that Isemay Wray’s tobacco?” she inquired. “I didn’t realize you smoked, Petyr.” Pipe smoking had fallen out of fashion in the village in recent years, and had come to be seen as an old man’s habit. Isemay continued to trade regularly with Malcol Klink, Thurstan Turvey and Jos Guerin (without his wife’s knowledge), as well as the occasional curious adolescent boy.

Petyr fingered the pipe in his hands. “I haven’t touched the stuff in years,” he admitted. “Not since I was twelve. I took it up to rile my father, and it worked – I could tell. But he never tried to stop me, never told me it was a man’s hobby, never said a word. So, I lost interest.”

“You hadn’t yet developed your stubborn resolve?” Shallah asked as she sat down by Petyr’s side.

He grinned and lit the pipe by the fire’s flame. “Not quite yet,” he said, between puffs.

His smile changed to a look of astonishment as Shallah took the pipe from his hand and placed it in her own mouth, her girlish curls and freckles contrasting drastically with the manly purse of her lips. She rested her chin in her palm and cocked an eyebrow at Petyr. “What is it, Petyr Fleete?” she remarked. “You think a woman can’t smoke just as well as a man?”

“I-I-I,” Petyr stuttered. “When did you learn to smoke?” he asked finally.

“I took it up one year, mostly to rile Trallee’s womanfolk who’d taken to calling me a witch.” Shallah gave Petyr a sly look. “It worked – I could tell.” She passed the pipe back to Petyr who handled it gingerly, as though by using it she’d turned it to gold, or a serpent.

“Did your father smoke?” he asked.

“No,” she said wistfully. “There wasn’t much about my father that was usual or expected. Smoking would have been much too social for his taste. He might have partaken once or twice with Jos, but not as a rule. I don’t know, perhaps it was the rule itself that irked him.”

“Was he so rebellious?”

She took a deep breath and raised her face to the canopy as the pipe smoke rose above them in swirling wreaths. “Not really. He was more of a dreamer. He lived in dreams, I think, because the reality of his shattered life was too much for him. When he told me fairy stories as a girl, he always seemed to enjoy them more than I, as though he truly believed them. I think, when he left, he really thought he would return and save us all. He wanted to be the hero.” She smiled sadly. “How I wish he were here with us now.”

Shallah heard Petyr take something from the pouch at his belt. She wondered what it could be, but didn’t ask.

“Can I ask … ?” Petyr’s voice was thick with emotion. “What was it like for you during all those years alone in that house? Didn’t you yearn for companionship after your father had gone?”

Shallah had the feeling Petyr was thinking more of his own loss than hers.

“I loved it,” she replied candidly. “I loved being alone, where no one could touch me. I think I thought I deserved it. I would listen in on the talk between husbands and wives – it was all so foreign to me. I wanted none of it. Being alone seemed safer to me.”

“I can understand that,” Petyr said. “After Marion … I tried to shut the world out. But it wasn’t so easy for me. I had my children to care for. There were days when I wished them gone, but in truth I know that without them I would have been lost. You had no one. You must know inner strength far beyond my own.”

“It wasn’t strength, Petyr,” Shallah said. “I was hiding.”

“But you’re here now,” he said.

His words brought them both back to the present. They shared the pipe between them, sitting shoulder to shoulder, as they talked it over.

“Do you think he knows?” Petyr began.

“Liam?” Shallah said. She puffed on the pipe before replying. “I’m not sure.”

“It was him they wanted all along. That’s why they didn’t take you in the beginning. They must see him as a threat to their survival.”

“It seems he’s often seen in that light,” she said grimly.

Petyr shook his head. “How can this be, Shallah? I waver between belief and absolute incredulity. His voice … that child’s voice. Let me say it aloud: he destroyed that oak with his voice alone, didn’t he?” He regarded Shallah, awaiting her answer.

She swallowed. “He did indeed,” she said.

“Such power in a voice,” Petyr said, awed. “It’s difficult to grasp. I fear we must be in much greater danger than we realized.”

The mention of danger reminded Shallah that she’d her own revelation to disclose. She wearied to think of it. He might really think I’ve gone round the bend this time, she thought. This could be the end.

The idea upset her more than she’d expected.

What’s the matter with me? she asked herself. Am I so reliant on him already?

But that wasn’t it at all.

Though Shallah knew she ought to be concentrating on the matter at hand, she found herself distracted. She’d never sat so close to Petyr before. She could feel his thigh pressing against hers. Surprisingly, she found she had to fight the urge to lean into him, to put her head on his shoulder, to hold and be held. She’d spoken to him of her father, of herself, however briefly, and his understanding had filled her heart. But there was more to it than that. A bright light she’d thought extinguished had flared within her. She felt a flush of heat rising up her neck. She fiddled with the cloth of her skirts, twisting the material about her fingers. Having never felt any such feelings before, she’d not the slightest idea what to do with them. And what a time to be feeling such things!

“This explains the white powder on the night of the battle,” Petyr went on, oblivious to her struggle. “He destroyed those oaks as well. I heard him cry out, I remember it now. I didn’t think to connect the two.”

Shallah allowed the discussion to draw her back in. “How could you have, Petyr?” she replied. She was relieved that she didn’t stutter or collapse into a fit of giggles like a lovesick maiden. I’m imagining things, she thought to herself. It’s only Petyr! Still, as he spoke, and as serious as his words were, she couldn’t help wishing he would give her some sign that he was imagining the same things as she.

Petyr was lost in his own thoughts. Suddenly he looked up. “The oak was reaching for me just as Liam cried out,” he said reflectively. “I suppose if it had caught me, I would have died as the buck did.”

“Not necessarily,” Shallah reasoned. “The buck wasn’t just held, but bound to the oak, locked to its trunk.” she shuddered. “The poor thing. What a horrid way to die; first stabbed through, then frozen.” Her thoughts turned to the buck’s dying moments. A shiver ran up her spine as she recalled the way her fingers had burned as she'd touched its face. Her cheeks, flushed just a moment before, turned pale. She closed her eyes.

“Petyr,” Shallah said, as she reached once again for the pipe, as though its sturdiness make her feel more solid, more sure, “there’s something I have to tell you …”

“This changes everything,” he said, his mind racing. “We have a real chance of escaping now that we know their aims.”

“I should have told you long ago. I don’t know why I held back. I thought it all a dream …”

“We know how to fight them, how to destroy them. Don’t you see what that means? We hold all the power now.” He paused, as though unwilling to believe it. “We are free!”

“Petyr,” Shallah said softly and something in her tone alerted him. His exuberance was snuffed out like a flame by a sudden gust of wind.

“What is it?” Petyr asked, noticing the paleness of Shallah’s cheek. He turned to face her, wanting to put his arm around her shoulders but hesitant, recalling her sudden anger hours before. I never know where I stand with her, he mused to himself. Sometimes she seems as glad of my presence as I am of hers, and at other times she seems to disdain me. If only she would give me some sign.

“I’ve been holding something back,” Shallah said, folding her hands in her lap, “knowledge I should have shared with you but didn’t out of fear of its truth. Now I see that was foolish. Maybe you would have had some insight. Maybe all of this could have been avoided.” Her voice faltered and caught. Petyr sat riveted.

“We met a woman on the path,” she went on, “it must be a week ago by now. It’s she who told me of the forest’s imminent demise. But it was all so dreamlike. She said so many remarkable things, impossible things …”

She paused again, looking anxious.

“Please, go on,” Petyr said. Pushing his doubts aside he reached forward and took Shallah’s hands in his, pressing them gently between his palms. The gesture seemed to move her greatly. She found the strength to continue.

“This woman spoke of three prophecies,” she said. “The first told of a boy led by a blind guide who would save all the people of the forest. It was Liam, Petyr. The prophecy spoke of Liam.”

Petyr stared at her. “Prophecies?” he said uncertainly. “I don’t –”

She rushed on. “There’s more. Two more prophecies exist, but the old woman couldn’t reveal them to me. She said only a member of the races to which the prophecies belong could speak them, and they would have to give the knowledge willingly. Just now … just now I received the second one.”

“When?” Petyr asked, still not quite grasping what she meant.

“When I touched the buck. It spoke to me.”

“The buck?” The animal he’d watched bleed to death? It had spoken? “The buck was dead,” he said.

“It must have had some spark of life left,” she conjectured.

“But how could it have spoken to you? We’d have heard. How can a deer speak to a person?”

“It spoke in my mind’s eye. Its thoughts appeared to me.”

Petyr looked out into the dark. “And what did it tell you?” he asked finally.

“It told me that Liam would be the weapon that destroys us all,” Shallah said, her face taut with fright. Tears sprang to her eyes, but she did not cry.

“So this … prophecy,” he said the word with difficulty, “it tells of a boy who will be used by the deer to attack the life of the forest?”

“No,” Shallah said with a hopeless shake of her head. “The prophecy was for the dark trees of the north. I imagine this refers to the oaks. When the buck was forced into its enemy’s death, it must have taken some of its thoughts as well.”

“And in turn it gave you the oaks’ prophecy.”

“That’s why they desire Liam so. They want to use him against us.”

“But he harms only them, not us. How could he be some great weapon? He’s only a boy!”

“So I said to myself,” she said. “So I keep saying.”

They fell into an uneasy silence. The pipe had fallen to the ground at their feet, and Petyr watched as a thin line of smoke rose from it, swirling gently. He’d heard tell of prophecies before, his mother had been a great believer in them. She’d once told him that he would do great things. Only eight years old at the time, he’d boasted of the prediction to Leland for a week or so, then forgotten it altogether.

“If it is a real prophecy,” he said after a time, “nothing we do can stop its coming about. You mustn’t accuse yourself, Shallah.”

She only nodded.

“But it doesn’t make sense. How can the child be both our saviour and our destroyer? One prophecy has to be faulty.”

“No,” Shallah replied, “all were received equally, on the same day, by one woman. How can a prophecy be faulty?”

Petyr nearly laughed. “What do I know of prophecies?” he said. “They can’t both come true, you have to agree to that.”

“Yes,” she assented. “I can’t explain it.”

Petyr looked over at Liam, sleeping soundly, his tiny form dwarfed by the massive trunks around him.

“Who is this child?” he asked quietly. “Where did he come from, and how did he get such power? How do we know he isn’t leading us to our doom?”

Shallah frowned, loosening her fingers from Petyr’s grasp. “You don’t think him murderous?” she asked tentatively.

“I … no.” Petyr quickly saw the lunacy of the idea, but not before Shallah sensed his momentary indecision. She got to her feet, folding her arms over her chest.

“Petyr, I’m appalled at you!” she scolded, though her voice betrayed more dismay than disgust. “Is this what’s truly in your heart? Are you more concerned for yourself than the well-being of this child? He’s only four years old, Petyr. He hasn’t the slightest violent tendency in him. You saw how horrified he was when the buck died. If these events do come to pass, just think what they’ll do to him. He’ll be torn apart!”

Shallah turned away, her emotions overwhelming her. She was furious with Petyr, though she knew she was more angry with herself for having feelings for someone she knew so little of, than by his disloyal thoughts. Even as she raged at him she felt a longing to feel his hand in hers again, which infuriated her most of all.

“I begin to wonder how well we know each other,” she said, still facing away. “How long will it be before you turn away from us?”

A sound came upon them before Petyr could reply. It seemed to come out of the earth itself. In a moment Shallah realized the source and scrambled over to the patch of earth where Liam lay, Petyr close on her heels.

The boy’s face was screwed up and he’d balled his hands in fists. He was moaning and whining in turns, breathing hard as though he were being chased. Though he uttered no words, his cries pierced through the quiet. Petyr attempted to soothe him but Shallah knew the uselessness of that tact and pulled the boy into a sitting position, awakening him instantly.

Liam blinked fearfully at Petyr and Shallah, lighting the clearing. They waited for a sign of approaching danger. When none came, they let out a breath in unison.

“Did you work it out as well?” Shallah asked Petyr.

“Yes,” he said distractedly, still peering about them. “His scream may mean death to them, but any other sound – a word, a laugh, a cry – might work differently. They must have some way of finding him, and since they can’t see … I figured it had to be some sound he makes. For all we know, the slightest sigh might rouse them. Maybe their hearing is attuned only to him.”

“I think so too,” Shallah agreed. She gathered Liam in her arms and stroked his hair. His forehead was slick with sweat. “What foul dreams did they put into your mind?” she asked “How can we protect you from your fate?”

Petyr watched Shallah whispering softly to Liam. He saw how her words soothed him, for his body relaxed as the light played over her face. It seemed to Petyr that her tone alone relieved the child, for even he felt warmed by it. The icy shame he’d felt as she’d berated him fell away and he assured himself that he would put things right. He would explain that it was only out of fear for her safety that he’d said those terrible things. He would tell her that when he thought of her in danger … it was like revisiting the pain of Marion’s death. He couldn’t bear to lose another person he cared for, and he found he cared for Shallah more and more.

Shallah smiled at Liam. “Shall I sing you a lullaby?” she asked him. Then she looked directly at Petyr, almost as though she could see him.

“What is it?” he asked.

“He sang that night,” she said. “The night I fought with the owl. He was humming to me, singing us to sleep.”

“Singing?” Petyr said, looking at Liam curiously as the boy rested his head on Shallah’s shoulder.

“Not with words,” she said. “He hums tunes of a type I’ve never heard; haunting tunes.”

“He summons them with his song,” Petyr said.

Shallah nodded and rocked the boy in her arms. The ravages of the day were catching up with her. As Petyr watched, she rocked more and more slowly. Liam, as terrified as he’d been, had already slipped back into sleep.

Petyr gently lifted the child out of Shallah’s arms as her eyelids began to droop. He held the blanket out for her and she took it unconsciously, not realizing that it left Petyr without a cover of his own.

“We haven’t eaten,” Shallah said as she lay back.

“We’ll eat tomorrow,” Petyr said. “Sleep now.”

“And you? Will you sleep?”

“I will keep watch.”

“I don’t know what I was thinking, Petyr,” she said sleepily. “I didn’t mean what I said. I don’t doubt you.”

“Rest now,” Petyr said soothingly, cradling Liam in his arms.

“You believe me, don’t you?” Shallah asked faintly, already dozing. “You believe in the prophecies?”

“I believe in you,” Petyr replied. Shallah didn’t respond. She’d drifted off.

Liam became a weight in Petyr’s arms, but he felt no strain. He held the child to him with his good arm, and in the dark the boy’s downy hair was his daughters’ hair, his small hand was his daughters’ hands, his sweet child’s breath was his daughters’ breath. As the musky scent of tobacco hung in the air – the smell of his hearth, the smell of his home – Petyr leaned over the sleeping boy and wept.

When he was done, he wiped his face with Liam’s blanket and whispered to the trees, “I would never have left them behind.”

“I know,” Shallah said.

Then all was silence.

Shallah dreamed many dreams that night. Gone were the sun-speckled afternoons and the laughter of children. Once again she dreamed of being pursued, as she had the night before the journey began.

With Liam in her arms she fled through the woods. Every turn she took brought her down the same path, passed the same trunks again and again. As she ran her mind would cloud, her steps slowing as she struggled to remember why she’d been running. She would settle into a leisurely stroll, bouncing Liam on her hip, only to be reminded of their peril by a snatch at her cloak or an icy hand around her neck. And she would flee.

She ran a thousand miles that night as the dream played over and over, each time her panic driving her to fly faster, run harder, each time the clutching hand a horrible surprise.

Forgetfulness infected the dream. Now she was walking the roads of Trallee without Liam. She couldn’t recall the way home. She encountered friends on the road, but couldn’t place their voices.

A boy appeared before her on the road. She could see him, although she’d been blind to all else. She could see him as though she’d been seeing him all along.

“Don’t you remember me?” he asked.

Shallah shook her head, for indeed she’d forgotten him as well. His voice was familiar but she couldn’t place a name.

“I’m sorry,” she said with embarrassment, “I don’t.” As she spoke, the earth fell away beneath her and she lost her footing. She felt herself sinking.

“Don’t you know my name?” the boy asked as she fell suddenly deeper, engulfed now up to her knees.

“Help me,” she said. “Pull me out.” With each passing second she sank deeper – to her thighs, to her hips, to her waist. The boy didn’t make a move.

“What’s my name?” the boy asked, ignoring her distress.

Shallah struggled to pull herself loose, reaching for branches that were always just out of reach. She sank deeper still, the earth rising to cover her heart. “Won’t you help me?” she cried “Give me your hand!”

The boy stared at her, his face expressionless.

She clawed at the ground. The sound of snapping jaws filled her ears. The earth began to collect around her shoulders, around her neck.

“Why won’t you help me?” she asked the boy in desperation. “What have I done?”

“Have you forgotten that too?” the boy said.

Shallah heard the swishing of a tail. She looked around frantically. She heard a snarl and the ground shook as the wolves bore down on her.

“You brought this on yourself,” the boy said. Then he looked beyond her, to the approaching hoard, and his face lost all colour. His mouth hung open in horror as howls filled the air. He reached a hand out to Shallah, but too late.

The animals leapt upon her.



Chapter Nineteen

Shallah awoke to screams that were not her own.

Her dream faded quickly, lasting just long enough to remind her of all she’d forgotten. She hardly heard the howling wind that blew her hair over her face.

I have to tell Petyr, she thought to herself.

Another gust assaulted her as she sat up. Again she heard the strangled cry, only this time she recognized the voice. Launching herself to her feet, she nearly collided with Petyr who wordlessly took her hand and rushed her to Liam’s side.

“It’s been this way all night,” Petyr said. Liam, though still asleep, was thrashing his arms and legs, the blanket twisted around his body. He let out another cry.

It took a surprising amount of strength to settle him. Shallah and Petyr knelt on either side of him, holding him down, until at long last he fell still. He turned on his side and put his thumb in his mouth as his companions released him warily, unsure if this sudden calm would last.

When he seemed to be sleeping peacefully, Petyr sat back and heaved a great sigh. Shallah kissed Liam on the wrist, for he’d so curled himself that she couldn’t find his cheek.

“How many fits did he have during the night?” she asked, wiping at the sweat curling in the boy’s hair.

“Difficult to say,” Petyr replied. “I woke him several times but it seemed to do no good. He was just as upset awake as asleep. He kept grabbing at me and then pushing me away as though he thought I might harm him. Best to let him rest now.”

“You should have woken me,” she said as Petyr fixed the blanket around Liam. A tiny frown remained on his face, marring his sweet features. “Did you get no rest at all?”

Petyr sat down heavily at Shallah’s side and handed her a piece of stale bread he’d fished out of the satchel.

“No,” he said. “But not on account of the boy. My mind keeps me up nights. I thought it best that one of us be allowed a good night’s rest.”

Shallah thought of her frightful sleep. If only he’d awoken me, she thought. Again she felt an irrepressible urge to tell Petyr what she’d discovered, but she hadn’t the chance.

“We’ve other concerns now,” he went on. “We’ve no more water.”

His words were flat, like trodden stones.

“None at all?” she asked faintly. “I was sure we had enough to last another day.”

“As was I,” said Petyr. “I must have overturned the flask in the night. We’ve enough for this meal and then no more. And I fear we shan’t find any nearby.”

He was quite right. The leaves on the bushes were brittle, the shrubs half-dead. They’d not seen so much as a puddle since they’d entered this dreadful corner of the forest. There would be no water for miles.

Shallah felt a new panic rise within her. In truth, it hadn’t occurred to her that they might perish for lack of water. In an attack by some beast perhaps, but not of something as small as thirst, and so close to the end. For she felt the end was painfully near, the final battle looming. She quivered to think they might not have the strength to fight it.

