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INTRODUCTION

 Close your eyes,
my students. And imagine these things as I speak them.

Cloud. Rain cloud. Rain. Water drops.
Water.

Stop. The images that crossed your mind. The
concepts of those words, where did those come from? Did they came
from the darkness of your mind? Like images in a book, you were
able to pull them free? You were able to discern them separately,
or were they tied to other things? Was it a confused mess of
concepts or clear distinct thoughts?

Think on this. If you are to Shape something,
and the understanding of something is the predicate, if your mental
imagery or your understanding is not clear, how are you supposed to
do the thing that you are wanting to do? How can you impart your
will against anything, if your mind is not clear?

Shaping is not the art of speaking the Word.
Shaping is the art of sharpening your mind. You are not the Shaper.
You are the one being Shaped!

Mental discipline is everything in Shaping.
We read the Word, it sharpens our mind. We understand a facet of
the Word and it builds our perception. This book is the teacher,
the subject, the tools, and the lessons. We use the Word to push
ourselves to something more.

Isn't that the most interesting thought? The
Word being something else than what we initially perceive it to be!
It has been 600 cycles since the Word was written. We still have
not understood the depths of it. In fact, I am one of the principle
masters of the art, being one of the most prolific Shapers in our
world. And let me tell all of you this, we have barely scratched
the surface of this work. The Word is a layered complexity, every
page a new adventure in understanding and potential.

So wouldn't it be a possible conclusion that
the Word, in its entirety, is a layer itself? On the first page,
King Eruani speaks of the keys.

I would argue that the Word itself is the
key. The greatest key there is!

- Excerpt from “The Principle Lectures, 612
atw”, Preceptor Norrich Glass, University of Ilith Uani.




Chapter 1

I woke up in the
workshop with my hands and feet tied tight. I thought I was alone,
but a man, dressed in black atop a nearby bench, cleared his throat
purposefully. His face was covered in a smooth mask, with black on
black sockets where his eyes should be. No nose, no mouth, and no
fancy scrollwork like Frattal and Gabegi. Just a featureless
surface of intimidation.

It was armor. To fight in. To kill in. It
spoke of danger, like a shark. The surface stippled in the light,
light and dark forms of shadow covering every part of him. Much
like the armor of the guards at Kirin's Falls, it was vaguely
Japanese to me. A dark, quiet Samurai. But far more dangerous than
that. A figure created to be an assassin of other Samurai and their
lords. The red arm band told me everything else. I think this is
the dark one I experienced from afar. This was definitely Cowl.

I was also certain it was not my brother.
Thank God. Thank God. Thank God. But, then… where the hell was
Cal?

“What is your name, son?” The voice was not
dark or dangerous. It was mellow in its own way. Tired, but with a
strong resolve behind it. A voice that sounded trustworthy, clear
and sharp as if there was no mask in the way. I was expecting
something dark and evil... and muffled.

“Ben,” I replied.

“Odd name for Uan,” he said. He crossed his
legs at the ankles and started swinging his feet back and forth
under the workbench.

“Ben is an odd name?” I replied. I tried to
pull on the ropes, but they didn't budge.

“To be honest, I don't think I have ever
heard of a Ben before... at least not in this lifetime. There are
Bei's, Jen's, and Wes's, but if there are Ben's, I have never met
one.”

“Blame my parents,” I uttered.

“Where are you from, Ben?” Again, a gentle
voice. Like he was regretting trussing me up on the floor like a
pig.

“I am from the North.”

“Yes, I figured as much. The clothes give
that away. Poor cloth really... but the Makers in Kirin's Falls do
a decent enough mimicry of Ilith fashion. Where up north, exactly?
Faedrin? The Drees? The Ovinar Wastes?”

Valor had prepped me for this, thank god.
“The Wastes. My mother was a trader, put me in with the Oligar for
some schooling. She said I was growing up to be an uneducated
vagrant.”

“Is your Teacher with you? Is there an Oligar
lurking in the city of Libris?” He asked. He flicked a hand, and a
short throwing blade appeared out of nowhere. In his other hand, he
produced one my apple-pear-thingies from my pack and started
cutting away. He cut methodically, reducing it into wedges, and
then the wedges into smaller subsections. Neat and precise.

And I had no way of knowing if he would know
my response was a lie or not. If I said I was by myself, and they
had the others, then he would know I was lying. If I said I was by
myself and they had no idea how many of us there were, I might be
able to spare Valor some time. I took the chance on time. I was
already tied up, if I was going to die, then I was going to
die.

“I was with my teacher. He fell in the
walking forest. I am alone now.” I tried to add a tinge of sadness
in my voice. I thought of Roari dying in the Walking Forest, Nhi's
song afterwards... I felt a tear prick my eye.

I could be an actor when I grow up.

“I figured. It was only your bag in here. But
better to be safe than sorry. You know how these things work. You
never know who you are going to trip over out in the wild.” He
stopped cutting the apple-pear-thingie (what were they called?),
and wiped the blade on a small cloth from his belt. In a flick, the
blade disappeared again. It was sleight-of-hand. And V said there
was no such thing as magic in Uan…

Although I think I just did my own magic
trick. It sounded like he had no idea about the rest of my
group.

“How did you get down here, Ben?” Cowl asked
patiently.

“A small tunnel I found in a rock slide from
the surface. I saw your... army? I got scared. Like you said, you
never know who are going to trip over in the wild,” I paused and
swallowed. “Are you going to kill me?”

