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For Andrew
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Ignoring the sheer drop to the tiny boulders below, Mikhail carefully reached through the thorny leaves surrounding the rare orlaine flower and softly grasped the blossom at the tip of the stem. He slowly twisted the stem between his thumb and forefinger until the ethereal beauty of the treacherous bush came away in his hand. With the utmost care Mikhail withdrew his hand, barely managing to keep his skin from touching the razor-sharp thorns.

He heaved a sigh of relief as he finally pulled his hand and the fragile blossom, both unscathed, from the orlaine bush. He twirled the flower as he considered it. It was his wife’s symbol and suited her perfectly. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever met. And the most prickly. She had been impossible to woo, but once he had survived that deadly landscape she had proven to be the most loving and amazing wife any man could dream of. She embodied the paradox of the flower on many levels, and he would spend the rest of his life finding more similarities, he was sure.

Mikhail took one more glance at the bush. He knew he was a fool for attempting to pick the flower without using Quat Theory, but it wouldn’t mean the same to her if he did. It would be too easy for him to bend the thorns out of his way or to cover their tips with berries or to make the flower pluck itself and fly out of the bush to him—but if he did any of those things, then giving her the orlaine blossom would be the same as picking any other flower. Worse. He would have negated the orlaine’s unique properties, the very properties that made his wife love the flower.

So Mikhail risked life and limb, or at the very least the skin on his arm, to give his wife of three years a special gift. The rarest, most beautiful flower in the world.

Now that he had the flower, Mikhail placed it between his teeth and scooted back from the edge of the cliff, his toes, belly and palms scraping forward in concert to return to a safer place.

Mikhail stood up and brushed himself off before removing the blossom from his mouth, when a voice spoke from behind.

“Mikhail Estovar?”

Mikhail spun like a cat and found himself facing an Islander around his age but wearing the dark blue mantle of a Quatist. There was only one person it could be.

“Alastar Aevraan.” Mikhail was surprised at the distrust that welled up within him. The prejudices of the Islanders were certainly rubbing off on him that he would distrust a fellow Quatist immediately just because of Alastar’s history with the Islands. “I am surprised to see you here. If you plan to return to the people below I should warn you that not less than a dozen arrows would be shot at you on sight.”

Alastar shrugged with a smile. “Of course they hate me. The rabble always hate great men. It is hardly a loss on my part.”

“What about your family? Your friends?” Mikhail swallowed the anger that arose from his wife being included in the word rabble. She had been in the high priesthood with Alastar and had worked with him closely.

Alastar only pursed his lips and tilted his head to the side to study Mikhail. He didn’t bother answering the questions.

“Well, I don’t care either way. Just thought you should know.” Mikhail looked at the wide, open sea that lay west of the Faellyn Islands. The sun hung low in the sky. He needed to head back or he wouldn’t have time to play with his son before bedtime. He nodded to Alastar and took a step away. “Well, I am sure I will see you on Quat sometime...”

“Sooner than you think,” Alastar said. “I’ve been sent to escort you back there.”

“Escort me? Why would I go back to Quat? My research is here!” He wanted to add that his family was here but knew that Alastar wouldn’t care about that. Alastar’s family was on the Faellyn Islands too and that didn’t make any difference to him.

“Your research has changed. The Board wants you to focus on other things now.”

Mikhail shook his head. “They can’t do that. I’m a Quatist, not an apprentice! I will not be ordered around!”

“I’m afraid the Board isn’t interested in your pet project now that they feel threatened. They want you to break all ties to the Faellyn Islands.”

“Like you did?” Mikhail glared at Alastar. “I will not give up my family, my research, or my freedom for the sake of Quat.”

“I recommend that you rethink that stance.” Wind from the sea whipped up the cliff, tousling Alastar’s hair, decreasing the intimidating effect he clearly attempted. “You do not want to be exiled.”

Mikhail felt his stomach tighten with the fear implanted in every apprentice of Quat. An exile was not only stripped of his power but his mind was also trapped in a constrictive vise. This vise allowed him to think as intelligently as ever but left him unable to command his body. When Mikhail had first become an apprentice, he had seen an exile nowhere near the end of his lifespan. The man had been drooling, and his limbs would randomly convulse, but when Mikhail looked in his eyes, he had seen the horror that only tortured intelligence could experience.

But just behind the clenching in Mikhail’s stomach was the realization that, of the six recorded exiles, none had been a very powerful Quatist. Mikhail was the most powerful Quatist alive.

He glanced at the wind blowing Alastar’s hair, smirking quickly as he acted upon this first thought. Immediately the wind gelled and thickened around Alastar’s head. Alastar’s eyes bulged as first his air supply was cut off and then his head was firmly squeezed as if by invisible vises. Mikhail nodded in satisfaction. It was just a little reminder to Alastar of the caliber of Quatist he was threatening.

Alastar’s sardonic smile should have been warning as the gel snapped back into regular air at the same time that Alastar blew fire from his mouth and wrapped invisible cords of scorching air around Mikhail’s body. Mikhail had enough time to realize that he was no longer the most powerful Quatist alive before a thickness settled into his mind, which prohibited him from retaliation. Mikhail watched helplessly, as if from behind a dark glass, as Alastar took the exact place they existed in space and time and lined it up directly beside a place in Quat at the exact same time and pulled him through to the Isle of Quat.