“Our food supply is good,” Petyr said, “but with nothing to drink I don’t know how we’ll manage. I fear for Liam. This night has weakened him a great deal.”

“How long can a person go without water?” Shallah asked weakly, though she cringed to hear the answer.

“I don’t know, but I’m sure it can’t be long. And the more we exert ourselves, the less time we’ll have.”

The grim facts laid out before them, Shallah and Petyr fell quiet. Thunder rumbled but there was no hint of rain in the air. Just knowing there was no water to come made Shallah feel thirsty.

I may be thirsty for the rest of my life, she thought desolately.

“Shallah,” Petyr said, “do you still dream of that place beyond the wood, that place where we’re all together? Do you still believe we’ll find our way out of here?”

A violent gust of wind blew into them and Shallah took the excuse to turn her face away so Petyr couldn’t see her distress. She knew which answer she had to give, for any other would cause him to lose all hope. Yet to give it meant to carry her dream’s fear alone when already it weighed terribly upon her. Her choice already made, she winced inwardly as she spoke the words. She’d never lied to Petyr before.

“Yes,” Shallah said, forcing herself to face him. “I dream it still, every night. This path will lead us to safety as long as we keep to it.”

He seemed to find solace in her words, and for that she was grateful, though otherwise she felt sickened.

“You ought to get some rest,” she said. “I can care for Liam now, and it’s early yet.”

“No, we should be off soon,” Petyr said brusquely.

“Petyr, don’t be stubborn,” Shallah said. “You’ll wear yourself out.”

“I’ve told you,” he said as he busied himself buckling the satchel, “my thoughts run away with themselves when I try to rest.”

“No man can keep awake forever,” Shallah said. She took hold of his arm. “Why won’t you rest?”

“When I close my eyes they come to me. I see their bleeding eyes. I hear their screams.” He looked stonily ahead. “I will not rest until I see them safe again.”

They spoke no more of it.

They set out with the wind at their backs. Reluctant to wake Liam who seemed finally to be sleeping soundly, Shallah carried him in her arms. The way was more difficult without the light of the boy’s eyes to guide them, and the awful weather made it harder still. Several times Petyr halted suddenly on the path, unsure if the movement ahead was a windswept branch or the clawing limb of their enemy. And still no rain came.

The wind made it difficult to talk, leaving the two to brood over their own thoughts. Petyr’s turned increasingly to his physical distress. His wounded arm was sapping him of energy at an alarming rate. Where days ago he wouldn’t yet have broken a sweat, now he was finding it difficult simply to trudge along. He marvelled at the fact that just two days ago he’d fought two furious oaks on his own. The thought of raising his sword to face such a beast was now utterly beyond him. Too ashamed to admit his weakness to Shallah, he soldiered stoically on, erecting a wall between them to keep his pain within, and her without.

Petyr and Shallah were manoeuvring a steep and rocky decline when Liam awoke. The wind hadn’t let up its woeful howling, and Shallah’s concentration was focused on hearing Petyr’s directions over the air rushing past her ears. Suddenly, Liam began to struggle against her. She lost hold of Petyr’s hand and tripped forward, careening head-first down the hillside.

Petyr cried, “Stop! Not another step!”

Hearing the urgency in his voice, Shallah grasped Liam tightly and put all her weight on her injured foot. Tears sprang to her eyes as the pain spiked up to her knee. They slipped a few inches more, then stopped. Petyr scrambled to reach them, wedging his foot between two rocks and pulling Shallah up by the arm. They collapsed onto a patch of scraggly grass.

“How near did we come?” Shallah asked, eyes clenched against the throbbing in her foot.

“Half a foot more and you would have fallen thirty feet.”

“You didn’t warn me that the way was so treacherous,” she said, though the accusation was half-hearted.

“A mistake I won’t make again,” Petyr said, wiping the sweat from his brow.

Liam sat on his own as Petyr attended to Shallah’s foot. Petyr was concerned about him. Though he knew Shallah didn’t blame the child for the accident, he could tell Liam was blaming himself. When Shallah sat next to him he made sure to keep a space between them. When she fed him, he wouldn’t swallow, as though he felt he didn’t deserve to eat. When he looked at her his expression was fearful.

Shallah did what she could to comfort the boy, but her affections went mostly unanswered. When he finally leaned into her embrace, it was with a tentativeness she couldn’t ignore. The puzzled frown that flashed across her face wasn’t lost on Petyr.

The child was not well. His face was pale, and there was a sallow darkness about his eyes. It seemed trying for him simply to lift his chin from his chest. The light from his eyes fell weak and yellowed upon Shallah’s face, just as it had after the battle with the oaks. He had a haunted look about him, as though his worst nightmares had come to life.

We’ve done this to him, Petyr thought to himself. We’ve robbed him of his trusting nature to which he had every right.

A yearning question entered his mind, tugging at his tired limbs. He looked ahead at the dark trail and sighed.

Will this journey never end?



Chapter Twenty

The wind had died down when they took to the trail again, allowing them some peace. Limping along with gritted teeth, Shallah listened absently as Petyr explained to Liam that he had to keep absolutely quiet.

“You can’t make the smallest sound,” he gently warned the boy. “The oaks have better hearing than all three of us put together, and we don’t want to attract their attention, do we?”

To Shallah, it seemed a threadbare explanation for a boy who’d always seemed to know the truth of the matter, even without her telling him. As they reached the bottom of the incline, she wondered if Liam might already suspect his power. Had some part of his mind put the pieces together with himself at the centre? If he had, he gave no indication. He nodded once, then looked ahead. It was almost as if he hadn’t heard Petyr’s words at all.

The animals they tracked seemed to have descended the hill unscathed, for their trail continued at the bottom just as it had been at the top. Shallah concentrated on matching Petyr step for step, so she wouldn’t lag behind and be a burden. It helped to keep her mind off other things.

She could feel their presence. They may have flitted from her mind easily, like a piece of linen flying from a washing line, but they had never lost sight of their prey. They were almost upon them now. Their hunger was palpable. She sensed them surging forward, unstoppable as a flood. And there was nowhere to hide.

As the day wore painfully on, Shallah had plenty of time to wonder if it had been a mistake to keep Petyr in the dark about their purpuers. She became convinced he knew of her deceit, for his attitude towards her had shifted drastically.

Shallah couldn’t deny that she’d felt Petyr’s attraction from the start. She’d seen it in the easy way he’d spoken with her of his life, and the way he’d found the slightest thing she’d said amusing. She’d felt it when she’d taken his arm; there’d been a certain warmth between them. Now, his arm was as rigid as a board, and when she spoke to him he never seemed to be listening. She knew it was silly to dwell on these girlish concerns at such a time, but she couldn’t help it. She was dismayed. A part of her wished he’d just confront her, force her to tell him the truth. But she couldn’t be positive her lie had triggered the shift. Maybe he’d just realized, as she had, that they knew so very little of each other.

Maybe I was imagining it all along, she thought dismally.

In the afternoon, the wind began to roar again, but still no rain came. After a time, the battered travellers began to wish for a downpour, if only for a change. They’d seen no sign of the oaks that day, a fact Petyr found disconcerting.

“They must be on the lookout,” he said to Shallah, the first words he’d spoken to her since their fall. “It seems strange that we haven’t come upon at least one in all our hours of travel.”

“You sound disappointed,” Shallah said, though in truth there’d been very little emotion in his words. He spoke grudgingly, as though out of obligation.

“What can I say?” he replied, his voice aloof. “I begin to wish for an end.”

“Don’t trouble yourself, Petyr,” Shallah said sullenly. “It will come soon enough.”

Not long after, they came upon a dead raccoon. It lay at the side of the path, half buried in the underbrush. In itself it wasn’t remarkable, but that morning Petyr had found two dead squirrels, and only an hour before they’d discovered a smaller raccoon, its grey fur stripped with coiling cuts.

“An oak has certainly passed this way,” Petyr said as he came away from the poor beast. “But so many dead … I’ve never seen the like before. And there’s no knowing how many more are scattered through the wood.”

“Perhaps it was a group of oaks that came this way,” Shallah offered.

As she spoke, Petyr tripped slightly, his foot rolling over a pinecone. He caught Shallah’s arm for balance and she noticed his breathing seemed haggard. But before she could ask him about it he’d released her arm and gone on talking as if nothing had happened. Puzzled, Shallah did her best to pretend she hadn’t noticed a thing.

“But why would they have gathered together?” Petyr said. “In the past I’ve seen them only on their own, save the two I fought against. Now it seems they’re travelling in a band.”

“In any case,” Shallah said, “they may be close by. We should carry on.”

“Yes,” Petyr said, wiping his hands on his tunic. “Come, Liam.”

Liam had stayed with the dead racoon, and didn’t react when he was called. Shallah came over to his side. He was crouching before the bundle of fur, just as he’d lingered beside the buck, but with one marked difference. This time, the child shed no tears. He petted the animal’s fur automatically, his fingers stilling only when Shallah told him it was time to move on. Yet, for all his detachment, he took his time coming away from the animal, and kept his eyes on it until Petyr urged him to look ahead.

“Other things don’t quite make sense, as well,” Petyr continued, as they entered a grove of redwoods.

Shallah took a breath and forced herself to listen to his conjectures, though it pained her that all he would speak of was the oaks. Did he have nothing else to say to her?

“It occurred to me,” he went on, “that the dark oak we saw yesterday didn’t use the wailing cry against us. It could have saved itself that way.”

“Yes …” Shallah said, urging herself to think it through, “but this time the beast didn’t know we were close by. If it had, it would surely have attacked.”

“Even so, when I fought the two oaks that night, they didn’t use the cry against me either – not during the battle. They used it before the battle began, and then stopped to fight me.”

Shallah shuddered, remembering the disturbing tone of the crying and how it had invaded her body even as she’d struggled to keep it out. She felt intensely glad their enemy hadn’t used it against them again, and saw no reason to question it.

“I don’t think the cry is a means of attack at all,” Petyr said. “That it disables us may only be a coincidence. I think it might be a means of communication, yet so mournful …” he broke off.

“Could it be an alert?” Shallah asked offhandedly.

“Yes, perhaps,” Petyr said. He hefted Liam in his arms so he could reach a stubborn itch along his ribs. “Do you think it could be –”

He left off abruptly as he raised his gaze to the path ahead. The light from Liam’s eyes darted about as though asking each trunk to explain what lay before them. Though the boy’s eyes illuminated only a few feet ahead, Petyr could see that the path was narrowing drastically. Up until then, the passing of hundreds of paws and hooves had trampled the bushes, but now they had to press through them. It was as though, at this point, the parade of animals had suddenly petered out.

A dim shape directly before them brought Petyr up short. Shallah gripped his arm in question. A few steps more confirmed his fears. It was the body of a small doe, most likely a fawn. Beyond it he saw another, half hidden by a boulder, and about it lay dozens of others: rabbits and squirrels, foxes, weasels, a coyote, a bobcat, a bear.

The corpses spread over the area like they’d fallen in clumps from the trees. The path they’d been following had all but disappeared, replaced by the stink of death.

The light faded out as Liam turned away, burying his face in Petyr’s neck. He whimpered only once.

“There was no exodus,” Petyr said. The wind blew through the column of trees, lifting the fur of the doe’s tail. “They slaughtered them.”

Petyr’s collapse was sudden and complete, like that of a house long deserted that can no longer stand the strain of holding itself up and turns, all in one moment, to dust.

He’d felt it coming.

After they’d discovered the sea of dead animals, he’d felt the strength seeping from his body like sap from a tree. Soon he couldn’t stand to hold Liam, for his weight seemed like that of a bucket filling with water, heavier by the second. Without slowing his tread, he deposited Liam on his feet and carried on.

He heard Shallah call his name once, sharply.

Then he felt himself falling.

As he could scarcely bring himself to his knees, there was no question of going on. Shallah ordered him not to move an inch, her stern tone bringing a faint smile to his lips.

It’s not as though I’m going anywhere, he thought.

They’d come to a stop at the base of one of the largest redwoods in the area, its trunk wider than the length of Petyr’s body as he lay stretched out on its roots. The wilted sorrel and fern bushes grew thickly about the trunk, and by some miracle the fairy lantern plants had managed to produce berries. They glowed white in the dark. Shallah brushed the cones aside, clearing a space for the fire. They went rolling across the earth, clicking as they bumped against each other.

As Shallah gathered the blankets, Liam sat at Petyr’s side, his hands placed firmly on Petyr’s chest. Hardly strong enough to raise his head, Petyr couldn’t see the determined look on the boy’s face as he watched the rise and fall of his ribs, nor could he perceive the likeness of this pose to another the child had held a day before. When Shallah came to collect the boy, Petyr did notice that the cloth of his tunic was soaked through. Liam had left two sweaty palm prints behind.

The meal they ate was unappealing at best and without any water to help it down, near inedible. Shallah had to coax Liam to eat anything at all. Petyr watched them, the satchel under his head as a pillow, the square of blue cloth clutched between his fingers.

They were bonded, the two of them. He could see it in the easy way she held him, speaking in low half-sentences. Liam always seemed to understand what she meant, without having to listen. He kept up with her blindness unconsciously, handing her what she couldn’t reach, leading her fingers to the right place. Their dance was only heightened in moments like this, when they were in disagreement. They both had to move quickly, giving and taking, leading and evading, holding and urging and asserting, each in quick succession.

Petyr watched in tired awe.

Shallah and Liam hunched by Petyr’s side, a blanket around their shoulders. Shallah remarked that the wind had gone without ever presenting its oft-boasted rain. Though she was trying her best to behave normally, she was greatly disturbed by Petyr’s condition, and could hardly bear the frustration of being unable to help him. She rocked on her haunches, compulsively smoothing the blanket over him. It pained her still more to think of the awful pressure he must feel, with so many depending upon him, and his body unwilling to cooperate. She’d never felt such agony in the face of another’s pain before.

Now look what you’ve done, she admonished herself. You’ve gone and fallen in love with him.

She was still thinking about this when Petyr spoke.

“How long have they pursued you?” he asked. His eyes were closed, Liam’s light speckling his face.

Shallah felt as though she’d swallowed a mouthful of rocks. When Petyr had collapsed she’d finally been able to push the wolves from her thoughts. Now, all her worries came flooding back. She nearly gagged.

“From the beginning,” she responded once she’d recovered her composure. Liam leaned back against her chest and gazed up at the branches above them.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Petyr demanded.

“At first I’d forgotten, stupidly I’d forgotten. And then … I didn’t want to trouble you further.” She couldn’t explain that she’d held back because he’d been cold towards her – it was far too humiliating.

“You shouldn’t try to shield me,” he replied, and his tone told Shallah that the old Petyr had returned. She nearly sighed with relief.

“And you?” she asked, suddenly emboldened. “Why didn’t you tell me you were feeling so poorly? We might have rested more often, kept a slower pace. Or didn’t you think I could handle the truth?”

Petyr shook his head. “Shallah,” he said, and it seemed to her that he’d never said her name quite like that before. “I couldn’t bear to tell you,” he murmured.

Comprehension dawned on her all at once. “Is that why you were so distant all day? You were afraid I would find you out?”

“What good am I to you without my strength?” Petyr asked. “What am I then, a dead weight for you to carry?”

“I would carry you,” Shallah said softly, “if I had to.”

Neither knew how to continue after this, though Petyr placed his hand on Shallah’s knee, the only part of her he could reach.

“But how did you know we were being followed?” she inquired, after a time.

“You might have thought me distant all day, but I wasn’t entirely absent. I watched you hearing them, always listening. And now, I hear them too. What do they want with us?”

“I didn’t tell you of the third prophecy,” Shallah said.

“Tell me now,” said Petyr, and Shallah could hear him fighting to put strength in his voice, to convince her he could stand anything she might say. It was a feeble attempt, and not at all successful.

She told him all the same.

“The third prophecy was delivered to the wolf chief of the western valley. Like that of the oaks, it can only be known to us if passed on by a willing member of the race. But as they’ve pursued us for days, I can only assume their desires are the same as our current enemies.”

“How close do they come?” Petyr asked.

“Close,” she replied.

Petyr stared pensively at the earth for a time, digesting this news. Then he turned to face Shallah, and his eyes, though she couldn’t seem them, were full of fear.

“I feel as though the very air closes in on us,” he whispered. “Shallah, we’re doomed. Trallee languishes and we will perish here, far from home. How can you bare it? How can you rest with this weight? I try with all my might to lose it, but it will not give. I long to be rid of it. I long for sleep.”

Petyr began to weep, his body shaking with each shuddering breath. Shallah took him in her arms and wiped his cheeks, her tears mixing with his. Liam cradled Petyr’s good arm and held quite still until finally, in a quiet burst, he began to sob as well. Shallah put her arm about him and the three of them became one huddled, weeping being, their heads locked together, their limbs interwoven.

When all were spent, they fell back on the forest floor, Petyr on his back, Shallah and Liam curled into his good side. Shallah thought idly of a time when she’d adored sleeping out of doors and had lain for hours like this, feeling the cool night air on her skin. She recalled the feeling of her father’s broad chest behind her as he kept watch over the dark. In Petyr’s chest she felt the same wakeful tension. Even his tears hadn’t brought him rest.

“Let it come,” she said, encircling his chest with her arm.

The wood was still. The trees, so roughly thrashing throughout the day, were taking their due reprieve. The dark silence was lulling, making for easy confusions of place and time. Petyr closed his eyes for a moment, and when he reopened them couldn’t be sure how much time had passed. It might have been the middle of the night when Liam sat up at his side.

Only later did he realize that the darkness hadn’t been disturbed, which meant Liam had kept his eyes shut. The child sat motionless for a moment, his head cocked to the side, facing his companions. Then, quite naturally, he began to hum.

Neither Petyr nor Shallah tried to stop him. The day had taught them this lesson. The oaks wouldn’t be attacking them this night. They’d already passed through these parts, destroying all in their path, and now they collected somewhere and waited.

His tune rose up through the trees. It was a lullaby like no other, lilting and coloured with sadness. Petyr allowed the song to wind its way around his mind until his thoughts were wrapped in the notes. Slowly he felt himself drifting into that sweet drowsy state that comes just before sleep.

Take me, he pleaded. Take me now.

He slept.



Chapter Twenty-One 

Petyr slept the sleep of the dead that night. He didn’t move a muscle until Shallah woke him in the morning. The air was cold on his face as he opened his eyes.

“Wake up, Petyr,” she said.

She was sitting just next to him and there was a leaf stuck to the back of her cloak. Petyr reached up to pull it off, running his palm down her back affectionately. Shallah turned to him. Her face was grave.

“They’ve come,” she said.

As he sat up, Petyr felt the warm comfort of rest fall away like a blanket falling from his shoulders. Before them, sitting in a horseshoe formation, were eleven large grey wolves. Their yellow eyes were trained unfailingly on himself and Shallah.

Petyr reached for his axe, knowing full well that it gave him little advantage over such a pack.

At the top of the ring, directly in front of them, one of the wolves was on his feet. He was larger than the rest, each of his paws the size of Petyr’s hand. His gaze was fierce, a gaze that commanded attention. Petyr stared intently at his face, watching for the bared fangs, the wrinkled snout, the tell-tale signs of threat. A movement above the animal’s head caught his attention.

A face emerged out of the dark.

Petyr froze, entirely disarmed.

Liam sat upon the wolf’s back.

The silence stretched on without any hint of action. Petyr became restless. He gazed at the ridged orange bark of the redwoods, the colour so vibrant that he wondered how he’d never noticed it before. The trunks were positively glowing. Suddenly, he realized what he was seeing. It wasn’t the trunks that were glowing at all.