“No, Ben, I am not planning on killing you.
At least not right now. Maybe this evening. Maybe tomorrow. Let's
see where the day takes us.”

“Can I sit up at least?”

He shrugged. “I won't stop you.”

“Can I ask who you are?” I started wiggling
backwards to get myself against the wall. I pushed my shoulder
against the floor and managed to swing myself upright.

“You could, but I probably wouldn't answer
truthfully. I don't think we are at the best point in our budding
relationship for it,” the man in black armor said as he stretched,
the armor moving with him. It slid over itself in a myriad of small
ways, looking solid, but thousands? Millions? Billions? Of little
leaves overlapping and intersecting. “What did you expect to find
down here?”

“Treasure. I was hoping to be a trader like
my mother.”

“A traitor like your mother?” He inclined his
head. The apple-pear sat resting on the workbench untouched.

“Trader! ... Trader.” I added quickly.

“Ah. Still. I am hung up on something... You
say you are a peasant from the north. Your clothes corroborate that
bit of the tale, your possessions too. You are well prepared, with
all the items a traveler needs, including a fair copy of the Word.
A tool that can be used to show other people that you mean no harm.
And the Oligar, while they turn up time to time down south, tend to
move around the northern wastes... so all of your story seems
plausible. Everything that I can see in front of me tells me most
of what I need to know. Except for the things that I am asking
questions for. For the information that I don't know. Like how I
don't know your last name.”

“Last name?” Playing stupid worked before.
Maybe it would again.

“Family name, if you will. In Uan, heritage
and lineage is often traced by a family name. First name like Ben,
should be followed by some other names. Even peasants of the north,
wading across ice and snow, have their traditions. Naming children
after parents, a family name to prevent things like accidental
incest from occurring. So surely, you have a last name. A family
name.”

Well that cat is out of the bag. I fessed up.
“My family name is Mason.”

“Bullshit!” He exclaimed. His relaxed posture
straightened completely, the armor flared in places, smooth
surfaces looking sharp and dangerous. He was exactly like my
previous thought of a shark, all slow and languid one moment, then
a rush of sharp teeth and huge jaws the next. The armor appeared to
adapt to more than just movement.

“Bullshit!?” I said in shock.

It was a revelation. This is the first time I
have heard a curse word from back home. There are no bulls and cows
in Uan. The American Midwest had farms with cow shit everywhere.
Being from a place like Carter, I was intimately familiar with
bullshit. But I was not expecting someone from Uan triggering a
thought of home.

“I once knew a boy a long time ago by that
name, but he is long dead.” His voice changed. “The boy I knew has
to have been dead for over a hundred years. An age separates me
from that boy.”

“Sorry?” What can a person say to something
like that? Wait… he used the word years, not cycles.

“The boy had a little brother named Calvin.
Their mother was Mary, their father was named Thomas.” His voice
was a near whisper towards the end.

I felt my eyes go wide, and my gut dropped.
Did they actually capture V? “And how did you know any of
this?”

The man ignored me as he reached up and
touched the side of his mask. It folded and slid into itself,
rushing up the man's features starting at his chin to finally
recede behind his head. His hair was grey, with just small runs of
the original dark brown running above his temples, and his face was
lined with time and sun. But I knew him.

“My name is Thomas. Although most friends
back home called me Tom. Tom Mason.”

My turn. “BULLSHIT!”

His features were older, rougher, not exactly
what I remembered... but it definitely was my father.

“Dad? What the he... DAD?!” My voice hit an
exasperated pitch that dogs probably had a hard time hearing.




Chapter 2

My father stood
without another word, as if every action was already decided. He
crossed the distance between us in a heartbeat, pulling a sword
from a hidden scabbard at his back, and deftly flicked the edge
between the ropes at my wrist and ankles. I did not feel the blade
pull at the ropes as it split them in two.

Sheathing the blade with a spin of his wrist,
he put his hand out to beseechingly. I took his hand carefully,
wondering if he was going to hurt me, like petting a stray dog. He
pulled me up as if I weighed nothing into a tight hug as if no time
had passed between us. After all these years of us being separated
from each other, it was the most fatherly hug I could have hope
for. I think he was crying but it was hard to know for certain. I
could feel his armor shift under my hands as if it was a living
thing. He pushed me out to arm’s length and confidently laid his
hands on my shoulders. His grey-blue eyes seemed to study my face,
as if he was memorizing every detail. His eyes darted from the
crest of my hair to my chin and back again.

“I have no idea how you got here, my son. I
have no idea what strange fates aligned in the stars above... And I
don't want to. Seeing you reminds me of something profound that
happened to me once. A boy named Tom. A girl named Mary. A little
miracle named Ben. And another named Cal.”

He sniffed in his nostalgia and squeezed my
shoulders. Man he was strong. Silly what you focus on when your
mind is in shock. I felt like I was reeling away from a slow motion
uppercut, my tongue felt tied up itself. I hadn't seen this man
since I was a little kid, but it was undeniably my father.

“You have grown up so much,” my father
remarked calmly. “Last time I saw you, you were just a little guy,
and Cal was just a baby. I forgotten what you look like... it’s
been so long. What a horrible thought.”

“Why?” I stammered. “I mean… how?!”