The rare orlaine blossom was caught upon the wind and blown out to the seas just west of the Faellyn Islands, where Mikhail’s beautiful wife and child waited for him.
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Tomorrow. That wasn’t very long to wait. Just one more day.

Tad watched as the apple peel slipped from his knife into the lazy ripples of a swimming hole. The water he had spent many hours cooling off in during the hot summer months of his youth tumbled further on down the river toward its resting place. The Pools of Ar’Dynn were not for swimming. Tad had never swum there; instead he contented himself with this swimming hole, which was nothing more than a widening of the river and lay several furlongs before the Pools.

Tad wouldn’t ever dream of swimming in the Pools of Ar’Dynn, although he couldn’t say why. His brother and some of the other boys had; they had even dared Tad to, and yet, although usually up for any dare, he seemed to be physically unable to dive into those depths. Even Etan had felt that it was wrong; he just didn’t care.

Thinking of his brother made Tad smile again in excitement as he finished cutting the peel from his apple and took a bite. Etan was coming home tomorrow. Finally, after five long years of training on the Isle of Quat, he was coming home for a visit before he was assigned a post somewhere else in the known world.

Tad couldn’t imagine such a life of adventure. He had been chosen for the life of a cooper at ten, the same age Etan had been chosen for the future life of a Quatist. All boys were chosen for their profession at ten in Lystra, although Tad had heard that in Wynndom it happened as late as fifteen, and in Midlothia, the boys could choose for themselves whenever they were ready to decide. Those were probably only rumors. Regardless of when and how their profession was chosen all apprenticeships started at nineteen. Apprenticeships used to start much earlier but the Quatists felt that children weren’t ready for the rigorous training on Quat so all apprenticeships were pushed back to start at the same time as the Quat apprenticeship.

Most boys followed their father’s trade, or at least the eldest son did, but Etan and Tad had no father. They never had, in their recollection. Their mother had moved to the mountain region when Tad was just a baby and never spoke of the man. So both boys were considered solely by their capabilities and interests, as well as by need.

Tad had never minded his training as a cooper until the last month or so. It had only recently occurred to him to wonder why his brother, elder by only three years, would be capable of becoming a Quatist while he was considered fit only to become a cooper. Etan wasn’t that much smarter.

Tad was proud of his brother. It wasn’t that he was jealous. He had never even heard of another person from the mountain region becoming a Quatist. The entire region boasted of the fact that they had finally produced a Quatist, and Etan would be treated as a prince no doubt when he returned. Some muttered that Etan wasn’t really from the mountain region so it was no great feat, but most claimed Tad’s family as natives, especially now that they were so distinguished, and ignored the grumblers.

Regardless, Tad had waited five long years to see his brother again, and he could barely stand the agonizing march of the sun across the sky. Tad had so many questions zipping about in his head. Would he look much older than he had at nineteen? He wouldn’t actually look like a Quatist, would he? The few he had seen were always so somber and old. Would he be much changed? They couldn’t change him, could they? It wasn’t that much different from learning a trade.

Tad shook his head to sort out the questions tumbling inside. Of course Etan wouldn’t look like a Quatist! He wouldn’t actually be called by that title until he had practiced at least twenty years, if he ever attained it. Quatists were the most talented, knowledgeable, and experienced people in the world; they operated at the highest level of scientific accomplishment. They were highly esteemed, even revered by some of the commoners. Etan would be a scientist now; that was all.

Tad stood, holding the apple by the stem as he stretched his arms as far away from him as he could. He rubbed his thumb and forefinger back and forth, twisting the apple above the water as he counted. The apple fell from the stem at fourteen. He shook his head as he flicked the stem into the water after it. It never worked.

Tad wasted the day by wandering through the forest that sheltered in the shadow of the sheer mountains bordering his nation. No one had ever crossed the Fortress Mountains to whatever land lay beyond and returned to tell about it. Everyone assumed that either meant that the mountains were impassable or that anyone who made it over perished in the treacherous land beyond. Tad liked to imagine that the reason no one returned was that the Unknown Lands were far too wonderful to want to bother with returning to Lystra. No one had even tried in Tad’s short lifetime, but his mother remembered someone trying to cross the mountains and assured him it was foolhardy. Tad agreed but didn’t cease imagining what such a paradise might look like.

The tiny village of Idynn that Tad had always called home was located at the crux of two mountain ranges, meeting, as they did, as far from the rest of the world as possible. Only a few people lived beyond the village in the shadows of either the Fortress or the Lystran Mountains. Nothing could be grown on the rocky crags, but a few fur traders and miners made the mountains their home by living off its laborious bounty. Yet even those he had questioned, who were the most familiar with the mountains, had never attempted to conquer a single peak.

As the first pangs of supper-hunger hit Tad and he headed for home, it occurred to him that he had given much more thought to what lay beyond the mountains than he had to the rest of the known world. Perhaps that was because his world lay closer to the Unknown Lands than it did to the other nations just across the river.

Besides, he could travel across Lystra as much as he desired, but travel to the other countries was strictly forbidden except to merchants with permission and to scientists. Beyond the countries here on the continent lay the Isle of Quat, which was completely off limits to anyone but those admitted to the studies of science. The Unknown Lands were more accessible to him than either Wynndom or Midlothia and certainly more than the Isle of Quat would ever be.