It was the eyes of the wolves.

Petyr glanced from one wolven face to the next. Each pair of eyes glowed back at him, their combined brightness lighting the clearing. Liam’s own light, so much dwindled the day before, had regained its former brilliance. He seemed at home, sitting amongst the wolves.

Petyr wondered, Have we found his people? Have we finally brought him home?

“What do they do?” Shallah asked.

“They sit watching us, a dozen of them,” he replied.

“Liam is with them.”

“He sits on the back of the leader.”

“He’s met them before,” she said.

Petyr’s exhaustion began to plague him as the expected threat failed to present itself. The wolven light gave off a drowsy warmth, like a roomful of candles. He began to have trouble focusing his eyes, and felt his head fall forward in a doze. How embarrassing to be caught napping when the charge finally comes, he thought to himself. Though, in truth, he’d begun to doubt the charge would be coming at all.

Some time later, a disturbance in the light awoke Petyr from a light sleep. The wolves had gotten to their feet, and the two sitting at the far ends of the ring were approaching their leader. The wolf chief stepped forward and they flanked him, one on either side. They began to advance, Liam still astride the back of the chief, like a child king.

Petyr explained what he saw to Shallah in hurried whispers. He broke off when the three beasts stood before them, not a foot away. His heart hammered in his chest and out of the corner of his eye he saw Shallah stiffen. Would they attack now, in such a dignified fashion? He took his axe into his lap.

But the attack didn’t come. The three animals stared ahead as though awaiting approval. Their bright eyes were near blinding at this distance, but Petyr didn’t have to shield his face.

Their gaze focused on Shallah alone.

Petyr saw a bead of sweat roll down her cheek as the heat of their eyes burned into her. He took her hand and pressed it in his own. She gave a grateful squeeze in return.

The two flanking wolves bowed, extending their necks until their snouts brushed the earth. Upon rising, they returned to their respective places in the ring without an upward glance, their paws crunching on the carpet of fir needles. When they’d rejoined the ring, all the wolves sat down, and the light in the small clearing dimmed perceptibly as the lot of them closed their eyes. The lead wolf alone remained on his feet.

Petyr could smell his fur. He smelled of the air, of the wood and of travel, and of something simmering beneath: ferocity. He was large, but thin and taut as a muscle. His fur was luxurious, but hung on his body like a coat too large for the child that wears it.

He starves just as we do, Petyr thought. He would devour us if he could.

There were only two pairs of eyes to see by now, Liam’s and the wolf’s. As Petyr watched, the chief raised his head and howled into the dark three times. The other wolves showed no recognition, but Liam bowed his head as though listening, and when the last howl was done, the boy got down from the animal’s back. Petyr immediately pulled him away from the great beast, wrapping his good arm about him protectively. He found to his surprise that he was panting, though Liam remained quite calm. He looked up at Petyr in puzzlement.

The wolf chief flicked his tail once and bowed before Shallah as his attendants had done. However, unlike them, he didn’t rise, but kept himself prostrated. Shallah frowned in confusion.

“He bows before you,” Petyr said. Glancing from the ring of wolves sitting at attention, to their leader with his snout on his paws, he suddenly understood.

“It’s a ceremony,” he whispered. “Of course!”

Unsure of how to react, Shallah remained seated before the humbled chief. She’d pulled her hair back from her face, and looked awfully pale and serious. All of a sudden, Petyr felt very protective of her.

What do they want with her? he asked himself. What happens next?

For a few long moments nothing happened at all. Then Liam got to his feet and stepped towards the two. Petyr reached forward to pull him back, grasping him by the arm, but the boy knew his duty. He paused in his step and put his hand over Petyr’s, turning to look at him. His eyes glittered golden. Don’t you see? the child seemed to be saying. Don’t you understand?

Petyr let go of him.

Leaning forward, Liam gently took hold of Shallah’s hand and placed it on the wolf’s head, just above his eyes, where the fur was short and smooth. Comprehension dawned on her face. Petyr caught on a moment later.

Here were the wolves of the west come to deliver their message. The third prophecy would soon by known.

What followed was an occurrence so peculiar they were never able to agree on what had taken place.

Petyr claimed the earth shook as Shallah touched the wolf’s fur. Shallah’s hand then began to glow white and Petyr, fearing she would be burned, tried to pull her away, but could not. Each time he reached for her he was pushed back, as though invisible arms barred the way. Unable to intervene, he sat on his haunches and watched as her hair was blown free from its tie and her eyes snapped wide open, a look of astonishment on her face.

Liam saw something quite different. He felt no tremor, but noticed a warmth emanating from Shallah and the wolf. It got hotter and hotter until he could actually warm his hands by it, then it got hotter still. He took a step back. Then he heard a sound like the rushing of wind, and the heat vanished in a flash. Shallah and the wolf fell apart. The wolf returned to his place in the ring. Shallah lay for some moments with her arms flung over her head, unable to speak. When he touched her hand, she wasn’t hot at all.

Shallah’s own account was the least complete. She spoke of feeling as if her head had been shoved into a water trough, and of a great pressure on her ears. Images flashed through her mind: a wolf looking back through the trees; a multitude of caves with gaping mouths; jaws pulling at a rabbit’s flesh; a view of the forest from atop a high cliff. There was a woman’s voice in her ear, though she couldn’t make out what she said. And finally there was a wrenching feeling in her arms and her fingers began to tingle. She drew them away. When she came to she was panting roughly, her head on Petyr’s shoulder.

The wolves broke their formation, circling around their chief. In the same way, Petyr and Liam huddled around Shallah as she fought to catch her breath.

“Did he harm you?” Petyr asked as Shallah pressed a hand to her chest. “Are you not well?” He was holding her by the shoulders as though afraid she couldn’t support herself, his fingers tightening their grip with every word.

“I’m fine, Petyr,” she replied, loosening his fingers. “I’ve had the wind knocked out of me, that’s all.”

“I should never have allowed it,” Petyr said fiercely. Sweat stood out on Shallah’s brow and her eyes were feverishly bright. “I should have intervened.”

“Please Petyr, be calm,” she said as she put her arm about Liam. “It seems you’re the one who’s had the fright.”

“I won’t deny it,” he said. He realized his hands were shaking. “I feared … I don’t know what I feared. Only for a moment there, I thought you were lost.”

“Not lost,” Shallah said, “but found.” She raised her head. “He’s given me the third prophecy.”

Petyr nodded slowly. “Yes,” he said. He saw Liam watching him. “Perhaps Liam should –” he began, thinking the boy ought not to hear of such things.

Liam pulled at the ragged edge of Shallah’s cloak, looking at Petyr with that same curious expression. Don’t you understand?

“No, let him stay,” she said. “I think he’s known all along.” She held the boy close. “He’s known it all.”

Although it was early morning, the wolves had settled down to sleep. It occurred to Petyr that they may have been sitting in formation for hours, waiting for he and his companions to wake. The chief lay curled a few feet away from the rest, watching over them. His eyes met Petyr’s.

He folded his hands in his lap to stop their shaking.

“Tell me,” he said.

Shallah needed little more encouragement.

“The third prophecy speaks of a time of great suffering for wolven kind,” she said. “The race will be threatened with death. Their only hope is a boy. The prophecy is this: shield the boy from harm and we shall be shielded. Protect him and our kind will continue.”

Petyr looked down at Liam.

“They wanted only to protect him, all along.”

“How wrong I was,” she said, shaking her head. “Though they’re by no means gentle creatures, these wolves would never harm us. They need Liam too greatly to take such a risk. I know that now, for the wolf chief gave me more than just the prophecy. When I touched him, he opened a door in his mind and allowed me to wander through the rooms of his memories. I’ve seen all they’ve suffered these past months. I’ve seen ourselves though his eyes. I’ve seen their homeland in the mountainous forest to the west.” Shallah held tightly to Liam’s hand. He looked up at her. “I’ve seen their first meeting with Liam.”

Petyr watched Liam curiously. As though against his will, the boy’s gaze slipped to the pack of wolves, his eyes illuminating their flicking tails, their drowsing faces. There his gaze remained, as though he couldn’t look away.

What are you holding back? Petyr wondered. What have you seen?

Petyr insisted that Shallah take some rest, for the exchange with the chief had left dark circles under her eyes. She was asleep within moments of laying down her head. Petyr played quiet games with Liam to pass the time, often nearly forgetting that others slept all around them. Liam’s eyes alone lit the wood, just as they had when the three of them were traveling alone, believing themselves followed.

But we’re still being followed, Petyr reminded himself. The threats of this wood don’t cease when you cease to think of them.

They have a mind of their own.



Chapter Twenty-Two

Shallah awoke to the sound of laughter.

Petyr had tried to stop Liam from waking the wolves, but he’d scampered out of his grasp and tumbled into the pack.

“Let him be,” Shallah said as she stretched. She heard the scrambling of legs and playful growls. “He’s charmed them.”

It had been a long while since Liam had had a day of fun.

“Eat this,” Petyr said. He handed her a battered apple. “How do you feel?”

“My head feels full,” she replied between bites.

She began to tell Petyr of all she’d learned from the wolf chief, all that Liam had known and never told.

“Was he raised among them?” Petyr asked, getting ahead of the tale. “Is he of the wolf clan?”

Shallah wished with all her heart that it were so. She shook her head.

“Listen,” she said.

Liam’s first encounter with the wolves had taken place the day before he’d been discovered in Trallee. The lands to the west were deteriorating, the trees losing their leaves earlier each year. Lead by the chief, a small band of wolves had set off in search of a new home for their clan. They travelled a long way, for everywhere they went it was the same. The wolf chief pressed his band on, snapping at their heels when they slowed, for the future of his people hung on this quest. In desperation, he led his band into the black wood, though their legends warned against the place.

When they came upon the small boy sitting alone in the wood, a ray of light falling on his shoulders, the younger wolves circled him, wild with hunger. They’d not seen fresh meat in days. They would surely have torn him limb from limb if the chief hadn’t intervened. Though much weakened by hunger himself, the chief recognized Liam for what he was: a sign he’d been waiting for all his life.

Later, Liam explained to the chief how he’d come into the wood looking for someone. He wouldn’t reveal who this person was, and the chief understood that some tragedy had occurred of which the boy didn’t want to speak. Once beneath the trees, Liam had sat down on a log, waiting for the person to appear. He’d been aware that the trees had closed in behind him, barring his escape, but it hadn’t worried him. He’d felt sure that everything would be all right when he and the person were together again.

It was only when he saw the wolves approaching that the child began to feel unsure. His body began to shake with fear, but the chief remembered best the expression on his face. He realized he’d made a terrible mistake. The person he’d come to meet wasn’t coming at all. He was devastated.

The chief ordered his kin not to harm the boy, commanding them to choose between their hunger and death. Liam’s protection was all that mattered now. He would gladly have killed his own to keep him safe. He had them take Liam on their backs and comforted the child himself as they left the black wood behind.

They brought him to Trallee, a place the chief knew held people of Liam’s kind. On the green, a ring of wolves stood guard around Liam, waiting for the dawn. During that long night the chief learned much from the boy. The child took instinctually to the wolven form of communication, in which two minds open to one another and thoughts flow freely between the two. The chief was surprised at the boy’s talent, for humans often couldn’t calm their minds enough to manage the wolven speech. As the hours passed, the chief found himself more and more impressed by this human child, and fell to talking with him as he would his own children.

As they exchanged stories, the chief learned that Liam’s home sat in a place away from the wood, unharmed by its deterioration. The chief resolved to collect his people and bring them to that place. He knew that his protection of the child had already set the wheels of the prophecy in motion. In gratitude for all he knew Liam would do for his kind, the chief bestowed a great gift upon the boy.

He gave him the wolven sight.

In the morning, before the village began to stir, the chief bid farewell to the boy, assuring him they would meet again soon. The chief would return home, rally his people, and come back for the child. Then, together, they would find their way to the promised lands of bright open spaces and lush greenery.

“Of course, all did not go as planned,” Shallah said. “Upon returning home, the wolves found the clan much changed. A strange sickness had taken many lives and the survivors were reluctant to take on a great journey. At the same time, I was agreeing to take Liam away. When the wolves finally made their way to Trallee, Liam and I were long gone. They settled into a pursuit.”

“But why didn’t they step in when the dark oaks captured Liam?” Petyr interrupted. “If they’re sworn to protect him, why did they hold back?”

“They lost us when we fled,” she replied. “Our scents were masked by those of the other animals. Then they were sidetracked by their own battle with the oaks, losing three of their kin in the process. Only when we halted after the buck’s death did they pick up the trail again. Only now have they caught up with us.”

Petyr watched Liam scampering about with the wolves, the child’s demeanour so much changed in the short interval they’d been together. They had healed him.

They had healed “They’ve come a long way to protect a child,” he said.

“They’ve come to survive,” she said. “These eleven are all that’s left of their kind.”

“There are none who do good deeds for their own sake anymore, I suppose.”

“Only you, my friend,” Shallah said.

“No,” Petyr replied, shaking his head knowingly. “Only you.”

The travellers ventured forth with a formidable escort. The wolves, loyal to the prophecy, would accompany Liam to safety, protecting him from all foes. They kept together by marching single file. Petyr and Shallah were at the centre of the line, with six wolves ahead and five behind. Liam was at the head with the chief.

Petyr estimated that their direction held true to that set upon by the animals who’d met such a terrible end. With any luck, they would reach the goal those creatures had so tragically missed.

They moved slowly. Petyr was still greatly weakened. His arm pained him less, it seemed to have set itself finally, but the lack of water was taking its toll on them all. He was suffering dizzy spells and often had to rest. Shallah complained of a constant throbbing in her head. The wolves themselves were not faring much better. One in particular looked slightly crazed and kept up a sickening whine, often darting off without warning after a fluttering leaf it mistook for a bird. It always returned salivating profusely, its jaw snapping at the air.

Shallah’s limp also appeared to be getting worse. Such an injury, Petyr knew, required that the foot be rested, not walked upon day after day. He feared she might be doing herself permanent damage and encouraged her to lean more heavily on him. And though Shallah did as he asked, Petyr often felt her weight lifting after only a few steps. Her courage didn’t uplift him, for the reason for it was clear: he no longer had the strength to carry her.

As they walked, Shallah tried to make sense of the many emotions coursing through her being. She was immensely relieved that the wolves weren’t a threat. It was also gratifying to have protection against possible attacks, and a guide through the wood. She felt genuine hope that their quest would reach its end.

But even as she held to this hope, she couldn’t deny that she was hoping the other way at the same time. For if this prophecy came true, didn’t the other two have to as well? If this prophecy came true, didn’t it mean death to them all? The contradiction in the prophecies was a nagging worry at the back of her mind, keeping company with her atrocious headache. Even the most delightful happenings couldn’t quite make her forget it.

When next they stopped Petyr sat down in a pile of cones, his head between his legs, waiting for the spell to pass. Shallah sat by his side, rubbing his back, as Liam chased the wolves through the spruce trees. She’d never known the boy happier than he was now.

“You were right,” Petyr said.

Shallah turned to him. “Right?”

“Liam does come from a place beyond the trees. Such a place does exist, just as you said.”

“Yes,” she said faintly. With all she had on her mind, she’d forgotten there’d been any doubt on the matter.

Petyr shifted his position with difficulty. He leaned toward her so he could whisper in her ear. “I believe again,” he said softly. “I believe we will find our way there, so you don’t have to worry about it. I relied on your dreams once, and your belief in them. Now, you can rely on mine.”

Shallah had never known what it was to rely completely on another. Even as a child, her father’s forgetful nature had forced her to depend on herself. The Shallah she’d been would have scorned the idea of relying on another’s conviction, of displaying such helplessness. But these past few days had changed her. Now, she felt only gratitude to Petyr for his kind sentiment, and wonder that he could care so much for her.

She took Petyr’s hand and pressed it to her lips. Then, turning suddenly shy, she hid her face as she confessed, “I fear I’ll fall without it.”

“Then hold firm,” Petyr said, turning her face toward his. “I will not let you fall.”

The wolves began to mill about in a restless fashion that Petyr had come to understand as the signal to start out again. Getting to his feet, his mind was on the tangled underbrush that would plague them until nightfall, the ringing that had started up in his ears, and Shallah’s hand on his arm, her presence by his side.

Certainly, the idea that the day held another surprise in store for them didn’t enter his thoughts. For, Petyr knew nothing of another trail that was at that moment snaking its way through the woods. It was a haphazard trail, often doubling back on itself and twisting alarmingly. Still, unorganized as it was, this trail was on a course to meet their own.

The travellers strode resolutely on, unsuspectingly closing the gap between the two paths with every step.



Chapter Twenty-Three

The wolves were the first to sense the approach.

They were winding up an irritating incline, red cedars covered in hanging withes looming above their heads, when the wolf chief slowed his pace and cocked his head. One by one the other wolves did the same, each of them slowing in turn, until they found themselves at a standstill. The only movement was that of Shallah’s awkward steps as she fought to climb a web of laced trees roots with Petyr’s help, both unaware of the change in the wolves’ attention. Once they’d reached the top of the incline, the wolves had carried on, having lost interest when no threat appeared. The only indication that anything had taken place was Liam’s backward gaze towards Petyr.

Petyr waved at him. The boy smiled weakly.

Nearly a quarter of an hour later their line was broken by the commotion.

He came scrambling through the bushes, whipping at the backs of the wolves with a broken tree branch. His clothes were ragged and his dirt-stained face gave him a desperate countenance.

“Back, you horrid beasts!” he yelled. “Get back! You won’t have me.”

The wolves scattered, compelled by their surprise, but soon recovered themselves when they saw that he was naught but a spindly child. They circled him as he thrashed about, their yellow eyes trained on the flashes of pale skin. The wolf chief stood back in the shadows, Liam’s fingers laced through his dark fur.

“Petyr …” Shallah said uncertainly. “Who … ?”

Petyr hadn’t the time to explain. He broke away from Shallah and leapt forward to restrain the wolves closest to him. They snarled and made ready to lunge from his grasp. The ragged boy held the others back with his branch, though they were flinching from its thrusts less and less. They bared their teeth at him, their eyes glittering.

“Stop this!” Petyr cried. “Don’t anger them needlessly. They won’t harm you!”

But the boy either didn’t hear, or wouldn’t listen. With his next thrust one of the wolves snatched at the branch with its teeth, wrestling it from his grasp. The boy struggled valiantly for his weapon, kicking at the animals as they crowded him. Disarmed now, he backed himself against a tree trunk.

“Help me!” he cried as the wolves tensed to spring.

“Raulf?” Shallah whispered. “Raulf!” she called out, tearing forward to come to his aid. Petyr reached out to stop her, for he felt sure the wolves would attack anything in their path. Releasing one of the wolves in the process, he caught Shallah by the hem of her cloak and held her back.

“We have to help him!” she cried, prying at his fingers.

Before Petyr was able call out a warning, one of the beasts had leapt for Raulf, its smoky grey fur blocking the boy from view. Out of the corner of his eye, Petyr saw a blur of motion. The wolf chief, Liam bent low on his back, hurdled the backs of his kin, also aiming for Raulf. By some stroke of luck, the chief landed first, blocking Raulf from attack with his body. Liam climbed down from the chief’s back in a hurry and took Raulf by the hand, trying to pull him away. But the boy would not be moved. His visage had frozen in an expression of amazed horror.

He was paralyzed with fear.

The wolf that had leapt for Raulf hurtled headlong into the chief’s chest and was knocked down. It wrenched itself to its feet with a furious snarl, the hackles raised all along its back. Its compatriots paced lustily. Only the commanding presence of their leader held them off.