He lifted his hands up in the air and let
them drop to clap. “I know! Impossible! Well… not impossible.
Unthinkable! You have grown so much... you are so much like your
mom. Funny how that works. How is Mary? Is she... still alive?”

“Yes. Still alive.” I admitted carefully. I
did not want to mention the bad stuff quite yet.

“Wow. And Calvin? How is your brother?”

“Doing well. At least the last time I saw
him,” I sighed.

“Brilliant. This is absolutely brilliant.
I... I... the first couple years I was here, I had nights where I
missed you all so much I thought I was going to die. I think a part
of me did die. Or at least went into hiding. Because now. To see
you. With my own eyes, here, in Uan. This is just fantastic!”

“Well, back home, you are dead. We had a
funeral and everything,” I said. I lowered my eyes. “Everyone
thought you were dead.”

“I am sorry to have put you through that,
Ben. I wished I could have been there. To think I missed your
entire childhood. Look at you, you are a man now. I wish I could
see Cal too. He was just a little bean when I left.”

“You might see him. He is tromping around Uan
like it is his own personal playground.”

“Cal is here too? You’ve got to be fucking
kidding me.”

“Dad!” I said, my eyes going wide.

“Oh hush. I curse like a sailor. Mary knew it
when she married me. Although I haven't had much luck making our
native curse words stick here in Uan. Everyone likes their own
local flavor I suppose. Where is Cal?”

“I have been chasing him, or at least, the
rumors of him. I thought he was with the...” I pointed at my
father’s red arm band. “...the red band group. I heard the group
was headed this way, so I kind of followed. From a different
direction.”

“Up north?” He asked reverently. “You
actually went through the Walking Forest?”

“I did.”

“Damn, son.” His face appeared to be
impressed.

“Tell me about it.”

“Want some caloi?” He pointed back at the
work bench.

“I always forget they are called caloi,” I
shrugged. “I think of them as apple-pears.”

“Good name. It fits. Although I miss actual
pears, ripe and soft and juicy.” He sighed and took a timid bite.
“Caloi are close, I suppose.”

“Maybe Cal is in the ranks and you just
didn't recognize him?” I hoped aloud.

“I don't think so. I have... care... with my
men. They are my responsibility, and I know each and every one by
name. We mourn our lost after a battle as if they are our brothers.
Because they are our brothers by trial and fire. But no matter...
together, I am sure we can find him.”

“You are... the one they call Cowl,
then?”

“Ha! You heard that? I am I suppose. Not a
real title, but my men have a sense of humor. At least it is not
insulting. I am alright with the comment about my helmet. After
all, many commanding officers can have some nasty nicknames
bestowed upon them by their men.” He paused and swallowed. “Now.
The big question of the day. How did the two of make it to
Uan?”

“Well. I don't know. There is this house...”
I told him the story of the House in Carter and waking up in the
glade.

“And Cal came here the same way?” He
asked.

I nodded. “I was right behind him. Never saw
him, but trying to track him as best as I can. I am his only
family.”

“Wait. What about your mom? You said she was
alive.” Concern lined his face as if he had just had realization
that gripped his heart. I could see where the worry wrinkles came
from.

I did not sugar coat it. “She... she... kind
of went crazy, Dad. After you died, she lost it. She fell apart. We
were taken by the state after they found the drugs.”

His head dropped and he examined his hands as
he absentmindedly spun a ring around with his hand. His gloves had
disappeared at some point, and I saw his wedding ring sitting
plainly on his finger.

“Oh Mary. My sweet Mary.” He sounded sad, but
he didn't tear up. He just took a deep breath. A calming breath.
“Did your Mom ever tell you how we met?”

“No, she didn't say much.”

“I met her in High School actually. She was
smart, funny, and beautiful. I couldn't stand it. Because I was a
total doofus that couldn't talk to a female gerbil, much less a
stunning popular girl like your mom. She was dangerous too. She
smoked, she was always riding her dad's motorcycle with a skirt
on... she was an amazing piece of work. And she ignored me.”

“Sounds familiar,” I groused.

“Well, she ignored me until she ran into me
with the motorcycle,” he smirked.

“Seriously?”

“Yep. I was crossing the street with my head
in a book, and she nailed my elbow with her handlebar. She was
barely going, so she didn't drop the bike, and she didn't even have
to stop. But she made a point to ask my name and make sure I was
ok. After that she would say hi to me in the hall, and say hi
around town. And one day, I don't know what happened, we found
ourselves to be friends. Then, eventually, we became more...”

“Then what?”

“The damn war happened, I was in still in
college. But we married, I enlisted, I came back, we had you, and
Cal. And then I fell through a hole in the damn world.”

“It has been ten years! How long have you
been here?” I asked exasperatedly, pointing at the ground at my
feet. “Because... when I followed Cal to Uan, he had been here for
weeks! I only missed him by a day back home! The difference was
crazy.”

“That is a big question with a long uncertain
answer. Let’s just say a painfully long time.”

“I told you about the House,” I said
carefully. “How did you get here?”