But tomorrow he would have a glimpse into travels through other countries and life in that mysterious island when his brother came home. Tad unconsciously broke from his steady pace into a trot.
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“Bring in some water, Tad,” his mother said as she glanced up at his entrance. Rynn was kneading bread for the baking she would typically do tomorrow but was instead trying to finish tonight, before Etan got home.

Tad loved to sit in the kitchen and watch her do the week’s baking. When he was a little boy, he had often spent one morning a week watching her, inhaling the sweet, warm, comforting smell and hoping for a tasty apple or berry tart still piping hot from the oven. Even now, as an adult, the smell and the even rhythm of the dough slapping the table each time she turned it made him smile.

A once-beautiful woman whose difficult life had made her merely pretty, Rynn den Lyra thought the world of her boys and had done everything she possibly could for them since their birth. Somehow she had managed to survive as a widow in one of the harshest environments in Lystra and, though the strain showed on her face, her spirit was as strong as ever.

Tad nodded, grabbed the empty buckets, and walked back out the door. He made his way to the well and dropped the first bucket in. He waited a moment to allow the bucket to sink below the water’s surface before he turned the crank to pull it up, regretting that the master cooper had insisted he spend the day preparing for his brother’s arrival. Now at the end of the day he had too much energy left. He would need to fill his evening with an arduous activity to help him slumber.

Tad filled both buckets for his mother and headed back to the house. They lived in a small white cottage with crisscrossing wooden timbers that consisted of one large room, which held all of the living space, and two smaller rooms to the side that held the beds; there was one for Rynn and one the boys had shared. A small room had been added in recent years to store the wines, ciders, and jams that Rynn sold, and as most of those had been sold through the winter months, there was room enough for the bedroll Tad would move onto once his brother returned. They might be brothers, but the role of scientist demanded some privacy to maintain the mystery of the office.

The cottage was sparse but not meager, especially now that Tad was making a little money from his apprenticeship to contribute to the household. It was surrounded by their own orchards and vineyards, except on the east side, which was wooded. Those woods ran flat a little ways and then began to ascend a slope that, if followed, would take one to the crest of a mountain.

He set the buckets down beside his mother and pecked a kiss on her cheek. She smiled at him and wiped a tendril of dark hair from her cheek, leaving a smudge of flour behind. She rounded the ball of dough and set it in a large wooden bowl on the mantle above the fireplace to rise during dinner.

“Are you excited, Ma?” Tad leaned against the heavy oak table, crossing his legs before him.

She wiped the white from her hands as she turned to her youngest boy with a calm smile, “I cannot wait to see him—much like you, I imagine.”

“What will he be like? Do you think he will be much changed?”

A shadow passed over Rynn’s eyes. “He will be changed, Tad, certainly more than we’ll even see.” She turned away from Tad before he could see the pain hidden behind her eyes.

“I know he’ll be different, but he’ll still be Etan.”

Rynn looked back at Tad, her eyes clear once more. “He will still be Etan.”

Dinner passed quietly. Rynn was a reserved woman, not much given to chatter, and Tad was too busy imagining Etan’s journey across the world to manage much conversation.

He wondered about the difficulty of the journey. Also, how much had the journey changed from when Etan left Lystra as a poor boy to his returning now as an educated scientist with coins jangling in his pocket? How much was a scientist’s allowance for a year? What sort of work did he do to earn what must certainly be ten times more than a cooper would make in his best year?

“What does a scientist actually do?” Tad lifted his head from the stew he had been staring at and hurriedly took a bite, only to find out it had long since cooled to a comfortable temperature.

Rynn chose her words carefully. “I do not know much about scientists, dear, but my understanding is that, along with learning more about how they think the world works, they are tasked with helping and advising the town councils and their citizens throughout the land. Those few who go on to become Quatists perform the same tasks for the kings or rule the Isle of Quat.”

“So Etan could be an advisor to Councilman Netwhin?” Tad grinned. “Netwhin wouldn’t take to that after whipping Etan sore after he hid his privy for a fortnight!”

Rynn smiled. “That is the exact reason that scientists are not assigned to their own village.”

“Will Etan know magic?” Tad leaned forward, his shirt laces dipping into his stew.

“That would be a better question for your brother.” She glanced reprovingly at the laces trailing circles in Tad’s bowl.

Tad followed her eyes and nonchalantly grabbed his laces, then put the ends in his mouth to suck the stew-juice from them.

Rynn sighed heavily, “Why did I have only boys?”

Tad grinned, his laces falling back to lay against his shirt, and dug into his cold stew heartily. “What fun would girls be, Ma?”

She shook her head affectionately and rose from the table with her empty bowl in her hands. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She paused for a moment and turned back to Tad. “Why do you think I had two boys, Tad?”

Tad shrugged. “It was happenstance; everyone knows that.”

“Do you really believe that?”

Tad peered into his mother’s eyes. “What else would it be?”

Rynn shrugged. “Who knows?”

Rynn crossed behind him to the other side of the room and Tad heard the familiar clink of dishes being cleaned. He wolfed down the rest of his stew, passed on a second helping, and joined his mother at the wash basin. He dumped his bowl and spoon into the warm water and glanced at her. She was contentedly washing the dishes, looking out the window as the fireflies began to light the field.