The chief arched his back menacingly, eyeing his opponent.

The smaller wolf growled with pure malice.

They fell on each other.

It lasted no longer than a moment: one tense, violent moment. They went for each other like starving dogs fighting over a bone. They rolled over and over until Petyr couldn’t tell one from the other, their tearing teeth and claws all that could be seen. Snarling wetly, the wolf went for the chief’s throat. And it was all over.

When they separated, the chief sat back on his hind legs as the other wolf cringed before him, bleeding from a gash across its snout. It slunk away to lick its wounds. Observing the defeat, the rest of the wolves calmed into submission. The chief surveyed them, his royal head held high, his chest puffed out.

The scene was interestingly set. Shallah stood with her hands over her mouth, her cloak fanned out at one side where Petyr was clutching it. Petyr crouched close to the ground, his injured arm draped over the neck of a wolf that hung its head in shame. Raulf stood openmouthed, little Liam at his side, the top of his head reaching no higher than Raulf’s elbow.

“Raulf?” Shallah gasped tentatively, as quiet fell.

The boys looked up in unison, the one tall and pale, the other small and dark. But for all that, they could have been brothers being called in from the close to dinner.

Raulf’s frightened expression turned to amazement.

“Miss?” he said, before dropping Liam’s hand and fainting dead away at his feet.

Shallah and Petyr waited among the cedars for Raulf to wake. Liam had wanted to keep watch with them, but Shallah had sent him away, fearful that too many faces in the dark might overwhelm Raulf upon waking. As she stroked his brow, she began to think she should have sent Petyr off instead.

Raulf opened his eyes to find Petyr peering closely at him through the gloom.

“Are you alright?” Petyr asked, blinking keenly in his face.

“Wh-Where am I?” Raulf stuttered.

“Among friends,” Shallah intoned soothingly, placing a calming hand on his shoulder. “You’re safe.”

Raulf sat up gingerly, pulling himself out of Shallah’s grasp, and edged slightly away from them both. She allowed him to go, but Petyr leaned towards him, crowding him without meaning to.

“Petyr Fleete,” Raulf said warily, looking from Petyr to Shallah several times in succession. “Miss, I –”

“What news of Trallee?” Petyr prompted.

“Trallee,” Raulf repeated cautiously, as though testing the sound of the word on his tongue.

“Yes, Trallee,” Petyr replied. “Our home: Trallee. What’s become of it? Tell us how it fares.”

Shallah put a hand on Petyr’s arm, ever so gently holding him back. She feared if Raulf didn’t reply in time, he might pounce on him.

Raulf glanced about himself as though searching for a possible escape.

“I don’t …” he hesitated as Petyr watched him avidly. “I’m not …”

“Maybe we should let him rest a little longer,” Shallah said, patting Raulf on the hand. “Maybe we should let him rest a little longer,” Shallah said, patting Raulf on the “He’s had quite a scare.” She tightened her grip on Petyr’s arm. “He needs his rest.”

But Petyr could not or would not keep quiet. Shallah couldn’t help but sympathize. He’d been fretting over the fates of those he loved for days and days, and here he was faced with someone who could put his mind at ease … or crush his spirit.

“What news of my children?” Petyr said. He took the boy by the shoulders. “How is it you [image: Il_9780981335209_0097_004]ve come so far afield? I beg you, please tell us. What’s become of our home? What news?”

Raulf’s smudged skin turned pale and it seemed for a moment that he might fall unconscious again. Shallah could literally smell the fear rising from his skin.

“Enough of this!” she cried, pulling Petyr away with all her strength. He released Raulf easily and stared in astonishment as the boy shrank back into the ferns.

“I’m sorry,” Petyr stammered. He looked down at his hands. “I don’t know what came over me.”

Shallah took him aside, facing him away from Raulf’s cowering form. “I won’t have you agitating him needlessly,” she said. He regarded her with bewilderment. “You will stay away until I call for you. Go and watch over Liam.”

She released him and stepped away, but still felt him watching her.

“You’ll hear the news as soon as I,” she reassured him. “I’ll call for you. Now, go.”

The branches rustled as he parted them.

Instead of going back to Raulf, Shallah sat down and waited for him to speak first. She waited for some time. Though she’d failed to notice it until now, the air had lost its bite. It was damp too, which let her know that far above their heads a thin fog coasted about the canopy. It wasn’t warm enough to go without a cloak, but she wasn’t cold anymore either.

The edge of the forest was near.

“Where are the wolves?” a small voice asked. Shallah approached the sound.

“They won’t harm you,” she said. “They are friends.”

“Do your friends normally attack you? I’ve no need of such friends.”

“It’s you who attacked them, if I recall correctly.”

“I don’t trust them.”

“That is your right, though I hope you’ll change your mind once you’ve spent some time with them. I’ve always known you to be fair.”

Raulf’s face emerged from the ferns. Shallah felt the movement. She wondered what he saw as he looked at her. Would he recognize her as the friend he’d known?

“Miss?” Raulf said. He didn’t sound sure.

“It’ll be alright, Raulf,” Shallah replied. She tried to fill her voice with conviction. Raulf had admired her conviction most of all, as she’d admired his.

Still he said nothing.

Shallah sighed. “Please come out, Raulf,” she said. “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed my friend.”

A moment later he threw himself into her arms.

“Oh, Miss!” he gushed. “I always knew you were alive. They claimed you’d met a terrible end, but I wouldn’t believe it. My sisters cried ever so much. My Da told me to give it up. But I waited by the path every day, even once they’d all given up hope. I knew, somewhere inside, I knew you’d find your way.”

“Be calm, Raulf,” she warned, though her smile betrayed her delight. “I believe you.”

“How has this come to pass?” he asked earnestly, seating himself at her side. “Petyr Fleete was thought lost. And what of the child? Is he here, as well?” Raulf seemed to have no memory of having held Liam’s hand as the wolves fought over him.

“Yes,” she replied. “We’ve been travelling together. But that’s a story for another time. It’s your tale we need to hear. You have to excuse Petyr. He suffers greatly, over his children.”

“But they’re well. He needn’t worry.”

“He’ll be so relieved.” Shallah seemed about to burst with relief herself. She knew she had to tell Petyr right away, but first, she turned to Raulf. She had to know. “Raulf, why are you in this wood?” she asked. “How on earth did you come here?”

As she mentioned the wood, Raulf’s countenance changed. He became wary again.

“I was lost,” he replied vaguely, then leaned into Shallah, his eyes darting about. “This is a terrible place, Miss. I believe I’ve been followed. All the time I feel myself watched.” His eyes widened. “It is a haunted place.”

“I know only too well,” Shallah said. “Come, let’s find the others, and then you can warm us all with tales of home.”

Raulf held back for a moment, looking at the ground. Shallah turned back in question.

“I wasn’t afraid, Miss,” he said firmly, and though Shallah saw through his show of bravery, she could tell he’d changed since she’d seen him last. He was no longer the scampering boy she’d known, so full of life and energy. He’d seen too much pain, known too much hardship. Much as she would have liked to see him again as he’d once been, she knew it could never be. He wasn’t a child anymore.

The child was gone.

As Raulf and Shallah pushed their way through the ferns, Petyr came forward and apologized for his earlier insensitivity. He addressed Raulf as he would have any other man from the village, and Shallah could tell it pleased the boy, for he made a great show of insisting there was no need for an apology at all.

Liam was enjoying the novelty of having another young person around, He pulled himself away from his four-legged companions and came to sit with them, refusing Shallah’s lap in favour of sharing a seat with the older boy. Shallah noticed that Raulf made no comment about the child’s glowing eyes, nor those of the wolves. He knew which tale had to come first.

“We wait with bated breath,” she prompted him.

Petyr, as eager as he’d been to hear the news earlier on, was conspicuously quiet now.

“Don’t be frightened,” Raulf said. “The story is strange, shocking even, but I’ve a feeling it will turn out well, and my Mam always says nine times out of ten my feelings are spot on, unless I’m feeling like avoiding my chores.”

“Tell it,” Petyr said gruffly.

Raulf took a deep breath.



Chapter Twenty-Four

When Old Brice closed himself inside his home, the villagers lost all hope.

Raulf was there when it happened. Normally it would have been Alys accompanying their Mam from house to house as she ministered to the sick, but on that day Walram Hale had taken a turn for the worse, and Alys had to stay by his side. Raulf wasn’t happy about it. It was obvious to him that Amaria Hale should have been tending to her husband instead of moaning from morning to night and pulling at her hair.

There’s nothing wrong with her that a tight slap across the face won’t fix, Raulf thought to himself bitterly.

Thirst had put him in a foul mood. He hated the lethargy that greeted him each morning, and the grinding emptiness of his stomach. He hated the look of the village by day, its dreary desolation. He hated yearning for a cool drink of water he could never have.

Most of all, he hated to leave his post by the path. Up until that day he’d kept watch for Shallah throughout the daylight hours, as he’d promised, while all others had locked themselves away. An irritation towards his fellow villagers had grown in him when days passed and the light did him no harm. He wished Shallah were here to temper his cruel thoughts. She’d always been the voice of reason in his life. Sometimes, as he raged against the drought in his head, he heard her quiet voice urging him to be calm.

Whatever the others might say, Raulf continued to believe she would return. It was the only thing that kept his spirits up.

His father, confined to his pallet, urged him to give it up. “The woods have taken her,” he said, “as they will take me, as they will take us all.” Raulf’s youngest sister Ilara began to sob, clasping her father’s hand to her heart.

Ilara was too sweet for this drought. Raulf liked to be out of the house as much as he could, for he couldn’t stand to see the blue circles under her eyes and the trembling of her little hands. He couldn’t stand to watch her die.

Night had fallen when he and his mother made it to the Blightons’ toft. Raulf could hardly keep his eyes open. They’d been on the move since dawn. Every home had a sick mother or father or child. Everywhere there was sadness and pain. Raulf was amazed at his Mam’s capacity to hearten and soothe, to keep them all calm. She never seemed to tire of giving. He’d been at it only one day, and already he’d had enough.

It all happened in a matter of seconds. One moment he was following his mother into the Blightons’ close, and the next Hemon Blighton was crying at their feet, his leg bone protruding through his hose, blood soaking the ground beneath him. Raulf turned aside and retched.

Rikild and the girls came bursting out of the house. Old Brice came sprinting across the green. He’d been visiting every home spreading the word that Petyr Fleete had gone for help, heralding him as a saviour. Raulf seemed to be the only one who saw the humour in his sudden change of heart about his son-in-law.

Old Brice held a candle for Sabeline as she tried desperately to stop the bleeding and bind the wound with the rags Raulf held ready. Hemon had gone pale with pain. Rikild held his head in her lap. She seemed to have been struck dumb.

“Will he be alright?” Old Brice kept asking. “Will he live?” He turned to Raulf, his eyes searching his face. “I told him to fix the roof. I made him go up. He didn’t want to go, I made him. I made him. I made him. I made him.” He broke off and stared over at his wife. “Rikild!” he cried. “I made him!” Rikild looked at him blankly. Hemon had fallen unconscious.

“Brice,” Sabeline said, grabbing hold of the man’s arm. Raulf had never heard anyone call him by his name like that before. “I’ve set the bone and stopped the bleeding. I can ease his pain, but he will fall ill if this wound is not washed. Have you any water left?”

The strangest look came over Old Brice’s face. It was as though he didn’t recognize Sabeline, or didn’t want to.

“No,” he said slowly. “We drank the last of it this morning.”

Raulf’s mother looked almost frantic. “Has anyone … ?” Old Brice didn’t answer.

Raulf looked at Hemon Blighton’s face. He was the same age as Alys.

Old Brice took his son in his arms. He carried him into the house. Rikild went after them dumbly, her weeping daughters following in her wake. The door closed behind them decisively.

Raulf helped his Mam clean up the rags. Her hands were covered in blood.

“Is Hemon going to die?” He was close to tears.

His mother didn’t look at him. “Go home, Raulf,” she said. Her voice was emotionless. “Tell your father I’ll be in soon.”

He edged away. He was frightened. He’d never seen his mother cry, and she didn’t cry that day, but the expression on her face was almost worse.

It was as though she’d lost the will to cry.

The next morning, Raulf fought to be allowed to go back to his post. His Mam seemed to disapprove, her lips pursed in a thin line, but she let him go. He wolfed down his meager breakfast of dried beans and pulled on his worn cloak. He was nearly out the door when he noticed both his sisters watching him. They followed him into the close.

“I want to come, too,” Ilara said. Their father had managed to sit up that morning, and Ilara had decided he was cured. She took her brother’s hand. “I’m not afraid of the light,” she insisted.

Raulf couldn’t think what to say. She couldn’t come with him. He’d have to entertain her for hours. She’d want to make it into a game.

He wanted to be alone.

“Listen,” Alys said. “I’m worried about Mam. She’s weakening but she won’t admit it.” She paused, waiting for him to respond. “I’m afraid she’ll never stop. She’ll just keep going until …” she glanced at Ilara. “What should we do?”

Raulf stared at her. How was he supposed to know what to do? When had he ever known better than Mam? If Mam couldn’t help Hemon, how could he help her?

Leave me alone! he wanted to scream.

“Take me with you,” Ilara said. Raulf dropped her hand.

“Don’t you care about us at all?” Alys cried, bursting into tears.

Raulf put his arm around his sister’s shoulders and Ilara hugged her middle. Alys had the most beautiful orange hair. It hung around her shoulders in lovely waves. She pushed it out of her eyes and looked at him, her cheeks wet with tears.

“I’m so scared,” she said. “We’re all going to die, aren’t we?”

Ilara looked stricken.

“No, we’re not,” Raulf told them both. “We’re going to survive this.” They didn’t believe him. “You have to believe,” he said strenuously.

His sisters nodded at him, but they remained unconvinced. He could tell by the way they looked at him. He wished he knew what to say to make them feel better. Before all these troubles had started, he’d always been able to make his sisters laugh. Now, he couldn’t think of one funny thing to say.

Ilara watched him walk away longingly. She’d become angry as the day wore on and lash out at him in some small way when he returned. She might cover his pallet with dirt, or bar the door so he couldn’t sneak in quietly. Then she’d be filled with remorse, and beg his forgiveness, and want to sleep next to him. Sweet as she was, Ilara had a mean streak that was never-endingly entertaining. Raulf wondered if he should have taken her along after all. Then he began to pass their neighbours’ tofts, and he remembered why he couldn’t.

The green was empty, as it always was at this hour. He paused for a moment by the gate to the Carberrys’ toft. He could hear Betta crying. She always cried hardest in the mornings. He thought it was because she hoped throughout the night for some improvement, and couldn’t stand what she saw when the day dawned. Little Mirabel was said to be the worst off, but Catin was also too weak to walk.

Raulf moved on. Next were the Klinks. Malcol was a loud one. He cursed at the top of his lungs. Kimbery had a chest cough that wouldn’t fade. The Turveys were usually quiet at this time of day, for Gamelin railed against his father’s weakness in the evenings, but the Goss home across the way was alive with the sounds of despair. Petyr Fleete’s girls cried for their father, and Gemma for her daughter Moira, and Leland for them all. Raulf picked up his pace, wishing he still had the energy to run. It was so hard to see what had become of the village.

Visiting the homes with his mother had made him see how far they’d fallen. Many times he’d been asked if one neighbour or another had passed, and been met with surprise when he’d replied in the negative. As nobody left their homes anymore, word had ceased to circulate as it always had. Each home had become an island unto itself, as though miles separated one from the other. Nobody was eager to find that their neighbours were faring so much better, or so much worse.

Having crossed the deserted fields, Raulf stopped to catch his breath. He usually sat in the branches of the large poplar by the start of the path, but today he couldn’t find the strength to climb up. It disappointed him, for he liked to sit amongst the yellow leaves, though many were withered now. He liked the way they wiggled back and forth with the breeze, like little hands waving Shallah home. He sat down at the foot of the tree, promising himself he would make the climb when he felt stronger.

Leaning against the trunk, he thought over what he’d said to his sisters. He’d told them to believe, as though he himself was so full of belief. But was he? A few days before, he’d jumped from his perch and gone dashing forward when he’d spied some movement on the path. It had turned out to be a doe. After that, most of the animals had vanished, taking with them his worry at making another such mistake. But had they taken more than that?

Do I really believe Shallah will return? he asked himself.

He never got the chance to answer.

He heard a footstep on the earth behind him, and then he toppled over as somebody fell on him.

Ilara jumped to her feet, triumphant. “Found you!” she cried, and before he had the chance to scold her she turned away. “What’s that?” she asked, frowning. She was pointing down the path.

Raulf’s eyes widened with amazement.

Advancing along the path was a swath of light so bright it pained him to look at it. It came slowly at first, lighting the trees on either side of the trail one by one. Then it picked up speed, and before he could ponder what was happening, the light had passed through them, washing them in its brightness.

The forest came alive. Withered leaves turned red and orange and yellow. Fir needles went from brown to green. The branches themselves appeared to thicken. Raulf looked about himself in awe, marveling at the colour of the trunks, the shrubs, the earth, the canopy. Ilara’s hair was shinier than he’d ever seen it, her eyes a most startling green.

I haven’t seen the world ‘til now, he thought. This is the true world; all else has been a dream.

Grabbing Ilara by the hand, he took off for the center of town, screaming at the top of his lungs.

That day, instead of sitting in his tree, Raulf sat in the green and watched Trallee come back to life. He knew it would take some time. The villagers had never known anything more than a dim glow emanating from the canopy. This light was a hundred times stronger. It forced its way through their shutters and the cracks about their doors. It was shocking to step out into such light, but he believed they would.

He’d found his belief again.

As he sat, he held an imaginary conversation with Shallah, narrating the happenings to her as he would have if she were present.

Alys and his Mam were the first to answer his calls, emerging from the Olney home with startled looks. The Carberrys were the next to come out. Milo kept glancing about as though he feared an attack. Maude Quigg cowered in her doorway as her daughter Roana pushed past her. Rab Hale called warnings through his barred door. He believed the light’s terrible effects might only be felt after hours of exposure, and refused to leave the confines of his dark house.

The Blightons were the last to make an appearance, though Old Brice stayed behind with Hemon. It was Rikild who questioned Raulf and Ilara on what they’d seen, though they hadn’t much to tell. The light spoke for itself, beating down relentlessly, unceasing even as day wore into night.

“It’s a miracle,” Raulf heard his Mam say as they watched friends who hadn’t seen one another in days greet each other gladly.

But the true miracle was yet to come.

In the brightness of evening, Moira Goss, who Sabeline had called beyond hope, felt the urge to go outside and play. Gemma Goss, who the day before couldn’t feed herself, resolved to join her. All about the village, doors long closed were being opened. Cheers went up every few moments as another invalid stretched his legs. Raulf saw his mother kissing his father full on the lips as he stepped unsteadily onto the green.

“We’re saved!” Kimbery Klink cried, her cough entirely gone. “The light has saved us!” She raised her hands over her head and twirled about like a girl.

But most wonderful of all was a surprise that didn’t occur to many of the villagers until it was well past midnight.

Their terrible thirst had abated.

In the wee hours of the night, though it looked like midday, the crowd began to disperse. Raulf ran with his sisters back to their toft and threw himself on his pallet, though he knew he wouldn’t sleep a wink. This light was magical. It had taken away their pain, and their thirst. It had brought people back to life.

Who knows what might happen next, he thought.

He listened to Ilara and Alys giggling until morning.