“I suppose that is fair. Remember I said that
I enlisted? Army. Hoo-rah. WWII was nothing but tragic and despair
filled fighting across trenches for only meters of ground. I was a
soldier in that mess, and I saw my fair share of fighting. I
arrived in Berlin for VE-Day, and as we marched back to Paris, we
were regarded as heroes. After blowing dams and bridges as a part
of the Corp of Engineers, I felt the need to help rebuild what I
had been a part of in destroying. After all, I was at my heart a
Geologist. Walls, roads, and bridges were made of rock, so the
brass thought that was right up my alley. I thought it was an irony
that I loved rocks. I still collect them here too.” He grinned at
the face I was making. “What can I say? Oh how I would bore your
mom about rocks... she flew over to France, and I set to helping
rebuild the whole of Europe. Most of the guys, they just wanted to
get home or go ask to enlist in the Pacific. Many were grateful
that they were just alive. But after all that… my team felt the
same way I did. We were driven to fix everything we could.”

He thumbed the edge of his collar
absent-mindedly as he spoke. I nodded encouragingly for him to
continue, this was far more than I could have hoped for.

“The Corp was everything after the war, it
was about rebuilding. I ran a study in the Alps, looking at some of
the dams the Germans had blown in retreat, when I came across a
unmarked cave. My team located the depression, which I foolishly
attributed to run-off. We should have just forgotten about it. But
my second Chuck, mentioned he saw markings, and of course my
superiors figured it may be a hidden bunker. So we investigated,
cautiously... and it was a cave all right, but no bunker. And it
definitely was not from run-off. It felt old. Very old. We found
cave paintings that I have heard about in France, some of those old
handprints and crude outlines of animals. Strange animals that
looked nothing like what lived in Europe. And as we got to the
back... I saw light. A light coming from the back of a cave that
should have been under tens of meters of rock, at a minimum! The
rear wall was just a stack of flat rocks, and as we shifted them
out of the way, and found something marvelous. There was this room,
perfectly square. The walls were etched, not painted, with amazing
glowing designs. I couldn't make heads or tails of it. But there
must have been some sort of gas in the cave, a buildup of carbon
dioxide or something... my team and I lost consciousness. When we
came to, the cave was gone, and the five of us were in a square
depression on top of a hill on a wide unbroken plain, green as far
as the eye could see. No Alps, no army, no cars, no roads, nothing
that we expected of civilization... we knew that we were not in
shock. We knew we weren't dead. Most of the group were atheists at
worst, agnostics at best... so an afterlife wasn't even considered.
We just knew we had to survive.”

“What happened?”

“We tried to survive as best we could. In the
end, they all... died. In a myriad of different ways, in a wide
stretch of different places. I lost my last team mate about fifteen
years after getting here. I was heartbroken.” He rubbed the bridge
of his nose and shook his head at the thought. “That drive I had to
fix things never really left. So here I am. Healthy, well, and
surviving by most measures. Trying my best to fix this world and
keep it from falling apart, waiting for the day that I can slip on
to the next one without experiencing too painful of a death.”

He smiled. It was a brilliant smile, and
exactly like I remembered. Although a tooth was missing far back on
the right side.

“So...?”

“So?” He tilted his head slightly.

“What now? It’s not every day you find your
long lost father in a strange land.”

“It's not every day you find your long lost
sons amongst the locals!”

“I have a question,” I interjected.

“Only one?” He smiled in reply.

“You said that I had been dead for a hundred
years. What did you mean?”

“As you pointed out, time seems relative. You
think time is constant, but it is not. You think that time marches
on, but it doesn't. Time is what we make it. In my head, when I
realized that I was never going back... when I realized that the
time I had here was all the time I would ever have... when it
clicked, I felt like I died. To never see anything that I had
loved, to never see anything on Earth again. Knowing that I was not
even on the same planet... it was cruel. But in the end I made the
realization that life is supposed to be cruel. Being a guy who
studies rocks, I know that time is deep. Our time here is so short,
so small, in comparison to the earth we stand on. Human beings are
but a statistical mistake in the history of the world. We operate
thinking we are the center of the universe to cope with the fact
that we are so insignificant. So very unimportant. It is cruel, but
necessary. This world is cruel... but so was Earth.”

I knew that all too well. I stayed
silent.

“So where do you live now?” My father asked.
“Or I guess I should say, where did you live?”

“We were in a small town called Carter.
Decent town, small enough for everyone to know you, but big enough
to have a theatre.”

“Don't think I have heard of Carter. Is it
nice?”

“I guess. I didn't hate it.”

“School good?”

“Top of my class. Roughly. There is a girl
that is beating me, but she is a dirty cheater.”

He laughed. “And Cal?”

“Near the bottom of his class. He has
problems at school... it hasn't been an easy move to Carter. Cal
didn’t handle it well. Foster care was rough for him.”

“Hmm. Any girls?” He asked with a wink.

“I seemed to inherit a sister recently. Don't
ask. But no, no girlfriends,” I said sheepishly.

“Ah, it happens when it happens.” He finished
the caloi and wiped his hands. “As to what happens to you... well
that is up to us to figure out.”

“Figure out?”

“Well... I can't let you loot this place, as
it is under my protection now. So your fake reason for coming is
moot, and Cal is not with us, so your real reason is moot as well.
I can help you up and out to the surface and send you on your way,
but given the odds of our 'situation', I am not eager to do that
either. So that leaves you staying with me. See where it takes
us.”

“Join your army?” I wrinkled my brow.

“No, no. You would be a guest. Not a
prisoner, not a soldier. Just help out around camp, talk to me when
I am not giving orders, get to know each other a bit. Maybe figure
out where Cal is. Together.”