“I thought I’d split some more firewood tonight, Ma. Less chores for Etan’s visit that way.”

Rynn nodded silently. Tad patted her shoulder and left.

Rynn had been acting odd lately, and he couldn’t account for it. Since receiving news of Etan’s visit, she had been decidedly strange, dropping hints and asking questions about something beyond his comprehension. He didn’t know what had come over her, but the change was unsettling.
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Tad placed wood on the chopping block and swung his axe precisely to split the log in two and then again. He tossed the two small logs onto the ground, picked up the other half of the original log, and swung his axe again. He chopped until dusk had settled in and he had worked up a sweat. The pile of split logs was spilling into the deeper shadow of the barn, so he swung the axe one last time, driving it deep into the chopping block.

He bent to pick up an armful of logs and walked to the house, stacking the load neatly on the waiting logs. What does she mean to question happenstance? Was she going insane? Tad had found himself wondering this lately, as her questions and actions became more and more peculiar.

Rynn had even started dropping hints about Tad’s father lately, as if daring Tad to ask her about him. But Tad had learned that lesson ten years ago, when he had asked very simply how his father had died and she had become furious. Fury was an emotion that she had shown no more than six times in his and Etan’s collective memory. She had whipped him soundly and compelled him never to mention, either to her or to any living person, that such a man had ever existed. At eleven, Tad had been confused as to how anyone could doubt that a man had existed long enough, at some point, to sire two children with the same woman and either disappear or die shortly thereafter. But her fury had convinced him to leave his most burning questions unasked.

Each of those six instances of overwhelming anger had had to do somehow with their father or her past, with the sole exception of the time both boys had ventured into the Mists of Ar’Dynn on a dare one night. The Mists are a rare occurrence when the Pools are completely hidden by a multi-hued haze. The older people in the village claim that the Mists are the spirit of Ar’Dynn seeking souls to devour. 

The boys had scoffed at their mother’s belief in arcane superstition, and Rynn had insisted she was only concerned about them drowning in the invisible lakes. Both boys, however, were expert swimmers and knew the area well even when obscured. Tad had experienced something peculiar that night and always wondered what his mother knew about the Mists. Now, she was becoming more mysterious than ever, and Tad had no idea if he was still not supposed to ask about his father and her unknown past or if he was finally allowed to show interest in the most fascinating enigma he could imagine.

After Tad finished neatly stacking the woodpile, he went back inside the house to find he hadn’t noticed when his mother had come out to feed and milk the animals in the barn and gone back in to retire for the evening. He rinsed his face and teeth and made for his bed. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.

***
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The morning dawned clear and cool. Mercifully, Tad slept later than usual and saved himself two more hours of anxious anticipation. When he arrived at the table for breakfast, it was about two hours into his normal day at the cooper’s, and he only had a few hours to the midday meal when Etan was to be expected.

Tad spread jam over bread and walked outside to check on his mother. A quick round of the barn, hen house, and pen found her missing, and he returned to the house. Tad spent the next hour readying his room for Etan, moving his possessions to the storage shed for the coming fortnight. Tad had purposefully postponed this task to give his hands something to do this morning.

Once the bed and shelves were cleared of Tad’s belongings and the room had been generally tidied, Tad headed back outside. The room had had taken far longer than a room of that size should take—a testament to Tad’s messiness. He took a towel with him and made his way to the swimming hole.

Tad loved to swim. It was his time to relax and let his mind quiet. He didn’t think at all; he just drifted. Several hours passed in moments as he floated in the water. It wasn’t until he felt the sun shining directly on his face that his eyes popped open. The hole was surrounded by trees and only at midday did sunlight reach the water. He swam hard for the bank, his muscular arms pulling him quickly to the other side.

Tad glanced quickly at the trees surrounding the swimming hole, then, seeing no one, jumped out of the water and toweled his only-skin-clad body dry and quickly threw his clothes on. He tore through the woods at breakneck speed, chastising himself all the way. Only he could be late from his attempt to spend excess time quickly.

When he caught sight of the cottage, a grin spread across his face at the strange horse that was tied out front. Etan would have just arrived since his horse had not been properly stabled yet. Tad slowed to a fast walk. He was an adult now, not the sixteen-year-old boy his brother had last seen; he couldn’t arrive breathing heavy and sweating—well, there was nothing he could do about the sweat at this point—but at least he could walk to the front door.

Tad passed Etan’s horse, giving it a pat, and then looked over as the front door opened and Etan and Rynn stepped outside. Unnoticed beside the horse, Tad paused for a moment, considering his brother. There was a difference. His mother had been right.

The first difference was that Etan’s gangly nineteen-year-old frame had been replaced by a powerful physique, belying the physically passive apprenticeship he had just completed. The second was the full facial growth he had acquired in his absence. The third and final difference that Tad noticed was his bearing. It seemed almost regal to the common cooper’s apprentice from the farthest regions of Lystra. His brother held himself like a king.

It was the demeanor that decided it for Tad. He couldn’t help himself. He sprinted across the yard like a mountain cat leaping upon its prey.

The scientist hit the dirt in a tumble. He hadn’t seen Tad coming, but upon seeing his mother’s wide-eyed look, he had spun around and was hit hard in the stomach by Tad’s shoulder. The two grappled for a moment on the ground and then paused in a tangle, breathing heavy.