Though the well remained dry and no water returned to Minnow Lake, the vegetation grew lush of its own accord. Garden crops grew without tending, tomatoes and cucumbers ripened on the vine overnight. By the evening of the second day of light, a great feast was laid out on the green and attended by all as on the holidays of old.

Old Brice emerged at last from his home, though he refused the seat of honour at the head of the table. He seemed ashamed that he’d turned his back on the villagers, and had trouble meeting their eyes. Only when Hemon, on his feet again with the help of a crutch, pulled out a stool for his father, did Old Brice find the courage to approach the table.

The villagers broke into applause.

They, too, knew the mistakes they’d made in their despair. Everyone was in a forgiving mood.

It was fascinating to watch the villagers abandon the superstitions they’d clung to for so long. Syward Olney, his fat baby on his knee, swore he’d always suspected the light to have healing powers. His wife Edid rolled her eyes. Grissell Turvey claimed she’d heard her mother mention once that the dark would do them more ill than good. Isemay Wray, once the light’s greatest critic, crowned herself Lady Sunshine and wore a wreath of bright yellow maple leaves. Raulf watched with amusement as Rab and Sedemay Hale quietly took their seats at the end of the table.

The tables had been pushed aside and the children were running wildly about the green when the light began to fade. Raulf was ensnared in an argument with Roana Quigg when it happened. He and Roana were old rivals, and Raulf could never pass up the chance to point out her flaws, of which there were many. Today she’d taken it upon herself to organize the children’s games.

“Did I say it was your turn Leuric Goss?” she demanded, glowering at the young boy who scowled back. “You can’t play if you don’t listen!”

“And why should they listen to you at all?” Raulf put in. His sisters smiled at him approvingly. They’d been waiting for their turn for a quarter of an hour.

Roana turned to him with narrowed eyes, her arms folded. They’d sparred like this many times before.

“I suppose you’d rather they play without supervision,” Roana countered. “Didn’t you nearly lose an eye that way?”

Because you threw a rock at my face, Raulf thought resentfully.

“Why do you have this need to order others about?” he asked innocently. “Could it be because otherwise nobody takes any notice of you?”

She smiled sweetly. “Oh, Raulf,” she said, “why don’t you go cry in a tree for your poor blind sweetheart who didn’t even kiss you goodbye.”

Raulf made ready to lunge for her when all of a sudden the light dimmed perceptibly. Everything came to a halt. Within moments, the brightness had faded to late afternoon orange. The autumn leaves that had been placed in bunches on the table began to wilt, and the tree branches to droop. The children ceased their frantic galloping and sat in little groups on the ground, feeling the weight of their limbs. Those who had been sickest began to feel their weakness again.

Raulf’s Mam was standing on the other side of the green chatting with Hylde Rundle. Raulf caught her eye. Not yet, her look seemed to say. We’re not ready yet.

As none could explain the light’s sudden appearance, none ventured an explanation of its departure. The villagers amassed in the roads and stood as though in a trance, watching the light’s retreat. Raulf found their stillness maddening.

His argument with Roana forgotten, he ran to his father’s side. “We have to do something,” he said breathlessly. “We have to stop it.”

Joscelin Guerin gazed fondly at his oldest child. “How can we?” he asked.

Mam will know, Raulf thought. He ran to her. “Help me, Mam,” he said. “This can’t be allowed to happen.” His alarm mounted more and more as the light continued to fade. Why would nobody take action? He could see Roana giving him a strange look as he shook his mother by the arm.

“Darling,” his mother said sympathetically, “think about what you’re saying.”

But Raulf wouldn’t listen. He ran from person to person, begging for help.

“We must stop it!” he cried. “We must keep the light here. We’ll die if it leaves us! Will nobody help me?” He pulled at Malcol Klink’s arm and yelled in Mr. Hale’s ear, but none would acknowledge him. None made a move.

“Look!” someone said. “Look there!”

The villagers looked down the road, the very same road on which Ilara had first spotted the light. Though the green was now black as night, the light still held its brightness at the far end of the path, retreating back the way it had come. At its center, a small dark point could be discerned growing larger and smaller, like the dilating of an enormous eye. The villagers stood mesmerized. Just the sight of that precious light gave them strength, though when they looked away they felt weak again. Staring hard at the dark center, some thought they could see a hand waving.

“It beckons us forward,” Rikild Blighton said. Others nodded in agreement.

“It wants us to follow,” Milo Carberry said. “See how it shows us the way?”

“I don’t see anything,” Rab Hale put in. “This is nonsense.”

None paid him any heed.

“Maybe it will lead us to water,” said another.

“I don’t care where it leads us,” said a very pregnant Gemma Goss. “That light cured my daughter. I’ll follow it anywhere.”

“We should move quickly,” said Thurstan Turvey, “before we lose sight of it.”

“Yes, hurry now,” said Betta Carberry to her brood. “Not a moment to lose.”

The wonderful confusion that followed filled Raulf’s heart with gladness. The villagers scattered in a dozen different directions. Though they’d spent so much time staying put, the villagers of Trallee still knew how to get moving.

Is this really happening? he asked himself as he watched Gamelin Turvey hitching his donkey to a cart. Are we truly leaving our village behind?

His mother and sisters were in the close when he arrived, sorting the family’s belongings. It was disconcerting to see all their things laid out like that. He was surprised to see how little they had. He wanted to have a word with his Mam, to hear what she had to say about this sudden change, but as he approached her she gave him a pointed look and gestured toward the house.

His father was seated on a low stool by the cold hearth. The shelves along the walls, normally full of salves and ointments to cure any ailment, were now glaringly empty. The house seemed abnormally large with everything cleared out. Only the dried herbs remained, hanging in little bunches above their heads.

Raulf regarded his father. He looked so forlorn.

“What is it, Da?” he asked, using that childhood nickname he’d long ago given up. “Do you feel ill?”

His father didn’t raise his head. “None return,” he murmured.

Raulf hated to see his father like this. He tried to think of something that would snap him out of it. “Maybe we’re not meant to return,” he said.

The old man looked up at him. “That wood is evil, son,” he said. “We shouldn’t go in. All who go in are lost. It’s the wrong choice. It will lead to our ruin.”

He balled his hands into fists. “I won’t go,” he said.

Raulf felt his stomach plummet. What had he said?

“I won’t go,” his father repeated.

The boy hardly knew what he was doing. One moment he was standing in front of his father and the next he’d grabbed him by the arm and hauled him to his feet.

“You will!” Raulf said, his voice loud in his own ears. “I won’t lose another person I love to some silly fear. I won’t let you have your way just because you’re old and obstinate and my father. You’re afraid, is that it? You’re too afraid to go? Don’t you think I’m afraid too? We’re all afraid. We’ve all been afraid all our lives!” His father goggled at him as he pulled him toward the door. “You’re coming with us because it’s time you gave up being afraid, and took some action. You’re coming with us because Mam needs you, and because Ilara and Alys need you, and because I need you. You’re coming with us, Da. And that’s that!”

Slamming the door behind them, Raulf let go of his father and folded his arms roughly.

He could see Ilara staring at him, her mouth hanging open. He saw his father stand motionless for a moment, before bending down to pick up a cooking pot.

And out of the corner of his eye, he saw his mother smiling at him.

The caravan stretched through the entire town, Rab Hale bringing up the rear. Wagons were loaded and what animals could still walk were saddled. Children were hoisted onto carts or strapped onto donkeys. Homes were left gutted, their doors hanging open, their owners escaping with everything they could carry. Within an hour, the green was empty of all life.

The line advanced laboriously, for there were children and elderly among them, and all were weighed down with belongings. Some hesitated on the threshold of the wood, still afraid. Joscelin Guerin kept tight hold of his son’s hand.

Raulf gazed up at his poplar as they passed under its branches, and his thoughts drifted to Shallah.

We’re coming, he called to her silently. We’re on our way.



Chapter Twenty-Five

“I parted with them early this morning,” Raulf said. “We came an awfully long way.”

“And my daughters?” Petyr asked breathlessly.

“They’re quite well,” Raulf replied. “I spied Alys just yesterday gamboling about with the Blighton girls. Old Brice had Emelota on his shoulders.”

Petyr seemed unable to comprehend this. “They’re not ill?” he asked. “When I left –”

“When you left we’d all but given up hope,” Raulf interrupted. “Much has changed.”

Petyr said no more. He sagged in his seat. Shallah squeezed his arm.

“Did the light cure everyone?” Shallah inquired.

“Our thirst did return when the light left Trallee, and we all felt our weakness,” Raulf replied, “but none were forced to take to their beds. We weren’t cured, but it did heal us somehow.”

“So, Trallee …” It was difficult for Shallah to imagine that she wouldn’t return to her hearth, to her home. She tried to picture the deserted lanes, the empty homes. What is a village without its villagers? “Did nobody stay behind?”

“Not one, Miss,” he said.

“But how did you come to be on your own, Raulf?”

The boy looked sheepish. “I ran ahead,” he admitted. “I thought I would scout out the trail for the others, and report back. But I ran too far. When I turned back I couldn’t find them, and in a panic I ran every which way. Soon, I lost the light as well.” He hung his head.

“Dear Raulf,” Shallah said sympathetically, “how awful. There aren’t many who could stand this dark wood on their own.”

He peeked up at her through his overgrown hair.

“You impress me,” Shallah said.

He grinned.

Though they hadn’t traveled far as night fell, the wolf chief was hesitant to continue. He seemed to know the edge of the forest was near and that it ought not to be reached under cover of night. He sat at attention, staring into the trees.

Rocking Liam to sleep in her arms, a throng of resting beasts encircling them, Shallah thought of her lost home.

“You’ve changed, Miss,” Raulf said as he lay down by the fire.

“Have I?” she asked. Throughout the journey, she’d thought only of how the forest was changing, never herself. “How have I changed?”

“In Trallee,” he began, “you always kept yourself hidden. When I came to see you, I felt it was my job to find you. Sometimes I did, but other times you were too well hidden. You seemed to prefer staying hidden. But now … it’s as though you’ve been found.”

Shallah thought of Petyr, and of Liam dozing in her arms. “I suppose I let my guard down,” she said. “I let them find me.”

“Yes,” Raulf said reflectively, “But you found yourself as well.” 

She couldn’t help but smirk. “And where did all this wisdom sprout from?” she teased. “What happened to the boy who used to tumble through my croft, trampling my tomatoes?”

“I’m still here, Miss,” the boy said seriously, “but I suppose I’ve changed as well.”

“If we’re all so changed,” she mused, “how will we recognize each other when we meet at the end?”

“I’d know you anywhere, Miss,” he said.

Placing Liam down at his side, Shallah kissed both boys on the cheek and tugged a blanket over them.

“I dreamed of you the other night,” Raulf said sleepily, his eyes already closed. “The earth was swallowing you up, and I couldn’t save you.”

Shallah stood motionless for a moment. “Well, we’re both safe now,” she finally whispered. “Goodnight, Raulf.”

“Goodnight, Miss.”

Satisfied that the boys were safe within their wolven circle, Shallah got to her feet and stepped away, seeking Petyr. She hadn’t taken one step when she heard his voice in her ear and he took her hand, leading her away from the others.

“Here,” he said, seating them both beside a great boulder. They each took a moment to collect their thoughts before beginning.

“Wasn’t it just as I described it to you, just the same?” he said.

“It must have been the light Liam gave off that night,” Shallah said. “I don’t see what else it could have been.”

“Yes, the eye at the center, the hand waving; it must have been the throbbing form I saw – Liam’s form.”

“But how could it have traveled so far and lasted so long?” she pondered. “He glowed but for a few moments, according to you.”

“I’ve no idea,” Petyr confessed. “But you must see what this means. If it was his light, and the villagers followed it all this way, then the prophecy is coming true. He is leading them to safety.”

“Or to their doom,” she said bleakly. “Maybe they were led here to be destroyed as the dark oaks would wish. Another prophecy would be fulfilled that way.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” he said, contemplating this new possibility.

“Petyr,” Shallah said, touching his knee, “they’re safe. They’re in no pain. This has to bring you some comfort.”

“Oh yes, I’m glad of course,” he said, though he didn’t sound it.

“Do your children worry you?” she asked.

“I have to go to them,” Petyr said, and as he did Shallah could feel his determination. His body was taut as a bowstring, ready to fly. “I have to protect them.”

“You fear the oaks –”

“Yes,” he interrupted. “The villagers know nothing of those creatures. And though we’ve not encountered them in days, I know they’re close by. They could easily attack. I could lend the villagers some protection if I were with them.”

“In your weakened state?” she asked quietly, though she knew to reason with him was futile.

“I’ve managed this far,” he replied. He bent to tie his boots and the satchel brushed against her leg. The true extent of his words dawned on her.

“You intend to go this night,” she stated. Though she sounded calm, her blood had begun to course with the heat of alarm.

“This very moment,” he said.

Shallah blinked several times as though trying to clear her eyes of a vision she couldn’t see. Her heart began to pound.

He’s doing the right thing, she told herself. His children need him now. He doesn’t have a choice, really. He would stay if he could. He would.

She closed her eyes.

He’s leaving me behind, she thought.

“I know it must seem cruel to tell you to depend on me, only to leave you …” She could hear the strain in his voice.

He’s eager to be gone, she thought. It pains him to have to explain.

“I don’t need you beside me in order to believe in you, Petyr,” Shallah replied.

“I wouldn’t abandon you this way, but you’ve Raulf to be your eyes now, and the wolves for protection,” he went on. “You’ll be quite safe.”

“Of course,” she said. Her hands had begun to tremble without her noticing. “I understand.”

She tried to breathe calmly, but her breath was caught in her throat. The idea that Petyr might be wounded, might perish, without her knowing, without her being there with him, tore at her insides. This is right, she repeated to herself. This is the only way. But deep inside, a timid, fearful voice was crying, the voice of a thirteen-year-old girl all alone in the world. Don’t leave me, it sobbed. Stay with me.

"Shallah?” Petyr asked. His voice seemed to come from very far off. “Are you alright?”

She managed a weak smile, but could find no words. She heard a soft thump as Petyr’s satchel fell to the ground. The next moment he’d taken her in his arms.

 "How can I do this?” he asked, clasping her to his chest. “How can I go when it means leaving you behind?”

Shallah buried her face in his neck, cherishing the feeling of his arms encircling her. Relief flooded her body, from the top of her head to the tips of her fingers.

You’re not a fool after all, she thought to herself.

It seemed to pain Petyr as much as it did Shallah to pull away. “What shall I do?” he asked her desperately, stroking her cheek. “Tell me what to do.”

“Petyr,” she whispered, and as she looked up at him, her eyes were full of tears. “I can’t.”The idea of making such a choice, of being the reason for his departure, was too much for her to bear. She pressed her face into his shoulder again.

Petyr held her tightly to his chest, smoothing her hair. “I’m sorry, my love,” he said into her ear. “I should never have asked.”

Shallah felt as though she had two bodies, both sharing the same mind. One body and one heart were reeling at the idea that Petyr could love her, its limbs numb with shock, its spirit so overcome with happiness that all the rest of the world was dim and indistinct, like a mist that could be blown away. Meanwhile, the other body and the other heart were crumbling. Its frame shuddered with tears that wouldn’t fall, and there was a hole in its stomach, a tearing, gaping, hole that could never be mended, its pain striking her to the core.

“We will see each other again,” she was finally able to utter, “won’t we?”

Petyr brushed her tears from her cheeks. “I’ve no other wish,” he said.

It was a great trial for Shallah to hold herself together as Petyr checked his sack one last time. She kept running her fingers through his hair and brushing his shoulders, as though intent on building up as many touches as possible before she could touch him no more. When at last he stood, she did her best to face him bravely.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Not quite yet,” he said softly.

Petyr took her face in his hands and met her lips with his. Shallah felt as though all her senses were exploding at once as she moved her mouth against his, her hands running over his broad back. He gathered her in his arms, literally lifting her off her feet. She felt like she was floating, her arms about his neck, her fingers in his hair, her breath intermingling with his.

Let this moment last, she yearned so hard she feared she might start crying again. Let it last forever.

But it could not be. Finally, her feet met the forest floor again and Petyr loosened his hold on her. Both were breathing hard when they broke apart. Petyr feathered kisses across her forehead and pressed his cheek against hers 

“Whatever happens,” he whispered into her ear, nearly choking on the words, “know that I love you. Know that you saved me.”

A red-eyed owl swooped through the inky black air as Shallah and Petyr shared one last embrace. She accompanied him into the trees until the trail began to bend and she knew she had to turn back, or risk losing her way. They parted silently, with one last kiss, their lips lingering.

Only as his step retreated from her did Shallah begin to weep, collapsing gracelessly to her knees, her hair falling over her face as though to shield the forest from her hopeless display.

In her mind’s eye Petyr’s heart had shrunk to the size of a pea. She feared she would lose sight of it forever.

When she thought to listen for his footsteps, it was already too late. He’d traveled too far to be heard.

“Petyr!” she cried suddenly into the dark, desperate for one last contact with her love.

No reply came.

She squeezed her eyes shut, her heart breaking. “Do be careful,” she whispered.

The rules set out by the Ferukai at their last assembly were simple. No meetings of any kind until the designated hour. Only then could a multitude of their own come together. Only then could the prophecy be fulfilled. It didn’t surprise nor grieve these dark creatures that two of their kind had been destroyed in trying to initiate the prophecy on their own. Such a thing could not be. Only once they were all gathered together would they have the power to make the prophecy come true.

As Shallah and Petyr said their farewells, the last of the dreaded beasts were arriving at the edge of the forest, adding themselves to the ever-lengthening line of their kind. At the very center of the line stood the Guardians, the only Ferukai known to endure in a group. For years they had stood guard over the edge of the forest, holding back any humans who attempted to enter, while encouraging them to exit at will. In recent years, only one being had passed into the wood, and only because they’d allowed it.

Now, as the forest slept, the army of Ferukai focused their attention on that single being, that boy of whose powers the prophecy foretold. So mighty was this combined effort that their very branches fused together in blinding flashes of light. A low humming began to emanate from their roots. The air warmed about them as they tightened their line so only the slightest gaps could be found. There they waited, their concentration unceasing, watching for the morn that would bring them their freedom.

By midday the prophecy would be fulfilled.

At midday, they would make their final stand.



Prologue

The little boy gazed out the window as he ate his porridge. In the distance he could see the giant trees high up on the cliff. They frightened him because they were so big and tall, but also because no one ever went near them. It was said the trees would let no person pass into the wood. The little boy wondered how they would stop him if he tried.

“Gazing at your beloved trees, are ya?” said the boy’s mother. She ruffled his hair. “One day you’ll disappear and everyone will be in a panic. They’ll ask me where you’ve gone and I’ll tell them: ‘He’s gone into those trees, he has.’”

“They’re callin’ to me,” the boy said, his mouth full of food.

His mother wiped his face. “Well, you go ahead and call back that you’re in the middle of your meal and you aren’t free to be receivin’ any messages at present.”

The boy’s father came through the door and sat down on his pallet to tie his shoes.

“Perry’s pig’s run off again,” he said. “His boys’ll be runnin’ all over the countryside after him. I told him to bar the byre door but he never listens, that one.”

“Stubborn as an ox,” the little boy chimed in.

“That he is,” his father agreed.

“If Perryton Brooker would pay half as much attention to keeping his toft in order as he does downin’ cups of ale he’d be the better for it,” the boy’s mother said. “But who can blame him, nearin’ his thirtieth year and still no wife to care for him.”

Oh, poor Perryton!” the boy’s father said, scooping his son into his arms. “Brokenhearted since the day your Mum turned him down and chose me instead.”