His offer sounded great. But something was
off. It was just at the edges of everything. That darkness that I
sensed when I was in Immersi, that came from someone... from Cowl.
From my own damn father. I had to talk to V. To Warren. I had to
get back.

“That does sound nice. But if I were to say
that I have... obligations... to take care of, would the offer stay
open?”

“Absolutely. Just find me again.”

“How am I supposed to do that? Uan is a big
place.”

“It’s actually larger than you know. Heh.
Geologists never die, they just find new rocks to study,” he said,
he as he pulled a wafer from a hidden spot in his armor. He tossed
it to me like a quarter. “Take that, press it hard for a few
seconds, and it will indicate the direction you need to go to
locate my own. Dead simple.”

“And you can find me too?”

“Absolutely. So keep it close, keep it safe.
I can escort you up... if you insist on leaving right now? Can you
stay for a few days at least? We have so much to catch up on.”

“Well the sooner I get going, the sooner I
get back,” I said with a sing song voice.

“Your mom...”

“...used to say that all the time,” I
interrupted. “I know.”

“Heh, jinx.” He put his hand on my shoulder.
“Today is up there with the best days of my life. I am glad you
were here.”

“I am too. I am sad to leave. For obvious
reasons... and plus, this place is so cool!”

I was being honest. I was sad to leave. This
was the Gaeris homeland... a place of legend. With my father in the
middle of the mystery. I was seeing layers of something I didn't
understand, and Shaping would have no assistance to offer. I
couldn't go into Immersi and just 'understand' this. There was
complexity here... and my dad had had a long time to figure it out.
Then a deep profound question moved within me. Could he be a Shaper
too?

“Ha! Cool... Another bit of vernacular that
no one in Uan understands. I haven't heard that in ages. Cool...”
He shook his head. “I miss talking to someone who understands a
common context. It is amazing how much you carry of your home when
you travel. I miss ice cream. Chinese noodles. Watermelon! Hearing
how people talk. The sound of a V8. Crickets at dusk.”

“I miss milkshakes and hamburgers,” I
admitted.

“Ooh, good call. Grab your bag, I will walk
you out.”

“What are you all looking for down here? That
is a lot of guys digging.”

He shook his head again. “Tell me about it.
We got word on a secret tunnel, much like the one you must have
used. There has to be many that we just don't know about. I was
hoping to be in and out in a matter of days, not weeks. We ran into
a huge metal door, and it took forever to get past it. Where is
your tunnel, by the way?”

I pointed in the opposite direction from
where Valor and I actually came in. “Walk that way until you hit
the wall. It is a few feet below the surface, I came in through a
sewer or something. It caved in behind me I think.”

He shrugged and seemed to let it go. “That is
a shame. But no matter... upwards and onwards.”

We started walking towards the main tunnel. I
started seeing red bands among the buildings, go in and out of
doors. A large number were huddled by the glowing curtain, tapping
the glowing face with a long probe attached to a number of strange
looking machines.

“You know when I get back, I think I have
enough questions to pester you for a lifetime,” I said.

“And we can figure that out. Trust me... we
will have all the time we will ever need. Agord!”

A young man standing guard near the shield
trotted up immediately. “Yes Sir?”

“Take my friend here, with utmost courtesy
and respect, to the camp. Supply him with whatever he wishes. Food,
water, supplies, even weapons if he requires. He is our guest. Also
provide him a serial numbered arm band with a signed letter of
credit from the Regent... to carry if he happens to run into any of
our compatriots or needs anything on his way.”

Agord bowed his head swiftly and slapped his
heart with an open palm. “As you request, I shall see it done.”

“And Agord... escort him personally to the
mouth of the Halls. See that he finds the King’s Road and watch him
until he is beyond your sight. If any trouble is found, you come
find me immediately.”

“As you request, sir.”

My dad offered his hand again, mirroring the
workshop, but this time I shook it firmly. “Good handshake, Ben.
Strong! Follow Agord, take what you need to cover what obligations
you may have. Agord will provide you a letter that will guarantee
payment to anyone that requests it. Sign it with your full name,
and my full name, and we will pay whatever value is declared. Then
you come back to me... ok?”

“I will... um, sir?”

He smiled and slapped me on the shoulder.
“Go. Hurry back.”

I followed Agord and tried not to piss
myself.




Chapter 3

Agord stuck to me like
glue. He took me up the tunnel, to the wide still-smoking metal
door, and onwards up the mine to the surface. Everywhere I looked,
there were men busily doing something. Shoveling, clearing,
reinforcing, moving things back and forth... and laying track. They
were looking to cart something out.

Like a big glowing crystal with a girl inside
of it?

He led me to the tents and not a single
person gave me a glance. They didn't even pay attention. I was
invisible. I guess I sort of was dressed like them... everything
tended to be the same color after being on the road for so long. In
the tents, there was food, water, weapons... everything I could
need. I found a small knife similar to what my father had used to
cut the caloi. I refilled my water, grabbed some other random
things to make it look good. Agord said not a single word while I
mulled about.

He handed me a small oilskin envelope and a
neatly folded arm band tied with a simple knot. He walked me to the
edge of the valley, bowed as he took his leave, and the fool
watched me until I turned out of sight as soon as I was able… where
I promptly threw up, as the after effects of adrenaline and nerves
finally caught me in their razor jaws. I think I vomited for a few
minutes past anything I had left to actually bring up. I washed and
rinsed my mouth out, then took care to bury my mess and cover my
tracks as Valor had shown me.