“I suppose brothers are always children when together,” a new voice spoke up, “although I had hoped the elder would have acquired more decorum.”

The boys looked up as one to see Councilman Netwhin looking down on them with the same disapproval he had shown them as boys.

Rynn stepped forward with a polite smile but no more than that. She was ferociously protective of her boys. “Do you need something of us, Councilman?”

He smiled, “I was merely sent as an emissary from the village to invite Etan, and you and Tad, of course, to a celebration being held in his honor tonight on the Village Green.”

Etan had untangled himself, so he rose and extended his hand to Councilman Netwhin, his composure restored once more regardless of the grass stains that now spotted his too-white mantle. “I would be honored, Councilman. Thank you.”

“Until tonight, then.” Netwhin spared a glance for Tad, who was now lounging nonchalantly in the yard with a long stem of grass in his mouth to chew.

Netwhin rolled his eyes and turned, heading back down the path toward the village. The cottage was just barely outside of the village, being only a ten-minute walk from the edge, and few villagers bothered saddling a horse to call on them.

Rumor had it that Netwhin, then merely one of five advisors to the previous councilman, had adamantly refused to allow Rynn to settle in their village without a full, verified explanation of her entire life story accounted before them. The councilman at that time, a doddering old man by all accounts, had overruled him. Those rumors had suggested that she had bewitched that councilman with her beauty and spirit and that he would have given her anything. Some claimed that he had given her the land and the cottage, but others said she had arrived with more money than any widow ought to have and that is how she bought their home. Rynn never commented either way, but she had been concerned when Netwhin had become councilman just a few years before Etan had left for the Isle of Quat. Although Netwhin was clearly disapproving of everything related to Rynn, he had never used his position to injure them. Tad wondered what Netwhin would do if he ever found even the slightest excuse to run them out of town.

For a moment they watched Netwhin’s retreating back in silence and then Etan grinned and lowered a hand down to Tad. Tad grabbed it and Etan pulled him to his feet and into a bear hug.

“My little brother.” He shook his head, looking at Tad. “You’ve become a man.”

Tad grinned. “And you’ve become a scientist.”

Etan laughed. “Then you’ve done better than me! Now that Tad’s deigned to show his face, may we eat, Ma? I’m half-starved.”

“I’ll finish up while you stable your horse and Tad washes up.” With one final glance at Councilman Netwhin’s increasingly distant form, Rynn disappeared into the house.

With matching grins, the boys turned in opposite directions to obey their mother’s command. Tad was pleased; everything seemed just like normal.
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The boys dropped into their usual chairs at the table with no ceremony and waited as Rynn filled their bowls from the pot nestled in the embers of the fireplace. She stood still for a moment, facing the fireplace with a bowl in each hand. She raised her head and hummed a few low notes as she had always done. 

Etan sighed heavily, shaking his head. He watched Rynn warily as she turned toward the table with a smile and set the first bowl down beside his plate of bread and cheese.

“That’s illegal, Ma. Don’t you know that?” Etan said as her hand let go of his bowl and she reached to set Tad’s porridge down in front of him.

“To hum? I didn’t realize Quatists had crossed into that level of tyrannical control.” Rynn’s voice was lightly amused as she returned to the fireplace to serve herself.

Etan stared stubbornly at her, offended by her response. “It is a serious matter to defy any law the Quatists have set in place.” 

She held her bowl in one hand and the spoon in the other as she whirled to face him. “Serious, only if one must hide a lifetime of habits from one’s family members, inside one’s own home.”

“Are you trying to make this a fight? While a scientist sits in your home, couldn’t you attempt to obey the law? Or at least not defy it with pleasure?”

“She likes to hum before eating the meal to enjoy it more. It makes sense to me,” Tad defended his mother, blissfully ignorant of the issue at hand. When Etan didn’t flinch, he added, “She’s always done that, Etan. It is just her way.”

“I will not change certain aspects about myself because of who is around me. I hope that I have raised a son who is strong enough to appreciate strength of conviction in others.” She put the spoon back in the serving bowl.

“What about raising a son who appreciates the rule of law? Why is that virtue not encouraged in this house?” Etan’s face was flushed with anger in perfect opposition to Rynn’s cool composure.

Rynn sat down at the table with her bowl and leaned forward. “There comes a time when one in authority must decide between attending to the intricacies of the rule of law or allowing those lives to flourish that the law was forged to protect. I am sure you will make the right decision.”

Tad looked from his mother to his brother in confusion. What does it matter that she hums or doesn’t hum? What are they talking about? He felt like a little kid once again, trying to understand the issues adults were discussing around him. It was irritating. He decided to ignore their argument and obtain some answers of his own.

“How was your trip, Etan? Which way did you come? What have you seen of Midlothia and Wynndom? What is the Isle of Quat like?”

Etan laughed. “You should have become a merchant with all of your interest in other places! You don’t ask one word about my training?” He took another bite of bread.

Tad grinned. “I am interested in your training. But I would like to hear about your trip to and from Quat first. I’ve never left this village, and I know I will never leave Lystra. I just want to know about other places, that’s all,” he finished lamely.

“I will tell you all about my trip first, then.” 

Etan’s smile was indulgent but it clearly hid a sense of sorrow for his brother’s limited future. Tad was determined to once again ignore the pity that everyone had started showing in recent years to this much-inferior relation of a scientist.