“Since that very day,” the little boy said eagerly. “Tell us, Pap. Tell us about that day!”

“The most beauteous day in anybody’s memory, it was. Birds chirpin’ and flowers bloomin’. Everyone goin’ around in a good mood and laughin’ and carryin’ on. And all for our  love, all for us.” The boy’s father leaned in and gave his wife a kiss on the left cheek, while the little boy kissed her on the right. He giggled.

His mother turned bright red and fussed with her apron strings. “Oh, now,” she said.

The boy’s father gave him a wink.

“And what’ll you be up to today, my lad?” his father asked, setting him down on the table bench.

The little boy thought happily of all the wonderful things he would do that day as his father crossed to the hearth and stoked the coals. His mind was full of the games he would play when his mother began to scream.

At first, the boy couldn’t tell what was happening. There were bright flashes of flame and his mother kept crying out, “Your tunic! Your tunic!” His father rammed his shoulder into the wall as he scrambled away from the hearth, and the whole house quaked. His mother kept stomping on the ground, her skirts flying.

“Get back!” his father roared.

Soon, the house was filling with thick black smoke and the little boy began to cough. His mother’s face appeared before him. “Run.” she said to him. Her voice was calm and sure. She gave him a little push toward the door. “I’m coming,” she said, then disappeared into the smoke. 

The boy stood in a daze by the door. The floor was on fire, and the walls too. He could still hear his parents thrashing about, though he couldn’t see them. He looked up. The thatch roof was on fire. It was falling in.

“Mum …?” he called fearfully.

“Run!” he heard his mother scream, and this time he listened.

He ran through the door and into the close. He saw his neighbours streaming forward with buckets of water. He looked back over his shoulder. Smoke billowed from the windows and the door. Flames shot high into the air. Any moment his parents would come flying out. Any moment now.

He kept running until he reached the gate in the hedge. Someone caught him in their arms.

The little boy stared at the black doorway.

Any moment they would come. Any moment. Any moment.

“Wait!” someone cried. The people stopped in their tracks by the hedge.

The roof of the house fell and two of the walls toppled with it. The black doorway collapsed into a pile of flaming wood and rubble.

The little boy felt something catch in his throat. He wanted to scream, but he couldn’t.His mouth hung open, but his voice was lost.

His eyes filled with tears.

They never came.



Part 3



Chapter Twenty-Six

It came with the morn.

Neither the wolves, nor Shallah, nor her young charges saw the change as it took place. They slept on, oblivious, as about them the forest awoke in colours, breathing in the warmth of the morning. The ferns, trampled by numerous wolf paws, opened their leaves like arms welcoming the day. The cedars and spruces and firs came to life, their trunks gaining dimension and girth, their branches highlighted in brown and grey and black. The air itself became lighter as the night lifted its heavy blanket and lumbered off to await its next reign.

Sunlight entered the forest.

Beams of light, soft and glowing, fell in swathes across the backs of the sleepers, warming their limbs. The canopy could hardly live up to its name so close to the edge of the wood, the tree branches managing naught but a thin layer to shield the forest floor from the sky. If any had awoken and looked up, they would have beheld patches of blue sky so pristine as to stun their very senses. None of this company had ever seen morning light dappling the wood like this before … none except one.

As the dust motes danced through the sunbeams, a little boy opened his peculiar eyes and looked around.

It was a wonderful dream. Liam didn’t want to wake from it. Lately all his dreams had been bad dreams. He hated bad dreams. He hated the way they followed you all through the day. He hated bad dreams so much he’d begun to dread sleep.

But this dream wasn’t a bad one. It was the most wonderful dream of all. It was a dream he’d had before. It was the dream that had started it all.

His mother was in the dream.

Liam awoke with a smile on his face.

The first time he’d had the dream he’d misunderstood it. He’d thought he was seeing into after. He’d thought he was being given a message. But that was silly, he knew that now. Dreams couldn’t give messages. Dreams were just dreams and they didn’t mean anything, but sometimes they could be nice anyway. Sometimes you could see someone in a dream that you couldn’t see anymore in real life.

And if they beckoned you and told you to meet them in the forest of the giant trees, there was no harm in that. It didn’t mean they would be there. It didn’t mean anything at all. He understood that dead was dead and people don’t come back. That was why it was important to protect the people you loved so you wouldn’t lose them. He had failed at this once, but he wouldn’t make the same mistake again. Next time, he wouldn’t run away. Next time he would save her.

The forest was alight with the day. Liam liked the feel of the sunlight on his face. He hadn’t seen sunlight for so long. He lay on his back, watching the branches swaying high overhead. He knew this place. This was the place where he’d met the wolves for the first time. This was where his dream had told him to go. This was where he’d thought she would meet him.

He realized he was almost home. He could feel before flooding in all around him. He knew soon he wouldn’t be able to ignore it anymore. Soon before and after would be one and the same. It didn’t bother him as much as he’d thought it would, and he knew it was because of the dream.

In the dream his mother was calling him. She was waving just as she had the first time. But this time she wasn’t waving him into the forest. This time she was waving him out. She was telling him it would be okay. She was telling him not to be afraid.

She was waving him home.

The little boy pushed off his blanket cheerfully and turned to find the others.

His smile slipped off his face.

The others had vanished.

He rose to his feet slowly. He was confused. The place beside him where Raulf had slept was empty, and there was no sign of Petyr or Shallah or the wolves. His heart began to pound. He strained to hear Shallah’s voice calling to him through the trees, or the playful growl of a wolf come back to find him.

The wood remained silent.

The boy felt the happiness of his dream slipping away.

He searched the ground for some clue, some sign of where his friends had gone, but found none. Had they left without him? He couldn’t believe that Shallah had forgotten him. Shallah loved him, and you didn’t forget the ones you love. But where was she?

Liam couldn’t think what to do. He dragged his blanket through the dirt as he circled the spot. Nothing made sense! He considered trying to find his way home by himself. It was so close by, he knew he could find it. Then he remembered the oaks, and his eyes filled with tears. Soon they would come for him.

He’d never imagined facing them alone.

Suddenly, he heard a voice. For a moment he thought it was his mother’s voice. But that couldn’t be.

“Liam!” the voice cried. “Help me!”

Drawing in a sharp breath, Liam ran towards the sound of Shallah’s voice. He left his blanket and the sun-dappled forest behind. He ran toward the forest’s edge, the canopy breaking up above him. Larger and larger patches of sky began to peek through. All of a sudden, he reached the top of a great downward slope and miles of shimmering blue sky were laid out before him. He hardly noticed. His attention was caught by the terrifying sight below.

A fleet of oaks faced him. Their trunks were so tall that even as he stood on top of the hill, their highest branches were nearly even with his face. Together, the oaks formed a wall so long he couldn’t see its end on either side. The sight made him feel sick. There were so many of them!

Shallah called out to him again. Liam searched the ground for her form until his eyes fell on a sight so terrible he began to whimper.

At the center of the line, almost directly in front of him, Shallah was caught in roots of one of the oaks. Her red kirtle stood out against the dark roots like splashes of blood. She was struggling violently, shredding her clothes as she strove to be free. He wanted to tell her it was no use. The oaks were too strong. She would never get free on her own.

It was up to him.

Crying hard, the child stumbled down the hill toward Shallah. He tripped several times on his way down and skinned his knees. Tumbling the last few yards, his sight blurred with tears, he found himself panting at Shallah’s feet. Above him rose the enormous wall of oaks. They blocked out the sun.

“Oh, Liam, thank goodness!” Shallah cried.

Her face was a mess of tears and scratches. Her arms were bound tightly to her body by the roots, her hands poking through the weave. Liam crawled forward and threw his arms around her, but recoiled in an instant. She felt strange, her shoulders hard and rough like a wooden doll. He looked up at her in confusion. Her eyes implored him.

“Liam, you have to help me,” she gasped. “The others have all been captured.”

She tugged at the woven roots as she spoke. Her hands were gnarled and dark, like those of an old man. Liam squinted at them, looking in turns at her hands and her face, unable to focus.

“You have to free me, or I’ll die. You’ll help me, won’t you?”

He nodded. Of course he’d help her. He’d do anything! He looked up at Shallah. She was crying. She beckoned him forward and he let her take his hands.

“You have to destroy them, Liam. Destroy them as you destroyed the others.” Her fingers gripped his painfully. He winced. What was it she wanted him to do?

“Kill them, boy. Do it now!”

He found he couldn’t pull himself away from her. Her hold on him was too strong. She pulled him forward and he fell against her, his face pressed into her neck. It was like being pressed into a block of wood. Her voice rose in his ears.

“Scream. Scream out at them. Kill them all before it’s too late!”

His head whirled. Where were the wolves and Petyr and Raulf? Why did Shallah seem so angry with him? Why was she gripping him so?

“Don’t be afraid. Yell as loud as you can. Kill them. Finish them!”

Choking on his tears, the boy opened his mouth to obey.

“Yes!” Shallah cried. “Do it now!”

He took a deep breath. He closed his eyes.

A voice called out to him. It came from the woods behind.

“Liam, no!”

He turned to look. Shallah came into view at the top of the hill.

Shallah ran wildly through the trees, her hands over her ears, unaware of the blood pouring from her nose. She’d been jerked out of sleep by the cry of the oaks, the same overpowering moaning she’d heard the night Petyr had found them. Again the cry coursed through her body, seeming to come from the center of her own being, pounding in her head, blocking out her thoughts.

She could think of only one thing: finding Liam. She had to get to him before the oaks could claim him. Though her limbs resisted her, she pulled herself to her knees and crawled over to the spot where the boys had slept. One hand gripping her aching head, she felt around for them on the ground but found only their abandoned blanket. With shaking hands she searched in the weeds, spruce needles sticking her fingers. Still she came up empty.

They’ve taken them both, she thought to herself, dread soaking her being. All at once, Petyr’s departure came back to her and her heart sank farther still. How would she find them without him?

Another onslaught of moaning caught her off guard and she gripped her skull, squeezing her eyes against it. Without realizing it, she fell over in the dirt and rolled herself into a ball. She knew she had to find some way to fight the sound, or she’d be overcome in moments. As the crying bit at her mind, confusing her, she searched frantically for something to hold to, some idea, some thought.

“Petyr …” Shallah mumbled, her palms clamped around her head. The crying rang in her ears, growing louder with each moment. She clung desperately to the thought of Petyr, but the more she thought of him – his laughter in her ears, his lips on hers, his last words to her, know that you saved me – the more she longed for him, and her longing only brought her lower. Her focus blurred and the stunning noise took tighter hold.

Her eyes rolling, she searched frantically for some refuge. “Home …” she gasped, for there was no place she longed for more. Trallee, her safe haven – flawed as it was – would protect her. Her home would see her through.

But then she recalled that Trallee was no more, and a wave of sorrow overcame her, as though she’d just been told of its loss for the first time. In an instant she’d lost all hold on reality. She couldn’t feel the ground beneath her, nor the warmth of the spattered sunlight on her skin, nor even her own panic. She felt herself beginning to drift away.

“Liam …” she breathed through parched lips, even as the rest of her being seemed to be melting into the earth.

Suddenly, every moment she’d spent with Liam – from the day she’d first met him in Betta Carberry’s yard, to the night before when she’d rocked him to sleep – came back to her in a staggering rush so overwhelming it broke the trance. She found herself once again aware of the forest around her, and the task before her: the task of finding the boys, of saving Liam. Though her head ached fit to burst, and her legs and arms felt like they were filled with sand, Shallah found she could stand the pain if she kept her mind on her goal. As long as she kept her focus, the barrage of sound couldn’t hold her.

Getting shakily to her feet, she began to move forwards.

“Hold on,” she whispered. “Hold on. Hold on.”

After a few steps she broke into a run.

The forest wasn’t kind to Shallah that day. She tripped repeatedly over logs and rocks, once getting her legs tangled in a mulberry bush. Picking herself up from another fall, she ran directly into the trunk of a maple tree, badly banging her nose. Ignoring the pain, she ran on, concentrating on Liam, oblivious to the danger. Only the lucky placement of a low-hanging spruce tree branch stopped her from careening blindly down the side of the hill. It caught her in the stomach and brought her literally to her knees.

The sudden shock jarred her and she lost her focus. In an instant the monotonous moaning took up at full force again. She bowed her head to her knees, wrenching at her hair with her fists. The ground beneath her began to retreat and she felt as though she were floating on a breeze. The world became liquid and fell through her fingers, dripping away like so many raindrops. She felt nothing but noise, knew nothing but this crying.

A snippet of Liam’s lullaby came to mind.

Suddenly, she found herself gasping for breath.

“Liam, no!” she cried and flung herself to her feet.



Chapter Twenty-Seven

She could hear the wolves snarling.

The oaks were so tall and their line so long they gave the impression of an immense black wall. To regard them meant to forget that light had ever existed. The wolves alone were unaffected by the ongoing moaning, and paced along the oaken wall, jumping at the trunks.

Of course, Shallah could see none of this. Having scraped herself to the bottom of the hill, she stood with her hand on her scabbard, completely at a loss. The growls of the wolves joined the oaken cry to create a cacophony of tension, an energy in the air that she could feel but not understand. She could sense that the enemy was near, awfully near, but couldn’t tell how many she faced, or what they had in store. She called out to the boys, shouting frantically, but in vain, for naught could be heard over the dark oaks’ incessant wailing.

I have to act, she told herself, as though she needed a reminder. I have to save them.

But try as she might, she couldn’t make herself plunge in. A breeze lifted her hair as she stood motionless before her foe, her figure tiny in comparison with their towering height.

“What can I do?” she whispered under her breath. “Tell me what to do.”

She felt her resolve beginning to disintegrate and the wailing taking hold of her more and more. Emotions she had thought vanquished sprouted within her like weeds, feelings she hadn’t felt since Petyr had joined them on the journey and given her such strength. Once again she found herself cowering on the forest floor the night Liam had first been taken, her own failure looming over her, gigantic, impenetrable. Her old chorus of self-loathing began to ring in her ears.

Did you think you could save them? the mocking voice demanded. You are blind! You are nothing!

Hunched over with despair, her battered body throbbing, Shallah found herself presented with a choice. Though the wailing grabbed at her thoughts the moment they came into her head, and misery clouded her mind, she was able to see that she’d two possible paths before her. She could give in to her wretchedness and allow herself to be overcome, or she could rise up and resist. The first route, the easiest route, beckoned her icily. She could feel herself taking that route, falling down the slippery path of anguish. But at the same time, a sudden surge of feeling compelled her to turn back, hauling her down the second path with the force of its hard, furious, insistence.

Rising up in her newfound strength, Shallah lifted her bloody face to the oaks. “You’ll never break me!” she hollered, her hands in fists at her sides, unsure if she was yelling at the oaks, or herself. “I will conquer you!” she cried. “I will make you give them back to me!”

Her body tensed, she lunged forward in attack. She didn’t think to pull out her dagger. She didn’t think at all. Running blindly, she’d only taken a few steps when she tripped over a rock and went sprawling across the ground, badly skinning her chin which also began to bleed. The fall knocked the wind out of her, but also quelled a good deal of her rage, and she sat up bewildered, astounded at what she’d almost done. But she hadn’t the chance to reflect on her actions for long, for the rock had its own opinion on the matter. It started to moan.

Crawling over to the sound, Shallah realized it was Raulf she’d stumbled upon, his contorted body clamped into a ball. When she shook him, he cried out to her, which she took to be a good sign. He hadn’t yet succumbed to the oaks’ cries.

“Make it stop!” he pleaded, clutching her by the arms. “It goes on and on without end. It will drive me mad. Please, make it stop!”

“Raulf!” Shallah yelled, bringing Raulf’s face close to hers. “Do exactly as I say. Focus your mind and the crying won’t harm you. Focus on Trallee. Think of home and you’ll be free.”

“I can’t!” Raulf moaned, falling limp in her grasp.

“You must!” she cried fiercely, wrenching him off the ground and onto his knees before her. “You’re my only hope. You must do this or Liam dies. Do this or we all die!”

At this, Raulf painfully opened his eyes and regarded her, bloodied and adamant. His eyes widened.

“Now, focus your mind!” Shallah commanded.

He shut his eyes and did as he was told. Within minutes he’d taken his hands from his ears and was climbing wobbly to his feet.

“What happened?” he asked, surveying Shallah’s wounds and the scene before him. “The wolves have gone mad. Where’s Liam?”

“Find him for me,” she ordered, turning him towards the oaks. “Be my eyes.”

The sun shining brightly on his shoulders, Raulf beheld the gigantic trunks before him. Avoiding the canines swarming about his legs, he scrutinized the underbrush. Shallah put a hand on his shoulder.

“No,” she said over the noise. “Look up.”

Glancing upwards, Raulf felt dizzy. The trees went on and on, their branches reaching to spectacular heights. Turning his gaze to the left, he noticed a shape hanging in the branches of the next oak, yards above his head. As he took a few steps back, the shape arranged itself into a body made of twigs and branches, the wooden ropes woven together to form legs, arms, a torso. Above it, Raulf saw a human face awash with tears; a child’s face.

“I’ve found him!” he cried, grabbing Shallah’s hand. “He’s there! We have to get him down!”

She nearly allowed Raulf to pull her forward, but at the last moment she held him back.

“We can’t,” she said. To attempt a rescue at this moment could be disastrous and she couldn’t risk injuring either of them, not when Liam’s life depended on them.

Or all our lives, Shallah thought, if the prophecy is true.

There was so much Raulf didn’t understand, so much he had to know, but no time to explain. Shallah struggled to find some way to maker herself clear.

“But we have to help him!” he objected. “He could be hurt. He’s crying!”

Shallah felt a wave of anger threaten to overcome her again. If they’d done Liam harm … if they’d hurt him … Throwing caution to the wind, she squared her shoulders, facing the wall of trees.

“Liam!” she cried. “Don’t be afraid. I’m here. I won’t leave you.” She searched anxiously for some other words of comfort. What could she tell him? How could she protect him?

Then it came to her.

“Don’t say a word,” she called. “Whatever happens – whatever you see, whatever they do to you – don’t cry out. Do you hear me, Liam? Don’t say a word!”

The wolves formed a ring about the trunk of the oak that held Liam. They sat at attention, a semi-circle of grey and black coats, the chief at the head, and in unison raised their snouts to howl. Raulf watched as though transfixed. The wolf chief’s bay was loudest of all, a wail of both protest and despair. It was quite a sight.

Luckily, Shallah wasn’t prey to such distractions.

Her rage simmering in her blood, she settled into an attitude of wild-eyed determination. Nothing mattered to her except freeing Liam. Nothing else was real. She would rescue the boy if it was the last thing she did. She would free Liam or die.

Raulf watched Shallah with apprehension as she approached him. Her face had taken on a manic expression, her freckled skin sickly beneath the splashes of drying blood.

“Miss,” he said timidly. “I don’t understand what’s happening. Why don’t we just cut Liam down? I could easily –”

“I’ve another task for you,” she interrupted, silencing him in an instant. “Tell me what you see. Describe the spectacle to me just as you see it, even if it makes no sense to you.”

Raulf did as he was told. He described the endless line of enormous oaks before them, their branches woven together so tightly that not one shred of light fell through. As he spoke, he could swear he saw the trees themselves draw closer to one another, squeezing together until the bark seemed to meld. In moments there were no trunks discernible at all, only one long black expanse of bark where the individual trunks had been.

He went on to describe Liam’s cage and Shallah recognized it instantly as the same one Petyr had described days ago. Her fears confirmed, she began to find it difficult to breathe.