Then the charade became a waiting game.

I waited until dark fell and carefully headed
to my engineered mousetrap of a landslide. I Hushed into Immersi
and looked towards the city tentatively, afraid of what I would
find. And wouldn't you know it, I saw the auras of what looked like
an Oligar and two Ferruani in the city below far removed from all
the other blue auras near the center. The cluster of blue auras was
slowly spreading outward from their entry point in the dome. I
couldn't waste any time... and unfortunately, I didn't have Valor's
engine this time around. I had to improvise.

I dropped my Immersi, scrambling about as I
grabbed sticks, old fridda brush, and whatever withered wood I
could locate near the streamlets nearby. It was going to be barely
enough for any fire, hopefully it would be enough to get me down. I
stacked the wood as high as I could get it and prayed that I wasn't
about to suffocate myself with the smoke. Or cook myself either. I
will leave the hole open all the way to the bottom. Hopefully no
one would ever fall down my improvised mine to their death. But it
would be better than me passing out from the fumes and falling into
the fire myself.

Hush.

Immersi.

Fire. My shaping was immediate and the stack
of wood eagerly lit. I pushed myself down as fast as I could, but
it was slow going because the damn thick rock at the bottom, my
energy was sucked dry. I felt it in my fingertips first, they
started to tingle. And the feeling of muscle exhaustion started to
climb up my forearms. On top of all this, all the while, I was
praying I wasn't rolling into a trap.

As the rock finally slid out of the way to
our previous opening, I heard a soft grunt of approval. “Took you
long enough.”

The deep breath I had been holding came out
in a rush. “Sorry. I was kind of captured and all that.”

“We saw,” Eleora sniffed.

“How could you? I was alone!”

“We can tell stories and apologize later,”
Jedidah joked lightly. “Let's get out of here.”

“So you all left me to sweat it out in
captivity?” I continued anyway.

Valor lifted the Princess and his bags into
my bubble. “We tried, little one, but it appears like you were
destined to have that encounter.”

“And hey, I did try, I was able to grab
everything except you,” Jedidah admitted. “This was the first time
I had pulled anyone or anything else into whatever the shadow is. I
was surprised I was able to get your teacher at all much less the
metal men.”

“The walls, Jed, they are smooth like glass,”
Eleora spoke with reverence. There was awe writ large across her
face. “I foolishly believed the age of Shapers was long gone.”

“Not gone,” Valor said. “Just hidden away,
like you were.”

“Point taken, Master Teacher,” Eleora
smirked. “Frattal, climb in.”

The Autom climbed in with Gabegi on his
shoulder, walked over to the wall and sat down quietly.

“He isn't complaining? I am shocked,” I said
with a smirk.

“He is under orders to still his voice until
he can say something that doesn't depress me,” Eleora said.

“Good call. V, fire up the engine. Let's get
out of here before someone sees us. I am amazed that no one
has.”

Valor coughed a throaty chuckle. “I may have
started a fire for them.”

I looked across the city, and sure enough,
black smoke was pouring up towards the long dark dome. “Well aren't
you clever. What if I didn't show back up?”

“I would be upset. I just burned a priceless
city block as a diversion for no reason.”

“And getting captured on top of it,” Jedidah
said. “That would ruin anyone's day.”

The engine sparked and Valor lowered the
reaction rods, I could feel the heat immediately. I sat down in the
center of our rock bubble and dropped into Immersi again. I heard
Eleora and Jedidah both gasp audibly as I spoke the Word for Hush
and shaped the rock. The wall closed around us but I held us in
place for a moment.

“What is wrong?” Valor whispered.

“I noticed a trail...” I said cautiously. I
could feel it more than see it. The rock marked the passing of the
Oligar, Automs, and the Princess and her Guard. Only small
changes... like a trail of muddy footprints near a river. “I don't
think I have what I need to fix it everywhere, but hopefully no one
is looking for it. If they find it, it won't lead here.”

I heated the rock floor away in every
direction as far as I could reach. Then I let the rock do its
natural thing... cooling rapidly from heat of its formation,
crystals forming, layers settling... the most natural rock floor
you could imagine. I smiled inwardly as I found the whole situation
funny for some reason. All my months of being exposed to the
wonders of the Word and I still saw the irony of being in a place
without magic feeling so magical.

“Here we go, everyone stay still.” I pushed
up, and the glow of the engine almost went out. I directed us
towards the top of the valley, above the canyon. Valor must have
felt the shift in direction as the engine cooled noticeably. I felt
his paw on my back, and a soft surge of something filling me up as
the tingling in my arms lessened. “What is that?”

“You push the rock, I push you,” Valor
whispered.

I felt him adding his will to my own and his
strength was welcome. It had been a long couple of days, and I was
feeling it. Like deep down within myself, I could feel a reserve
being chewed up. I was exhausted.

“I think I need to sleep after this, V. I am
not feeling well,” I whispered back.

“Get us up, I will make sure you will.”

Of course, as soon as I noticed the fatigue,
I started feeling it more. I could feel the edges of Hush falter,
the rock growing sluggish. Valor probably sensed it too. He huffed
a word under his breath, and he pushed his paw hard against me. A
glowing burst of softness filled my core through his paw on my back
and my eyes involuntarily snapped shut with the sheer joy of the
desperately needed energy.

