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			PROLOGUE

			“What have you done!” Walde gripped the younger boy’s skinny wrists, wincing as purple dye dribbled from Jak’s hands onto Walde’s clenched fingers. He gripped the boy tighter.

			“Nothin. Didn’t do nothin’,” Jak said.

			Walde threw another glance at the overturned pot of dye on the table. He didn’t want to think about how much the dye had cost his father to make, the precious blossoms that had been mashed and steeped, now gone to waste. Jak had no clue and probably wouldn’t care even if Walde told him.

			“You’re hurtin’ me!”

			Walde had glimpsed the boy slinking around the work tent. Jak came from a family of eight, and with the father absent during long hunts, the children often ran wild. Although only a few years Jak’s senior, Walde felt infinitely older.

			Anger heated Walde’s face. He thought about the many ways he could hurt him. Rub dye in his eyes, strip off his clothes, and then write something foul on his back and send him home that way. His lips curled as his mind churned with possibilities.

			“Please,” Jak whimpered.

			Push it down, Walde.

			The memory of his father’s voice made him flinch. Walde strove to ignore it, but it loomed like a shadow at his back. Watching. Waiting to see what he’d do. The sensation might’ve made him even angrier if he’d let it. Instead, he drew a harsh breath and pushed his anger down. Little by little, his grip loosened until his hands fell to his sides.

			Jak didn’t move. They both stared fixedly at the floor, at the dye pooling under the table.

			Heavy footsteps made them both jump. The leather walls of the tent swayed gently as Walde’s father, tall and stocky with thick brown hair and piercing blue eyes, lifted the leather door flap and entered. He went still as he took in the spilled pot of dye and the boy Walde had cornered.

			He fixed Walde with a piercing stare.

			“He knocked it over,” Walde said tightly. “I came in, and he was playing in it.”

			His father didn’t seem to care about the dye. He looked from Jak’s smeared wrists to Walde’s purple palms, then back to Jak again. “Are you hurt?” he asked the boy.

			Jak stared hard at the floor. “No. He didn’t hurt me.”

			He gave a satisfied nod, then strode over to Jak, threw him over a meaty shoulder, and left the work tent. The leather flap swayed and went still.

			Walde righted the pot. He considered scooping the remaining dye off the table, but much of it had already sunk into the bare wood. He shook his head as he gazed at the soft leather hides piled neatly in a box on the floor. There wouldn’t be enough dye to stain them now, and without the color, the merchants wouldn’t want them. Not a catastrophe, but a terrible blow all the same. Hopefully, Jak’s mother would give the boy a sound thrashing.

			He was sitting on a chair, staring blankly at his sticky hands and thinking about all the things they would have to do without when the heavy footsteps returned and the door swung open. His father, Carrac, crouched beside the chair so they were at eye level. “I took him back to his mother.”

			Walde nodded and let his untidy brown hair fall over his eyes. His father’s relentless gaze was growing intolerable. “What is it?” Walde muttered at last.

			“You pushed your anger down.”

			“Yes.”

			“I’m proud of you.” Carrac slid a stained cloth out of his belt and wiped the dye off Walde’s hands.

			“But look what we lost.” He gestured sharply to the hides.

			“It was a price well paid.”

			Walde opened his mouth to protest, but something new lay on his father’s open palm, glittering in the light that spilled through cracks in the walls.

			“This was my father’s,” Carrac said.

			It wasn’t made of iron, Walde thought idly. Iron would’ve rusted after so many years. His father lifted its leather cord and held up the square medallion for Walde to examine. The corners showed no evidence of welding but were as smooth and sharp as the green edge of a new leaf. “Strange,” he heard himself whisper.

			Carrac grinned. “So I thought when it was given to me.” He let it rest flat on his palm.

			Walde grazed it with his finger. “It’s like a box without a lid or a floor.”

			Carrac’s smile stilled; something deep and wise entered his face. “A box…or a room. I like to think of the sides as walls. Strong, solid walls.” He closed his eyes. “In the darkness, I can feel them.”