The moment had come. The oaks had created their weapon. She heard the prophecy’s words again in her mind – the boy will be the weapon that destroys us all. She felt sure they would use Liam’s voice for their own purposes, though she couldn’t fathom how they would turn his harming powers away from themselves.

“Does the cage glow?” she asked Raulf urgently.

“Glow?”

“Is there light shinning from it, light like the one you followed to arrive here?”

“No, the cage is quite dark. There is no light but sunlight.”

“Sunlight …” she said faintly, closing her eyes, her grip on Raulf’s shoulders slackening.

The time to act was now. At any moment the oaks would fulfill the prophecy and all would be lost. Shallah felt a genuine pressure building within her as she sought to find some solution. It shocked her that at the moment of reckoning her mind should be so utterly blank. Everyone she knew, everyone she loved, depended on this single decision, this single moment. The time to act was now, but she’d no idea what to do.

She didn’t feel Raulf slipping her dagger from its scabbard.

“I’ll get him down, miss,” he said, trotting forward, dagger in hand. “It won’t take a moment.”

“Raulf, don’t!” Shallah cried, as she heard the faint hooting of an owl above her head. Next, she heard a sound that brought her heart into her throat.

Raulf was screaming.

“Noooo!” he cried. He was down on his hands and knees at her feet. She nearly tripped over him for the second time.

“Shallah!” Raulf said through tears. “No, don’t move. Don’t move!”

Shallah held herself still, desperate to know what he saw. Had the attack begun?

“What can I do?” he wailed. “I have to find Petyr. Oh, you can’t die. I don’t know what to do!”

She frowned. He spoke as though she’d been hurt, but she felt no wound. Her mind swam. What new treachery was this?

It’s the oaks, she realized. They’ve bewitched him somehow, caused visions to appear before his eyes. They’re using his sight against him.

It didn’t surprise her. Together like this, the oaks gave off an astonishing amount of energy. She could feel it in the air. They might be capable of anything now.

“I’m alright!” Shallah said, crouching beside Raulf as his panic began to border on hysteria. “Look at me, Raulf. I’m not dying. Look here.”

She took Raulf’s hand and he turned to look at her, but his face remained blank. He didn’t know her. “Help me!” he implored her, staring at the empty ground before him. “Shallah is hurt. Please help her.”

“But I’m here,” she said, trying with all her might to convince him. “I’m not hurt. I’m right here!”

“Don’t let her die,” he blubbered, weeping into his hands. “It’s all because of me! Help her, Petyr. Save her.”

“I’m not Petyr!” she shouted, pulling herself from his grasp.

As the boy sobbed over a death she couldn’t claim, Shallah began to feel like she might be dying after all. Tears leaked from her eyes though she couldn’t say from whence they came. Her breath was coming so fast she was feeling light-headed. Her thoughts careened in a swirling mess.

The time to act is now, she repeated to herself. The time to act is now, now, now. An awful stuttering noise met her ears. It was a moment before she realized it was her own laughter.

I am dying, she realized. I’m dying of my own failure. I’m killing myself.

She laid down on the ground as her laughter turned to a cackle, then a whimper. As she began to cry, she felt her focus waning and allowed it, for she didn’t have the strength to maintain it. Again she felt the earth beneath her retreating and the moaning cry growing louder in her ears. But the transition was much swifter this time, like being forced down a hole. She fell speedily. In seconds, the howls of the wolves were naught but a faint barking. She thought of Liam, but this time he brought her no release. She could think only of how she’d failed him most of all, and how he would blame her.

“I’m dying,” Shallah whispered, and in truth, a part of her welcomed death, as though she’d been waiting for it.

Certainly, she wasn’t expecting what came next.

“Shallah, wake up!” Petyr shouted, shaking her until she groggily opened one blind eye.

“Let me be,” she said faintly, swatting at his hands.

“Get on your feet,” he said, lifting her under the arms. “This is no time for a nap.”

Shallah’s wobbly grip on reality brought out her sense of humour. She giggled. “Such joking at a time like this,” she slurred. “Highly inappropriate.” Her legs collapsed beneath her and she fell in a heap, her head lolling.

Petyr slapped her soundly across both cheeks, then proceeded to gather her into his arms again.

She was aghast. “I’m dying!” she objected.

“You’re doing no such thing,” he replied sternly. “You’re letting them win, and I won’t have it. Now get up!”

When her feet met solid ground, Shallah came fully to herself and looked up at Petyr blindly, through bloodshot eyes. “You came back,” she mumbled, though he didn’t hear.

“If you focus your mind on something you’ll be alright. I don’t think this cry is meant to hurt us at all. Just think of something else, something pleasant.”

“Petyr, I’m alright!” she exclaimed, putting a hand to her head. “I figured it out as well. But I guess I just gave up. It all seemed so hopeless.” She wiped the tears from her face. “They’ve taken Liam,” she said, pointing upwards.

Petyr took in Raulf and the wolves, Liam and the oaks, all in an instant.

“They mean to attack,” he said, though it was obvious to them both. “How will they manage it?”

“I’ve no idea,” Shallah stated bluntly. She seemed to have found herself in a place beyond feeling now, a place where she could say anything, for nothing made any difference. She kept hold of Petyr’s hand as if to remind herself that all of it was truly real. “I’ve warned Liam not to cry out,” she added.

“And what of Raulf?” Petyr asked with concern, starting towards the boy.

“We can’t help him,” she said. “He’s caught up in some delusion. He thinks I’m dying.”

“You’re not dying,” he said adamantly, as though it were she who were delusional, though when Shallah reflected on it she had to admit she might have been.

“I almost lost myself,” Shallah said.

Petyr smoothed her cheek. “But you’re here now,” he said. “We’re both here.”

“Yes,” she said. “We’re finally here.”

They stood side by side, their shadows in pools at their feet.

It was midday.



Chapter Twenty-Eight

Liam had cried himself out.

The oaks’ wailing thrummed through his body, but Liam heard nothing. All was silence about him. He felt only the beating, the ongoing beating, as that of a drum being played inside him.

He was at peace.

The oaks had opened themselves to him. He knew their purpose. He knew what was to come. And he knew he couldn’t change it. What was going to be would be. It was nice to be free of worry, to be free of fear. Everything would be all right soon.

The boy looked down at his friends. He smiled. They were so afraid now, but soon their fear would end.

He knew death was a terrible thing. It wasn’t right to look forward to it. It wasn’t right to be glad. But he couldn’t help it. It was as if it were all happening far, far away. He felt like a bird on a tree branch, watching over the world from high above.

And when the time came, he would open his wings and fly.

“What can we do, Petyr?” Shallah asked.

The wind lashed at them, encasing them in a whirlwind. Petyr felt as though his skin was being ripped from his bones, so strong were the furious gusts.

“If only this wailing would stop!” he exclaimed in frustration, gripping his head. How could he come up with a plan when his senses were being attacked from all sides?

“There’s no helping it,” she replied dejectedly. “Try not to let it overcome you.”

“The wolves don’t seem to mind,” he remarked, glancing at the canines. They’d ceased howling, but remained in their circle, gazing up at Liam’s form. As he watched, the wolf chief turned his head and stared back at him, his gaze so piercing that he felt sure it was no casual glance. He felt himself once again lying prone on the forest floor, gazing up at a starry sky.

“Can you see Liam?” Shallah asked anxiously. “Is he all right?”

Petyr hardly registered her words. In his mind’s eye he was flying through time, next finding himself seated at Shallah’s side, confronted with the band of wolves for the first time. The wolf chief was approaching them, flanked by his attendants, the trunks about them glowing orange. The chief halted before Shallah and his kinsman bowed and turned away. Moments later, the chief himself bowed his head.

Petyr tore his gaze from that of the chief, who promptly turned back to his clan. His eyes leaped up to the oaks.

“It’s a ceremony,” he whispered. It was now so utterly clear.

“What?” Shallah cried. The added noise of the wind was making it increasingly difficult to hear.

He drew her towards him and spoke into her ear. “The wolves made me see it,” he said quickly. “This wailing, it’s part of a ceremony. It explains why they didn’t use it against me when we battled. This is some kind of ritual, it has to be.”

“And this crying is their ceremonial song?” she asked doubtfully. “But why would they need a ceremony to undertake a slaughter?”

“Maybe this is no slaughter at all,” he conjectured.

“But the prophecy –”

“Maybe this is … a sacrifice.”

“And it’s we who will be offered up!” Shallah said, grasping him by the arms as though hoping to shake some urgency into him. “Petyr, how will this be prevented? I’ve racked my brains but still I come up empty. Can it be that we’ve come to the end only to watch it come to pass? Is there nothing we can do?”

Petyr looked into Shallah’s face and truly saw her for the first time that day. She looked ragged and drained, her features disappearing under the blood and dirt caking her skin. She was shaking, but it wasn’t from fear. She trembled from her core, her entire body quaking under the strain. She was near collapse. But it was her eyes which transfixed him, for in their depths he saw her despondency. She knew he’d no magic answer, either.

Delicately, he took her into his arms. She fell into him, even as the wind whipped painfully at them both, and for a moment they were the one still point in the storm.

“When there’s nothing you can do,” he said into her ear, “you can still fight.”

Pulling out of her embrace, he took up his axe, its blade glinting in the eye of an owl high above. If he couldn’t protect the ones he loved, he decided, he could at least make his best attempt.

Realizing what he meant to do, Shallah called after him in mad haste, though she knew her words would be blotted out by the gale. “No, Petyr!” she cried. “Don’t attack them. The oaks will trick you. Drop your axe, now!” Knowing the swiftness of the delusion, she switched her tact, hoping against hope he might still hear her. “Don’t believe your eyes,” she wailed. “Close them now. Only blindness will save you. Close your eyes to them. Close your eyes!”

But she was too late. Even as she spoke Petyr’s eyes were widening in shock as he saw his daughter prance out of the trees and wave at him.

“Emelota!” he shouted, as the child skipped off into the forest. “Emie, come back!”

Dropping his axe in the brush, he chased after her without a backward glance. Within moments was lost in the deeper shade of the wood.

As Raulf continued to weep beside her, Shallah beat her fists against her own head in a violent fury. If only she’d told him a moment earlier, he’d have fought it back! She’d no one else to turn to now, no one else would come.

She was alone.

She stood heaving for a moment. Something was welling within her, she felt it climbing up through her feeble body, clinging to her ribcage, her lungs, her heart. It swelled inside her, gorging itself on every desperate feeling she’d felt that day, on her helplessness, on her despair. It lashed through her throat, its brimming, burning being nearly choking her.

She was at the crossroads again, only this time she’d no uncertainty about which road she would take.

“I hate you!” she shrieked at the oaks, her teeth barred. “You wicked, vile creatures; you filth; you abominations. You who thrive on the suffering of others; you who slaughter without remorse. You sicken me to depths of my very soul!” Furious tears fell down her cheeks as she faced the wall of her enemy, her chin raised. “You’ll never win. You’ll never have me. My blind eyes will show me the truth. I will stay to witness your massacre. I will stay to witness your evil. You might have led them all astray, but I’m still here. Do you hear me? I’m still here!”

The wolves began to whimper. They broke their ring abruptly, backing away from the oaks. Shallah felt a sudden warmth against her cheeks. The line of trees was burning red and the moaning became more frantic, more like chanting. The sound brought her back to a time she’d blocked out, for it had been too painful to think about. Images from her past rose before her.

It was days after she’d lost her sight as a child. Shallah awoke to a cold hearth, the bandages tied across her eyes. At first she couldn’t place what had awoken her so early. Then, from across the room, she heard a sound that brought a chill to her heart. She crossed the floor on tiptoe, a blanket about her shoulders.

Her father was crying. He’d been crying a great deal since her injury, but this cry was different. This cry was so despairing it made her knees weak. She approached the bench where her father sat with his back to her. She reached forward but couldn’t find him in her new darkened world. He continued to weep.

“Father,” she whispered, “don’t!”

His breath catching in his throat, Shallah’s father turned about to find her standing not a foot away from him. As he rose and took her back to her pallet, he tried to behave normally, but Shallah couldn’t be fooled. For as he’d turned to her, she’d heard the slight tap of the knife blade against the tabletop, and as he held her hand she felt the sweat on his palm.

They’d never spoken of it, but all her life she remembered the cry that had pulled her out of sleep. She recognized it now.

It was the cry of a self-inflicted death.

The boy will be the weapon that destroys us all.

I had it wrong all along, she realized. They never meant to kill us.

The wolves cowered as the oaks burned so brightly they became translucent. The chanting lowered to a murmur. At the center of each melded trunk, a dark beating mass could be seen, thumping wildly. The cage that held Liam burned as well, and from its core emanated a brilliant white light, its rays sprouting through the woven branches. The wind pounded against the wall of oaks, spinning loose bracken and twigs through the air, whirling with greater and greater speed.

“They mean to kill themselves,” Shallah said.

The prophecy would now be fulfilled.

Blindness is a strange thing. At that moment, Shallah’s blindness withheld from her a sight she would otherwise have remembered all her life. Petyr stepped out of the trees as Liam’s cocoon began to glow, mesmerized by the spectacle before him. Raulf looked up from his grief, so stunning was the sight. But Shallah was bereft. She saw nothing of this final encounter. She alone was able to focus her mind elsewhere, to break through the noise, through the storm, through her blindness, to sense a little boy sitting high up in a tree taking a deep breath and readying to cry out.

“Liam, don’t!” she yelled.

Too late. Even if he’d tried, the boy wouldn’t have been able to stop his own scream. It came pouring out of his mouth, piercing as a knife, as the drumming in his chest reached a fever pitch.

There was no resisting it.

In his eyes, all this had already come to pass.

This time, the frost rose along the trunks much more quickly. It covered the branches of the oak holding Liam in seconds and continued into the branches of the trunks on either side. In

 this way, the frost passed down the line until every one of the trees was covered. Then the cracking began, loud as thunder.

Shallah bowed her head.

“It’s over,” she said.

The world as they’d known it was no more.



Chapter Twenty-Nine

The Ferukai were an ancient breed. Long ago, when the wood was lush and the pleasures of natural life were many, they pledged to act in the best interest of their fellow trees, come what may. Hard as they later became, these sentinels of the wood held true to their ancestral promise. When the time came they did what they thought was best for their kinsmen. For, in the eyes of the Ferukai, the forest’s approaching demise was a tragedy that could not be borne. Here was their home, their brother trees still sleeping, here was their land withering to dust. They wouldn’t be left to stand sentinel over a barren land. They chose to end themselves while the lands were still green, the trees still standing, knowing full well that were they to perish, every trunk under their dominion would fall with them.

This was their last and only wish: to die at a time of their own choosing.

This was their last stand.

The explosion was heard for miles around.

Far out to sea, the sheer volume of the noise brought a whale careening to the surface, the destructive power of the blow reflected for a moment in its gigantic eye before it sank once more under the waves.

In the vast plains to the west, far beyond the reaches of the wood, cattle started and birds took flight, their dark wings contrasting the white of the sky.

To the north the sound echoed against the mountains, and in the south the ground shuddered violently, sending more than one doddling child running for home in a fright.

The race of the Ferukai was no more in an instant, only a layer of white powder remaining to tell of their fate. But it was the death of the forest that would live on in legend, the demise of the wood overtaking the sacrifice of its leaders until none could remember how the disaster came about, only that it had happened and the forest was no more.

The trunks toppled one on top of the other. Those closest to the blast fell first, their boughs hitting the ground with all the force of their surprise, their roots wrenching from the earth with a sound like the breaking of bones. The trees behind went next, then those behind them, and on and on, the destruction spreading like spilled water, until a booming could be heard from all directions. A thousand trunks fell at once, their bark cracking, their branches whipping through the air.

Deep in the heart of the forest, a maple trunk fell through the roof of an isolated home, crushing the byre nearby. Not far away, a redwood tree fell across a field of green grass, breaking a wooden trestle table in two. Moments later, a well, dry as a bone, fell to pieces under the weight of a multitude of branches that had once made up a canopy.

It was an eternity before quiet returned.

But return it did.

She looked like a ghost. Her hair, full of powder, hung over her shoulders in heavy lumps. Her cloak and skirts draped over her limbs in such a way that her body seemed to disappear under the blanket of white. Her skin was pale as death. Only her eyes held their colour. With them, she gazed over the scene before her, looking without seeing, holding her knees.

There was no movement anywhere. There were no voices, no screams, no calls for help. There was no sound at all. It was as though the world had been broken and their piece had gone spinning off on its own, away from all life, away from all they had known.

There was nothing out there, she was almost sure of it now. There was nothing left.

She heard a groan.

Petyr sat up with effort, the powder slipping from his skin as he massaged the back of his head. The cedars standing around him were thickly powdered themselves, their branches heavy as after a snowfall. He looked about blearily as he got to his feet, leaning back against a trunk, his expression changing from mild interest to confusion to utter disbelief as he beheld the sight in front of him.

The small clump of trees among which he stood were the only ones in sight left standing. On the incline before him every tree had fallen, their trunks amassed on the ground at his feet in an overwhelming heap. It was as though the hill had been washed clean. Petyr had never before seen such a stretch of open space, though soon enough he would see another. He hadn’t yet turned around.

“Shallah,” he gasped, reaching for her shoulder without taking his eyes from the bare hill. He got a hold of the sleeve of her cloak and pulled her to her feet. She gave no resistance.

“Shallah,” he repeated, his mouth dry, “what happened here?”

Shallah said nothing.

“Won’t you tell me?” he asked, darting looks at her for moments at a time, taking in her drawn countenance, her white oval face.

“Why do you ask me?” she said.

He’d never seen her so expressionless. He turned from the carnage before him and took her by the shoulders. “Didn’t you stay until the end?” he asked her seriously. “What happened?” She was limp in his hands.

“They died,” she replied, her eyes glazed. “We died.”

Releasing her from his grasp, Petyr gazed up at the hillside. He could see nothing of the forest beyond, for the hill rose too high. As he raised his head, he did notice that the trees lining the horizon above were no more.

“Did you find them, Petyr?” Shallah asked. “Did you find Trallee?”

He gave no answer. He took a few steps forward, emerging from the cluster of cedars, regarding the mass of haphazard boughs blocking his path. Just one of those trunks could pound a man flat.

“My children,” he whispered.

He heard a shout.

What can be known of a dying wood after it has died? What can be known of its will? Was it the forest that fostered the light Trallee followed? Was it the wood that led them into a clearing? Did it keep them there as their world fell apart around them? Did it keep them safe?

What can be known of a miracle?

Trallee awoke in a clearing.

They’d reached the spot late the night before, children heavy as rocks in their mother’s arms, fathers dragging their feet as they led their animals and guided their wagons. Collapsing to the ground, they stopped for a well-deserved rest, many falling so swiftly to sleep where they fell that they didn’t see what came next.

Joscelin Guerin was seated on his stool thinking of his son Raulf when the light went out. It happened so softly, so abruptly, that nobody still awake to see it knew how to react. Someone gave out a little “oh!” of surprise, but that was all. Jos wondered briefly where his daughters were before sliding to the ground, overcome with an irresistible sleepiness that took him through the night and well into the next day.

Jos was one of the lucky few who didn’t awaken when the moaning of the black oaks began. The old man slept blissfully on as his fellow villagers fell about him like flies, succumbing to the terrible cry with the ease of babes, for they’d never heard it before and couldn’t resist. Gemma Goss, her belly enormous, managed to stagger towards her husband, and fell into his lap, little Moira and the Fleete girls at his feet. Botulf Quigg collapsed with his legs and arms splayed seconds before his wife Maude clasped her head and fell directly on top of him. Toly and Mirabel Carberry, hand in hand, went down amid a mess of Blighton boys and girls in one of the wagons, Old Brice lying flat out amongst them. Rab Hale fell to his knees and landed flat on his face.