“Engines are good for Shaping. Other Shapers
are better,” Valor said.

We rocketed upwards. Eleora let out a small
scream while Jedidah laughed with something approaching glee.




Chapter 4

I don't remember
reaching the surface. I don't remember grabbing my things or
fleeing the Halls of the Gaeris. I don't remember any of it,
because I was unconscious the entire time. And I was trussed to
Valor's back like I was an extra bag. My wrists had to be bound in
healing solvent and bandages for a few days afterwards. But I
didn't feel that either.

I slept for two days solid. No water, no
food. Just blissful, deep, and dreamless sleep. It was glorious. I
opened my eyes slowly, my eyelids felt like they were made of
concrete. I opened my mouth against something wet and felt my lips
crack in a few dozen places. Eleora was at the side of my bedroll,
with a wet cloth pressed against my mouth and a concerned look at
the corners of her eyes.

“Oh, thank the Lord of All,” Eleora said. She
looked up and called loudly. “Master Teacher, he is awake.”

“Nice of you to join us, little one.” Valor
leaned over, his huge face above mine, upside down of course. Just
like how we met.

“I think I passed out, V,” I said in a voice
that did not sound like my own.

“You think correctly. Drink some water and
eat. On your way to us, you must have been using energy that was
your own. You will be tired for a while.”

I sat up slowly and saw that I was in a
shared campsite of sorts, with plenty of other people around us.
Eleora and Jedidah were both in common clothes, and the
aforementioned royal guardian was chatting amiably with a few
Cadelim traders near a large wagon. The Automs were dressed in
clothes too, with face coverings and large goggles. Then it dawned
on me that they were dressed like Shahadim monks.

“Heh. Shahadim monks? Do they even have kids
that small?”

Valor chuckled. “Growth defect, perhaps? A
runt Shahadim, indeed.”

“And me?” I asked, cautiously drinking from
my water bag.

“Illness. Nothing contagious, just needing to
sleep it off,” Eleora said authoritatively.

“Eleora here is quite a thinker... just
Eleora, little one,” Valor exaggeratedly yawned to cover the
warning in his voice. “And she can take all the credit.”

“Nothing a little kindness and graciousness
won’t solve,” Eleora remarked. “The problem practically took care
of itself.”

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Two days east. We are heading for the Bay to
charter a boat back to the Silver, and then upstream to Kirin's
Falls. However, we stay here for another night before we go. The
Cadelim traders over there requested of me to repair a wagon. As my
apprentice, you can assist.”

“Apprentice. Of course,” I said with a
nonchalant shrug. “’I hold the world but as the world, Gratiano; a
stage where every man must play a part, and mine a sad one.’”

“Gratiano?” Valor cocked his head
quizzically. “Who is that?”

“It is a quote from a play. A good play.” I
smiled widely, and flourished my arm with a small bow as I stood
shakily from my bedroll. “’The quality of mercy is not strained, it
drops as the gentle rain from heaven upon the place beneath: it is
twice blessed; It blesses him that gives and him that takes.’”

“That sounds lovely,” Eleora said with a sad
smile. “Your gentle words remind me of my father's court. The lords
and ladies spoke like that... a lilting and flowing way of saying
what they thought. It was more than just communicating... it was
saying something worth saying only if it was said beautifully. I
can imagine a queen speaking of caring for her poor with such
mercy.”

“People don't talk like that where I come
from... at least not any more. I think that is why it stuck with
me,” I said.

“Come, little one. We have a wagon to fix.”
Valor grabbed one of his bags and slung it across his back.

Eleora grabbed my arm at the elbow, squeezing
it gently before letting go. “Thank you for saving me.”

“I don't think I saved anyone. But… you are
welcome.”

“And sorry...”

“Don't think on it, Prin...” I interrupted
myself with a small smile and shake of my head. “So yeah.
Eleora.”

“Thanks.” She actually smiled a little.
Surprising what a little fresh air can do.




Chapter 5

The wagon provided
Valor a chance to show off just how good of maker he was, as well
as how deft he was with those meaty Oligarian claws of his. He used
the engine as a small forge, hammering out some new pins for the
dova crossbrace, and repaired the cracked axle fitting with a
little patience and creative metalwork. He was strong enough to
lift the edge of the wagon onto a brace by himself, and agile
enough to pull the small pins out with his massive claws.

He was showing off for the traders who
obligingly oohed and aahed in all the right places. He loved the
attention, I guess. Which struck me as odd at first, because the
Oligar were wanderers. I thought that most Oligar shuffled off
familial connections when they were old enough to wander the world.
But then there was V... not only a teacher, but employed at the
University. Not only a maker, but a hidden Shaper. He did not fit
the stereotype I had built in my own mind.

“You like people,” I said aloud, lifting the
Dova lead bar with both arms while V tapped a retooled pin back
in.

“Of course I like people,” Valor said as if I
had said the dumbest thing in the world.

“Isn't that contrary to what an Oligar
is?”

“And what is an Oligar supposed to be?”

“I did some reading, oh wise teacher... I
have a pretty good idea of what an Oligar is,” I said
sarcastically.

“You can read? That was my fault I suppose,”
Valor teased in reply. “The question stands. What is an
Oligar?”