“When I left Idynn five years ago, I had seen as much of the world as you, Tad.” Etan grinned. “Which means I had swam where I shouldn’t, hiked where no one else had, and dreamed of the rest of the world. Well, I come back to you having seen parts of both Wynndom and Midlothia and, what even most merchants cannot claim, I have traveled and lived on the Isle of Quat.”

As Etan finished his dramatic introduction, Tad realized that he was leaning forward and gaping like a smooth-faced lad. He quickly leaned back and tried to appear focused on his meal, but his ears hung on every word and he couldn’t help asking a question or two.

“How long did you spend in Midlothia and Wynndom? Which country do you like best?” Then he made sure to casually pop a piece of cheese into his mouth.

Etan grinned at Rynn. “Sometimes I think Tad would have made a better scientist. He’s always got hundreds of questions about the world.”

“Just about other places. I don’t care why it rains or how plants grow or anything.” But Tad was pleased at Etan’s compliment.

“I spent about a month in both countries. It is important for scientists to have a little experience in the world before we are considered ready to leave the apprenticeship. I preferred Wynndom. It is much more wooded and relaxing. Midlothia has more farmland and grassland. I just prefer trees.”

Rynn beamed at Etan’s admission. “You get that from me.”

“I suppose I do. It definitely reminds me of home. It was nice to be raised among all these trees.”

“What about Quat?” Tad asked.

“I’m afraid I cannot say very much about Quat. Almost everything about the entire island is supposed to be a secret.”

Rynn harrumphed.

Etan’s head swiveled toward her and Tad could see another argument brewing.

“Okay,” Tad interrupted quickly, “your trip.”

“My trip from home to Quat was much as I described in my letters, although there was one particular incident that I was unable to include in my communications.”

This caught even Rynn’s interest. Her observation changed to intent in an instant.

“As I said, I traveled to Eastard City on foot, then took a boat down the canal to Mercator, where I changed to a Quat Ferry, which took me to the island. It was in Eastard City that I experienced something odd.”

Rynn’s eyes were sharp, but she remained silent. Tad wasn’t so reserved.

“What happened?” Tad demanded impatiently after a silent moment had passed.

Etan met Rynn’s eyes. “As I sat in the common room at an inn, finishing my meal before heading to bed, an old man approached me.”

Rynn tensed. Etan took the time to tear off a piece of bread, dip it into his stew, and eat it, letting the moment lengthen.

“He told me he would recognize me anywhere. That I was the spitting image of the master he had served years ago. He said I must be his son.”

Rynn rose from the table, clutching her bowl.

“Did he say a name?” Tad quickly inquired.

The hesitation was slight, miniscule even, but Tad noted it.

“He did not.”

Tad wondered at his brother’s lie. Etan had always been forthright, even when he knew he would get into trouble because of the truth.

“Did you give him any information about yourself?” Rynn’s knuckles were white as she gripped the bowl.

“No, and I assured him that he must have mistaken me for someone else. Just as you instructed me to do for anyone who thought they had connected me with someone else.”

“Good. You saved yourself some trouble.” Her tone was light, indifferent. “That is a typical ruse used to gain information and trust from a naïve young man traveling alone.” Rynn turned and headed to the sink with her unfinished bowl.

Etan stood and followed after her. Tad stayed at his chair, attempting to blend in lest they mince any words for his hearing. He needed to know what was going on. She had instructed Etan to dissemble if anyone recognized him? Why?

Etan voiced the same question, followed up with, “I am a naïve, young traveler no longer, Ma, and still I have been mistaken for another man.”

Silence.

“Even in Quat.”

Rynn whirled on him, her eyes flashing. “What do you mean voicing such thoughts? Have you learned nothing in all your studies?” She flew to close the windows.

Etan grimaced and joined her. Once the windows were closed, he growled, but with a lower voice, “How am I to keep our secrets, woman, if I don’t know what they are?”

“I am your mother. Do not ever refer to me in such a disrespectful way again.” Even when facing a scientist, Rynn was fearless.

Etan sat down, deflated. “Tad and I must know one day about our past, Ma. Don’t you think we are old enough now?”

Tad moved to the chair beside Etan, while his face battled between a stern, mature look to prove he was ready and the sweet, little boy look he had years ago found was irresistible to his mother. He looked as crazy as Old Mervyn, a doddering old man who lived on the outskirts of town, who had two persons dueling in his head.

Rynn’s stern look melted as her two sons, her one weakness, joined forces against her. She searched their eyes to discern their readiness.

Tad felt his heart quicken when he saw the decision in her eyes. He was finally going to find out about his father. Years of daydreams, dreams where his father was an explorer to the Unknown Lands or a prince who hadn’t been able to wed his mother or some other wonderful story, flashed through his mind. He was an adult now and had reasoned with himself that there was no exciting story behind his mother’s secrecy, but in this moment the decades of daydreams outweighed the year or so of rationality. And he hoped for the best.

Rynn took a deep breath. “I cannot tell you everything, but I will tell you this much. Your father is very much alive and wants you both, as well as me, dead.”

“Dead?” Etan’s tone belied his shock.