Jos slept through it all.

When he awoke, it was to a cloud of dust and a terrible racket that kept up for what seemed like forever. The villagers huddled together, coughing into their cloaks, as the air filled with dirt. They didn’t know what was happening.

It felt like the end of the world.

But the world came back.

When the dust began to settle, the villagers got shakily to their feet. Sabeline, Alys and Ilara rushed to Joscelin’s side and fussed over him like mother hens. Finding him perfectly well, Ilara stomped on his foot in anger, then began to cry.

Together, the family looked out upon the devastation at all sides.

The trees had come down around them, the sky was immense above their heads, and as far as the eye could see there was nothing but destruction. The forest was no more.

“But what of Raulf?” Alys asked her father. “Have you seen Raulf?”

They heard a shout.

Petyr’s eyes widened as a figure came into view atop the hill.

Raulf Guerin had waited until the roar of crashing trunks had subsided before setting off to find Trallee, clambering over the tottering pile of trees with the agility and pluck of the young. He’d no memory of his delusion of Shallah’s death, or if he had he pushed it aside, for his thoughts were entirely consumed with a new concern: if the villagers had been caught under the trees … if his parents hadn’t found shelter …

When he reached the top of the hill, the colour drained from his face.

He wandered through the fantastic graveyard, pulling himself over the majestic spruces and redwoods which had once towered over him, hardly keeping track of his direction. He thought he might eventually come across their bodies, though he knew they were likely too deeply buried. He’d no hope of finding anyone alive. The trees were too large and too many. The landscape before him betrayed the truth.

The villagers had come all this way … only to die.

Raulf, though no longer a child, was not too old to cry.

He was sitting on an enormous tree stump, drying his tears, when he heard voices behind him.

That sounds just like Roana, he thought, bossing everyone about as usual. And that one is surely one of the Carberry girls, lagging behind, begging the others to wait. And wouldn’t that be Old Brice himself, urging everyone to stay together.

How I wish they were real, Raulf though to himself. If only …

His thoughts were interrupted as he was hit on the head by a large piece of bark which promptly snapped in two and fell in his lap.

Raulf turned around. Not far off, standing atop a downed cedar trunk, stood Roana Quigg, her hands on her hips.

“Raulf!” she bellowed, a grin spreading across her face. “Thought you were dead!”

“Thought you were!” he yelled back, chucking the two bits of bark in her direction.

“Too bad,” she called sassily, turning on her heel. “I’ll go tell your Mam!”

“Wait!” he cried. “Wait for me!”

It was a slow reunion, for none could run over the mess of trunks. Raulf saw his neighbours long before he reached them, and was in tears again by the time he found his mother’s arms. Jos sagged with relief as his son hugged him, and Alys and Ilara jumped up and down with excitement. It was some time before he was able to shake off their welcoming arms and announce, breathlessly, “I found them!”

“What did he say?” Rab Hale asked. The noise of the wood’s collapse had injured his ears and he was constantly asking people to repeat themselves.

“He says he’s found someone,” Malcol Klink replied loudly.

“Who’s he found?” Rab asked. Sedemay glared at him. She wasn’t at all amused by her husband’s sudden demotion to village nuisance.

Raulf noticed Alina Fleete watching him avidly.

“Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Rikild Blighton said. “Tell us who you’ve found.”

The villagers looked at Raulf expectantly.

“Go on, son” Jos said.

A sly smile slipped over Raulf’s face. He stepped forward and took hold of Alina and Emelota’s hands. “Follow me,” he said.

“It’s Raulf,” Petyr said, shielding his eyes. “He’s calling to us, but I can’t make out the words.” Drawing under the shelter of the trees, he squeezed Shallah’s hand. “Maybe he brings good news.”

Shallah could tell she didn’t have Petyr’s attention. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other restlessly, watching for Raulf to reappear, for he seemed to have turned back for something. She knew Petyr would have scaled the barrier of trunks and bounded up the hill after him if he could, but his weakness forbade it.

“Petyr,” she said softly, sure he wasn’t listening, “we really made it, didn’t we?” She spoke the words as though she didn’t quite understand them, as though expecting to be corrected. A nagging thought pulled at her mind, refusing to let her be.

Petyr turned to her and was about to speak when they both heard a sound they’d yearned to hear for so long. Shallah was sure her ears were deceiving her. She heard a chatter of voices, each one as familiar as her own. She heard Betta Carberry’s infectious laugh, and Averill Olney’s girlish giggle. She heard Gemma Goss scolding her husband Leland, and Roana Quigg bossing the other girls about. She heard Gamelin Turvey’s bragging tone, and Hylde Rundle’s scornful retorts.

She heard the sounds of Trallee.

The villagers came spilling down the hill, a mess of shining faces, the children stampeding ahead. Petyr stood frozen to the spot as he glimpsed the two faces that mattered most.

“My daughters!” he exclaimed. “Shallah, they’re here. They’re safe, all of them – the entire village!”

Grabbing her by the waist, Petyr swung Shallah around, powder flying off them both in all directions. He kissed her hard on the lips, smiling like an imbecile.

“We did make it,” he murmured into her neck, grasping her close. “We’re here! It’s done.”

“Petyr,” she said, when he let her go.

“Come,” he said, seizing her hand. “Let’s go and meet them.”

She held back. “Petyr,” she repeated, “do you see Liam?”

All at once Petyr’s giddy motion subsided. He went so quiet that Shallah thought he must be holding his breath. She knew what he was thinking: how could we have forgotten him? Where could he be?

“I-I don’t know,” he stuttered. “I don’t see him, Shallah.” He was utterly at a loss, searching for words that wouldn’t form, struggling to refocus. “Should I …”

She placed a soothing hand on his back. “Go,” she said. She wanted him to know she understood. He’d waited too long for this moment. He couldn’t turn back now. “Go,” she said again, and he sprang forward, out of the trees, out of her grasp.

But Shallah stayed behind.



Chapter Thirty

When the people of Trallee emerged from the remains of their forest, they found themselves in a new world. Spread out before them was a vista so foreign and so beautiful that few could find the words to describe it. Even the most boisterous of children were struck dumb by the sight, shocked into a silence their parents could never recreate, however they tried. Having never known anything but the forest, the outside world was a wonder.

It brought tears to their eyes.

They stood on a field of grass atop a cliff, overlooking the sea. Miles of glittering waves greeted their eyes, extending all the way to the horizon. To a people dying of thirst, the sight of so much water was cause for jubilation, and the villagers embraced one another with relief. The children peered over the edge, goggling at the great distance between themselves and the water below.

Above them the sky stretched clear and blue, the bright expanse so gigantic that some actually shook to behold it. The sun garnered the most attention, as parent and child alike pointed and stared, overawed. None ran for the cover of the few remaining trees. None showed any fear. Even Rab Hale, stubborn fool that he was, couldn’t help but gape at the glowing globe they’d all feared for so long.

Every villager had that same thought: how could anyone be afraid of something so beautiful?

Toward the west, the sea gave way to land, its lush, rolling grasses falling steeply into a valley.

Nestled at the valley’s center was a village.

It couldn’t have been much bigger than Trallee, just a simple collection of homes, no more than a dozen families living together. Already its folk could be seen climbing the winding path up the mountain, their skin the dark bronze of people who’d lived all their lives in the sun, their cheeks ruddy from life by the sea.

The villagers ran forward to meet them.

The wolves came out of the west. They rounded the hill, scuttling over the debris, leaping from trunk to trunk. Their coats shone in the sunshine, though the animals seemed wary of so much light and ducked their heads to keep as much distance as possible between themselves and the sky. They wouldn’t find true calm until night fell and they could enjoy their new land as they liked best; by cover of dark. They’d not yet met the moon.

They traveled side by side, in a line that would never break, for it bore the strength of all their loss, and all their loyalty. At the center of the line was its strongest bond – the wolf chief. With five of his kin on either side, the chief moved forward, nimble as a pup, his dark grey fur offset by the evergreen branches they picked their way through. He chose their path wisely, for he’d sworn to protect not only his band, but the charge on his back. It wouldn’t do to endanger them all so close to the end.

As they approached the cedar trees, the chief slowed his pace, his kinsmen matching him step for step until he gave them the sign to go on without him. Eager to leave the forest behind, the wolves ventured forth at a trot, their silky coats brushing against Shallah’s skirts as they passed through the trees like sudden gusts of wind.

She stood in the speckled shade of the few remaining trees, her hands clasped before her, knowing that it had to be, for the other prophecies had come true, but still worried, doubting.

The wolf chief will return him to me, she thought to herself. The chief will come. The chief has kept him safe.

The chief will come.

As they entered the trees at last, Liam climbed off the chief’s back and ran into Shallah’s arms. A sigh of relief escaped her lips as she hugged him close, breathing deeply of his scent. He was so tiny in her arms, so easy to lose.

“My darling,” she whispered.

There was so much she wanted to tell him, so much he should know. She wanted to make him understand that none of it was his doing. The forest would have perished of its own accord, had they been there to see it or not. She wanted him to know the black oaks had used him abominably, but he shouldn’t blame them, for pain made monsters of them all, even herself. She wanted to tell him it was over now, that he was free of their hold on him. She wanted to tell him he’d saved them all.

“I love you,” was all she said. He already knew the rest. He’d known it long before she had.

The little boy gazed at her with his remarkable eyes, those eyes which had led them out of the dark. He kissed her cheek.

Shallah set Liam on the ground and he took her hand. She thought he meant to lead her out of the trees, but instead, he placed her palm on the wolf chief’s back. He led her fingers over his silken fur and down toward his head. Their palms stilled over his snout. She had to stoop to reach it, for the chief had inclined his head.

She was being honoured by a king.

She bowed her head in response, and felt the chief’s mind reach out to her for a moment before pulling back. He proffered to her a single image of her own smiling face. As she saw it she was filled with all the respect he and his kin felt for her, and all the devotion they would give her, for all time.

Then the chief drew away. Liam slipped his hand from Shallah’s and climbed on his back. As they passed through the trees, Liam looked back at her.

“Come,” he said.

It was the first word he’d ever spoken to her.

Shallah smiled. “I will follow you,” she replied.

Petyr craned his neck, searching for Shallah in the crowd. With a daughter on each hip and well-wishers surrounding him on all sides, it wasn’t an easy feat. All were amazed and delighted to see him, all wanted to hear the story of his journey. He evaded their questions deftly. It was easy enough. Everyone was in an easy and cheerful mood. None were inclined to interrogate him.

An air of festivity had invaded the crowd as the townsfolk had joined them, bringing along their jugs of ale and good will. Strangers shook hands in greeting at all sides, as the children ran about in gangs, brown and white faces blending into blurs. Soon the menfolk were singing, arms about each other’s necks, their wives clapping in time. Young men kissed their sweethearts and old women danced as they had in their youth. The celebrations went on for hours, the townsfolk of the valley inviting Trallee back to their hearths to hear the stories of their adventures in the forest which none had ever entered.

When Petyr saw Liam emerge from the trees, he let out a yell and ran forward, seizing him from the back of the wolf chief and hoisting him into his arms along with his girls, their three giggling faces blocking his view of all else. Only one other had sprinted forward as fast as he, a young man from the valley town with an awkward gait and a crooked smile. He stood at Petyr’s side, expectant, though it took a moment for Petyr to notice him, so quiet was he.

“Is that Robin there?” the young man said finally, a funny twang to his speech. As Petyr turned to face him, he saw Liam and the young man lock eyes. Liam held out his arms to him.

“My goodness,” the young man said, as he took Liam in his arms. Already his eyes were wet. “We thought you were lost forever, Robin. I can’t quite believe it’s you. Isn’t this just the best day that ever was? Robin’s come back to us.” He raised his voice so the others could hear. “Did you hear that, everybody? Robin’s come back! Here he is!”

The townsfolk let out a cheer and a number of the women rushed over to kiss the little boy’s cheek. He hid his face in the young man’s neck.

“Is it you who cared for him all this time?” the man asked, full of gratitude. “I must thank you. We’d given up hope of ever seein’ him again. Our Robin … How can I ever thank you?”

“No, it wasn’t me. Please, save your thanks.” Once again Petyr looked about for Shallah so the young man could thank she who deserved it most, but he couldn’t find her.

The young man, too overcome to take in Petyr’s protests, shook him heartily by the hand for so long that Petyr was forced to let his children down, lest they be shaken right out of his arms. The two girls kept close to their father, looking up at the little boy with the strange golden eyes, the excitable man with the strange voice, the dazzling blue sky full of strange puffy clouds. They’d never before seen clouds.

“Are you his father?” Petyr asked doubtfully. The man, though roughly Shallah’s age, more than old enough to have children, didn’t have the air of a father. He was more like an overgrown boy.

“Ah, no,” the young man said, scratching his head of curly red hair. “I’m his uncle. My name’s Barnard. Little Robin here was my sister Amelia’s boy. She was grand, Amelia was, and a magnificent mother besides, but she and her man Greggor perished in a fire that took their home. It was a terrible thing. A spark from the hearth lit the straw on the floor and the whole place went up. The roof was cavin’ in when Robin came runnin’ out. Ran right into my arms, he did.”

Both his parents dead? Petyr regarded the little boy he’d traveled with for so many miles. There was so much they’d never known.

“He was always quick on his feet,” Barnard added. “I’m the one who taught him to walk.” He seemed quite proud of this fact. “It’s me who cares for him now, as best I can. I was worried sick, sure, when he disappeared. Blamed myself through and through. I didn’t watch after him close enough. Let him roam about on his own too often. Should have kept him with me all the time, kept him by my side.” He sighed and kissed his nephew on the head. “But the truth of it is, I didn’t have the heart. He was so forlorn after his parents passed. He stopped talking altogether, though he’d never been much of a talker to start with. His only joy was roamin’ through the village, helpin’ all the ladies with their work. They’d give him little jobs to do, loved him deeply, every one of them. He’s the darling of the whole town. Loves to help out, Robin does.”

Two boys with mischievous faces ran up to them, their arms bulging with fruit and loaves of bread. The townsfolk were spreading out a small feast.

“Robin, come eat with us!” one of the boys cried, a peach rolling off of his pile. Robin waved at them, but shook his head. He wasn’t quite ready to let go yet.

“Get on with you,” Barnard cried, shooing the boys away. “Robin’s right tuckered out. He’ll come find you when he wants you.”

Though Petyr longed to join in the merriment, there was so much he still wanted to know. “How did he come to be in the forest?” he asked.

“Well isn’t that just the question?” Barnard replied. “These trees here,” he gestured to the forest, then realized the oaks were no longer there. “These trees that were here,” he corrected himself, “they wouldn’t let a mouse get through. Not one person from the village has ever ventured into that wood, though I do know of one who came out. So, when Robin up and vanished, we just couldn’t make it out. He must have gone in, there wasn’t any other place he could have gone, but we just couldn’t see how.

“He’d been having awful dreams, nightmares you might call them, ever since his parents passed. Personally, I think he was feelin’ the guilt of having kept on livin’ while his Mum and Pap … Well, there wasn’t no sense in that. I told him it was only right that a little one like him should live. But I don’t think he heard me. He’s awful clever, Robin is. Much cleverer than me, that’s sure. He thinks things through on his own and comes up with his own answers, and I think his answer was that it was all his fault, poor lad. I think those dreams were tellin’ him so.

“On the morning he disappeared he had another one of those dreams, and I saw him standin’ in the close looking off at the trees. I should’ve known. I should’ve put it together. Probably thought he was no good to anyone. Probably thought he had to be punished.” The young man shrugged his shoulders. “But what does all that matter now? He’s come home to us, safe and sound. He’s back!”

Petyr and Barnard began to make their way through the crowd.

“You call him Robin?” Petyr said, as Old Brice greeted him with a stately nod and a smile. You really did it, boy, the nod seemed to say.

“Robin, the songbird,” Barnard replied, tickling his nephew about the ribs. The little boy giggled. “Always has a tune on his lips, our Robin does. Didn’t he ever hum a song for you that whole time he was with you? Little Robin can’t go a day without takin’ up some melody. He loves the mournful ones best of all, because those were the ones Amelia favoured. She’d sing him to sleep, she would. Sing him into his dreams.”

Alina and Emelota began to pull on Petyr’s hands, urging him away. Petyr reached out and pinched Robin’s nose. Robin smiled at him.

“You’re home,” Petyr said.

“Home to stay,” his uncle agreed.

Robin wrapped his arms around his uncle’s neck and looked out at the sea, at the sky. The sunlight graced his cheeks, warming his body like a blanket, holding him.

He was home.

As Petyr joined the fray, taking up a cup of ale, he was swarmed by the crowd. Old Thurstan Turvey ordered him to take a seat at his side and tell him the tale of his journey.

“Yes!” The throng was unanimous. “Tell us how it went. Do tell!”

Petyr couldn’t think where to begin.

Only one other got equal attention, an older man from the town below whom many knew by name. He stood taller than most, though somewhat stooped with age, and his eyes held a certain sadness that came from a life of loss. He ambled among the villagers, greeting many, and he asked the same question to each friend he met.

As he spoke with Milo Carberry, Petyr turned to listen.

“Have you seen my daughter?” the man said.

“What’s her name?” Petyr asked.

The man looked at him for a moment, his eyes lingering on the little girl in his lap.

“Shallah,” he said. “Her name is Shallah.”

Shallah hung back in the trees, listening to the din of voices. It was just like being in Trallee where she’d always kept herself apart, listening from afar. It was comforting to know that though her home was gone, she could still find it in these voices, these people. Soon, she would join them, but not yet.

She’d one thing left to do.

The ground leading through the trees was patterned with footprints, the white powder no longer smooth, but alive with movement. She added her own prints to the rest, pausing in the shadow of the cedars.

She’d come to the end. The forest destroyed behind her, there was no going back.

Blind and weak and afraid, she’d found her way. She’d survived.

“I’m here,” she said to herself. “I made it.”

She placed a hand on the nearest tree, leaning her cheek against its tough bark. These trees, the last left standing, wouldn’t last long. Already their branches hung low, their needles fell. They’d been left here for a purpose.

They were left here for me, Shallah thought.

She stroked the grooves beneath her fingers. A tree just like this one had led her to lose her sight. These trees had enclosed her village, had kept them afraid and alone. She’d lived all her life among them. She’d climbed them, sheltered beneath them, hid behind them. She’d hated them and she’d loved them.

Soon, they would be no more.

Shallah remembered something her father told her once. The trees watch over us, he said. They keep us together, keep us safe. They keep out the light. They are our walls, and our doorways. But a door is meant to be opened. All you have to do is walk though.

He told her that, and a few days later he was gone.

She breathed deeply of the mossy scent of the wood.

“Goodbye,” she said softly, and walked through.

When Shallah emerged from the wood the wind began to blow. It picked at the blankets laden with food, and tossed more than one lady’s kerchief. It sent an empty basket tumbling over the cliff, the children chasing after to watch its descent. It snatched a bit of blue cloth right out of a leather pouch and carried it out to sea.

Shallah’s hair was pulled free of its hood, the gusts tugging fiercely at her curling locks and tattered skirts. Her cloak blew up in her face, blocking her momentarily from view.

She fell to her knees.

It is said her father was at her side in moments. It is said Petyr took her up in his arms and carried her down the path to the village below.

It is said she wept.

For in that instant, as Shallah raised her eyes to the sun for the second time in her life, she found she could see again.

The End
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