“Male Oligars wander and gather stories. If
they settle for a time, they always end up wandering again. It’s
like they have to travel to stay away from being in one place too
long. I always figured they didn't like society. But you seem to
like people. You love telling the stories just as much as you like
to listen to them. And you like kids. Little kids. Most adults do
not like being around children.”

“In my experience, little one, people are
just people. What they look like or what size they are doesn't
really matter. I have known Cadelim that couldn't sell water to a
dying man in the desert. I have known Shahadim monks that were as
religious as a stone wall. I even knew a Mreshi that wanted to be a
singer in a famous music hall back in Ilith Uani, and Mreshi can
barely intonate with their speech. Do not be too reliant on what
the common opinion is about groups of others. That is a fool's way
to a poor view of world.”

“Hmmm. I suppose. You don't like traveling by
yourself?”

“When I have such an entertaining person like
you in my life?” He smiled widely. “I’d rather be a dova.”

I laughed. “I think we can get that harness
to fit you. May have to widen it a bit.”

“Oh my wise pupil thinks he is funny,” he
said snapping his teeth together teasingly. “But to answer your
question, yes, I am different than other Oligar. I do travel, but
not for the solitude. I do it for the opposite reason. To be
connected.”

“How are you connected to anything if you are
never in one place?” I asked.

“Think of everyone you have met and
interacted since you arrived here. Darvid and his wife Anna keeping
the Inn at the Upper Falls... Master Orvil at his shop, with little
Henz breaking everything, Diggory and Amoss trading stories by the
firelight. The students and townsfolk.... your group of close
friends at the University! Your teachers! Lindie in her plight,
your brave defender Foss, gallant Coriant, gentle Darrif. Preceptor
Warren and his kindness, Preceptor Rowan with his drive to push
you. Ty and Chardie on the Silver, showing us the way the world
affects other people in far flung places in similar ways. Nhi and
blessed Raori, serving to protect us with little thought to their
own families and friends. And even now, with our new found friends.
Eleora, Jedidah, Frattal, Gabegi, each of them is a unique story!
Each is a singularity that will never exist again in this reality.
Then... there is you and I, and nothing more than a fateful day in
a forest far north of here. We are all connected, Ben. Traveling is
my way to connect with the world.”

“I had forgot about Henz,” I admitted. “What
a little dork.”

“Well, I won't hold you for forgetting Henz,”
Valor grinned. “You can lower the beam, I think this is set. And
now, you can meet some new people!”

Valor stood and called to the laughing group
of men by the fire. “Jed! If you could please stop verbally
assaulting our trader friends, I would like them to inspect what
they are paying us for.”

Jedidah looked over his shoulder and yelled
back. “Only an Oligar could find a reason to interrupt a great
story!”

“Well, only Oligar tell great stories, my
friend, so I will choose not to believe you,” Valor barked, which
made the Cadelim men laugh loudly. They slapped each other's
shoulders as they walked over.

“Ah, your ill apprentice is well!” Spoke the
first trader as he came up and presented his hand to me.

“I am indeed,” I said as I grasped his wrist.
Actual handshakes didn't seem to exist in Uan.

“Ben, this is Arrin Dis Cardin, and his two
sons, Forrif and Deen,” Valor said. “And this, Arrin, is a repaired
wagon.”

“Oh I am so estatic that we ran into you,
Maker Oligar. Your attentions were sorely needed... the last water
crossing was not gentle,” Arrin said with a wide grin.

“I am glad you are letting us travel with
you, so it was a glad meeting for both of us. With Ben recovering
under the administrations of his sister and uncle, we should be on
our way with our grumpy monk friends tomorrow?”

“First light!” Arrin laughed. He leaned over
conspiratorially. “And you are right about the monks... they
haven't said a word. In fact, I haven't seen them eat.”

Valor chuckled. “They do it when we are
asleep. Some sort of religious time for them.”

“Perhaps they are fasting,” I added.

Arrin laughed loudly. “Perhaps that little
monk shouldn't fast as much. I think it stunted his growth.”

Jedidah raised his cup to Valor. “Come back
to the fire gentlemen! The night is young. And I am pretty sure
Arrin just made mention of a small barrel of something that I may
be able to procure from him.”

Arrin raised his eyebrows to where his spiral
horns started with mock surprise. “I am surely not giving it
away.”

As the men headed back to the fire, they
meandered back to their stories. I leaned over to Valor and
whispered. “Uncle Jed? Sister Eleora? Seriously? Someone could have
told me that when I woke up.”

All I received in return was a low grunt of
laughter as he sauntered over to the fire.




Chapter 6

I don't think I was
drunk, but I sure was warm and fuzzy when I finally slinked back to
my bedroll. Jedidah, Valor, Arrin and his sons were still over by
the fire, talking quietly, with short bursts of hearty laughter. As
I pulled myself into my bedroll, Eleora threw me a haughty sniff
and rolled her eyes so hard I was sure I heard them smack the front
of her brain.

“Whatever,” I sighed.

“Whatever? Whatever, what?” She whispered
with a slight edge of steel.

“Whatever, 'Sis'. It means whatever. You
shouldn't be so critical all the time.”

“It is my duty to be critical, 'brother',”
she nearly spit. “Haven't you ever had to be critical of
anything?”

“Nope,” I said, lying. I was tired and
regretting saying anything in the first place.

“Liar.” She rolled the other way. Thank
god.

I think this is what passing out feels like.
The question that crossed my mind as I drifted off was why is the
ground tilting and spinning?
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