Tad was glad Etan had spoken first. He wondered if Etan had been considering those same boyhood daydreams. They had never discussed the forbidden subject growing up, even with each other, but Tad was sure Etan’s boyhood imaginings of their father had been similar to his own.

Rynn nodded. “Not something I wanted to burden young boys with, but, as you said, you are men now.” Rynn studied them intently; when she spoke again it was stern. “I wonder if now you can understand why I didn’t tell you bedtime stories about your father as you were growing up.”

Etan nodded, his brows furrowed; Tad’s mind was still reeling. Who would want to kill them? Why? He believed his mother implicitly; he had never known her to lie, but it was unfathomable that anything about their quiet life would warrant someone’s hate. Especially a father’s.

“I assume I look like him?” Etan asked finally, his voice tight.

Rynn nodded begrudgingly.

“Why was I recognized in Quat?” His tone was deceptively neutral.

Rynn cocked her head to regard Etan, and Tad’s eyes grew wide as the only possible explanation hit him.

“Because your father lived there.”

Tad groaned. “Please tell me that the man who wants to kill us is just a cook or gardener on Quat. Someone who doesn’t wield incredible power. Right?”

Etan shook his head. “Cooks’ sons are not chosen to study science, Tad.”

“That’s just great. Why couldn’t our family secret have been something pleasant?”

Rynn spared Tad a sympathetic look but then focused intently on Etan. “Who recognized you? What happened? This is important; our very lives may depend on this answer.”

Tad considered his mother’s taut mannerisms. He had seen her on point like this only twice before, when she had heard some news of the outside world. He hadn’t understood it then, but now he saw that she was like a deer, or maybe a lioness, poised to run or to strike, whatever it took to protect her young.

Etan considered his words, then spoke slowly. “It was a Professor Bant. He said I looked like a student he had had previously. I shrugged and said I didn’t know anyone who’d ever come to Quat before. He said I must just have a common face and that he didn’t remember who it was anyway.”

Rynn’s eyes sharpened. “He remembered your father.”

Etan shook his head, “I don’t think so. He seems to be a genuinely forgetful person.”

Tad had difficulty following the conversation as the room seemed to close around him. He considered the friendly crackle of the fireplace, keeping the stew warm, the wrapped bread and pie promising tasty treats in the coming days, and the sturdy woodbox sitting next to the fire, a box he had filled daily for as long as he could remember. Nothing about his world had changed with this revelation, but somehow everything he saw felt like a farce. What place did a cheery fireplace hold in this new future of danger and threats? The world hadn’t changed, but the eyes he beheld it with were different somehow now.

Rynn leaned forward and spoke persuasively. “Your father was probably the most promising student that man ever had. Professors don’t forget that. Besides, neither your face nor your father’s is common. You are both extremely handsome. Our only hope is that senility has taken over the active part of the man’s brain and, while he might remember your father from decades ago, that he doesn’t know the significance of you being his son.”

“What is that significance? Why would my own father want to kill me?”

“And me, Etan.” Tad spoke up like the forgotten child. “He wants to kill both of us. That means it doesn’t have anything to do with your being a scientist, does it?”

“Both of you are in danger equally, believe me.” Rynn focused on her elder son. “You are in a difficult position, Etan. Your family and your ideology are at odds. You can either throw in your lot with the Isle of Quat against us or you can defy your future and claim your place with your family as targets of your masters. That is a difficult choice, even for a sage.”

Etan nodded mutely.

Tad edged away from his brother. Is he really considering turning in his own mother and brother to a murderous Quatist? Tad had heard of brainwashing but had never believed it; now he wasn’t so sure.

“I don’t see how it is much of a choice, Etan. He wants to kill you too,” Tad reminded them. “Anyway, you didn’t answer him, Ma. Why would our father”—Tad couldn’t bring himself to refer to an unknown, murderous man as his Da—“want us dead?”

“What motivates any man, especially a powerful one, to commit murder?” Rynn asked. “It is quite simple. Fear.”

“I can see that with Etan; maybe he would be a rival someday. But a simple cooper would be no threat to a scientist, to any Quatist. Why me?”

Etan snorted, “You know our mother better than to believe she would answer such a direct and vital question!”

Rynn glared at him, then turned to Tad. Her expression was a touch sheepish. “That is a secret too dangerous for you to know yet.”

“Are you kidding me?” Etan exclaimed. “What is more dangerous to Tad than a Quatist wanting to kill him? I can’t imagine how knowing why could be more dangerous than that. We believe that knowledge is the most important weapon—whether for defense or offense.”

Rynn swirled toward Etan with ferocious grace. “I will never accept a lecture from a scientist on the evils of withholding knowledge,” her voice dripped with quiet venom.

Etan’s mouth snapped shut, his eyes wide with astonishment. Tad had never before seen his mother without at least a covering of civility and charm, even in anger, but that—that was primal.

She was not accepting the transformation of her beloved eldest son into a scientist very well, it seemed. Perhaps she had hoped that he would have withstood the Quatists’ guile a little better.

After a deadly pause, Rynn turned back to Tad, her face a calm, motherly mask once again, though her voice still held a touch of the previous fervor. “There are many things in this world that are more dangerous than the death threat of a Quatist. Trust your mother to know that your time for that knowledge is not yet come and be glad.”

Rynn heaved a tired sigh as if she had been hauling water uphill all day instead of merely talking on an unpleasant subject with her sons. She sank down opposite them and said, “Now, let’s talk on something more pleasant, boys, shall we? Isn’t it an honor that the town is holding a celebration for you, Etan?”

Rynn was a master at controlling conversation and her sons were well-trained to follow her lead. Besides, she’s exhausted and is not going to give us any more information anyway, Tad decided, and he wanted the evening to end on a pleasant note as much as she did.

Tad grinned teasingly at his brother. “And I have heard from several sources that it was Lynna’s idea. She sure has gotten prettier these last five years...”

Etan rolled his eyes. “I haven’t thought one time about Lynna these five years. I expected her to be married by now.”

“Haven’t thought of her once? Other than thinking of her being married! You ox head!” Tad laughed.

Etan shoved him to the floor and Tad’s laughter grew. He had certainly hit that nail on the head! It was nice to have his brother home again.

***
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It wasn’t until later that day, while Etan walked to town to visit some friends, that Tad had a chance to speak with his mother alone.

“Would Etan really turn us in to the Quatists, Ma?” he asked as they walked among the grapevines growing in the middle of their property. The sun filtered brightly through the leaves, making bright and dark patches lace across their feet as they made their way among the vines.

Rynn tended as she walked, carefully considering bunches and branches and leaves. Anyone could tell that Rynn loved her trees and vines. She didn’t have any row crops as so many in the village did. She had explained to him that there was no need with everyone else doing it. “Besides, what good would a woman be at plowing a field?” she had laughed. “No, only what grows on vine, bush, or tree is for me. Peasants bend to the earth for their food; we reach to the sky for ours.”

At ten, Tad had been confused at the difference she was referring to. There were no classes in Idynn; everyone was the same but, then again, his mother was not from here. She was different. She even looked different.

She was tall and willowy, with long, thick, dark hair and emerald eyes. She was beautiful and fierce. Every man in town might desire her, but it had taken years before any would even talk to her.

Etan looked like the villagers. He was light-skinned, blond-haired, and had piercing blue eyes. He was taller and broader than most of the other villagers, as if from a similar but larger stock, and the handsomest boy in the village. Handsomest man, now.

Tad looked more like his mother. He had dark hair and green eyes. He was larger than the other boys but only in height; he was lean, not bulky like his brother. He was certainly not the most handsome in the village, which was proved continually by all the girls drooling over his brother.

Rynn looked up from the grapes, pulling a browned leaf off as she stood. She shook her head. “I don’t know. People change. Their allegiances change. He considers himself a scientist now, not a den Lyra.”

“Is our father the only threat?”

Rynn shook her head. “Nearly all Quatists would want to kill you both if they knew who you were.”

Tad boiled. “How could you let him go to Quat then? He might have been killed at any moment!”

Rynn nodded sadly. “I did everything I could on that end but, unfortunately, when Etan was tested and I attempted to override it, I was put off, and by the time he was leaving Councilman Netwhin had taken over. My pleas seemed to make him more, rather than less, eager to see it done. In the end I had to trust to...my hope that he would be all right.”

“Hope isn't any sort of assurance, Ma,” Tad countered.

Rynn shrugged, “Sometimes that is all one can do. However, Quatists seldom bother with the training of apprentice scientists. Your brother is in more danger now because he can come into contact with Quatists who may know your father or with your father himself. But I did keep you from being apprenticed to those men.”

“Me? I didn’t show promise enough to become a scientist.” His shame came through his attempt at nonchalance.

Rynn dropped the diseased leaf that she had just plucked and grabbed Tad’s hand.

“You could be a Quatist if you wanted; you have surpassing potential—but I wanted something more for you.” 

“A cooper?” Tad was completely confused now.

Rynn shook her head and looked around. When she met his eyes once more, hers burned with pride. “I want you to return to my people and claim your heritage.”

Tad couldn’t help the spark of excitement that shot through him. Leave Idynn? See another part of Lystra? Claim my heritage? That sounds promising, he thought eagerly.

“Where am I going?” he asked aloud.

“I am afraid I have been sealed to my secrecy. I cannot say more to you or anyone else than I already have. My liberty has been spent. But please know that you have far-reaching potential that you haven’t even begun to realize.”

Tad stood a little taller under her praise. He hadn’t realized how much his brother’s success had burdened him. He was proud of his brother but, at the same time, had been terribly ashamed of his own future. Now he didn’t have to be.

“Of course, you cannot tell anyone of what I have just said. As far as they are concerned, I am from somewhere else in Lystra.”

“But you’re not?” Tad countered, trying to get more information from her.

Rynn smiled, “Maybe I am; maybe I am not.”

Tad sighed. “Back to your standard reply, I see.” Tad turned to keep walking.

Rynn grabbed his upper arm. Tad stopped and turned back to her.

Her voice was hushed. “Very shortly I will give you a task. Once you’ve begun it, it will lead you to that place.”

“To where you come from?”

Rynn made a shushing sound and tilted her head, listening. “Not a word to anyone. Not even your brother.” She turned and made her way back to the house.

Tad remained there, looking after her.

A few moments later his best friend, Chet, popped through the vines. How had his mother heard him coming?

“Saw Etan in the village. Thought you might feel like fighting.”

“Why would I want to fight?”

Chet rolled his eyes. “You always remember him better than he is. Besides, I
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