			When his eyes didn’t reopen, Walde closed his own. A breeze stirred the tent, making the door flap. Then silence descended, and he saw the box in the dark of his mind. Metal walls rose around him, enclosing him as the earth might. But he felt no fear. There was power here. He longed to know if the power was only in his imagination, or if it was real.

			His father’s voice drifted in. “This is where you keep them, Walde.”

			“Them?”

			“All your strong emotions like anger, fear, pain, and sadness. This is where they go. And the walls hold them in, strong and tight.”

			“What about the good ones—?”

			“If they’re strong, they go in, too.” His voice caught, and Walde opened his eyes, wondering. “Do you understand me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good.” He pushed the leather cord over Walde’s head and tucked the medallion under the neck of his tunic.

			“Do other people wear these?”

			“No. Nothing like this. Others have their own way to stay calm, but they don’t talk about it, because it’s theirs.”

			Secret, whispered the air between them. Only adults shared important secrets.

			Walde traced the shape of the medallion over his tunic and in an instant had plunged the sudden stab of joy he’d felt in becoming an adult in his father’s eyes into the small box around his neck. “Our secret,” he said, smiling.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			In the mists of time, the Worldtree seeded us from her womb pods. The summer sun warmed her, the rain wetted her roots, and when she grew heavy with life, she loosed us into the world.

			—A fragment of the Seed Pod legend, translated from the old tongue

			A lake sparkled in the sunlight. Its southern end opened to become a turbulent river that traveled many miles before pooling in a harbor by the sea. Two smaller rivers flowed into the lake’s northern end. Huge deciduous trees lined the west side of the lake. The stone-littered wastes stretched out behind them, home to mountain goats, rabbits, and if one traveled far enough inland, wild horses. The wastes offered neither shade from the sun nor shelter from the rain. The lake’s east bank was bare of trees. The same sort of wastes spread out from it until the earth softened to patches of marsh and remained in that state until the mountains began.

			Walde glimpsed the hazy line of those mountains through the branches as he swung in his hammock. He was over two hundred feet up, in the largest of the trees lining the lake’s west bank. The one called First Mothertree. Hundreds of other people lived and worked in the First alongside him. But as it was nearing the end of seventh day, most reclined as Walde did in hammocks or huts. Walde had strung his hammock in the highest branches, where he could enjoy the best views.

			He was a wiry lad of twenty-two summers, dark-haired, dark-eyed, with the sun-browned skin of a wastes hunter. His hands were forever darkened by leather dye. The smell, too, stayed with him—a bitterness edged with something sweet.

			His sweetheart, Rona, wriggled out from under the crook of his arm and wagged a finger at the canopy above them. “Leaves are taking their good time coming in. It hasn’t been cold. Do you think something’s wrong?”

			The hammock creaked as wind stirred the branches. Walde scratched the week’s growth of hair on his chin, hiding a frown. “They always come in.” He couldn’t quite manage to sound confident, though. In truth, there were fewer leaves every year. Fewer blossoms. Fewer seed pods. The decline had been happening for decades, and it showed no sign of letting up. The pod harvest the previous spring had been scanty. Some said the changing weather had caused it. Others said the songs were at fault.

			Walde anticipated his surge of frustration and doused it. He, like most youths in the villages, took turns playing for the First Mothertree at the song rite. His instrument was a three-stringed lyra, a family heirloom crafted generations ago from scraped seed pod hulls. He played hard during the song rite but the songs were old and tired. If the elders allowed new songs, maybe things would change.

			He kissed Rona’s sleek black hair and then laid his head back onto the pack that cushioned his head. “What are you thinking?”

			She chewed her lip. “Just about something my father said. He thinks that all the Mothertrees are connected somehow, like they all share the same spirit, and that if the Harborlanders really killed their First, then maybe that’s why our trees are failing this year.”

			“The Harborlanders didn’t kill their First. That was just a rumor.” He managed to sound confident despite a twinge in his belly.

			Half a year ago, a tinker told a barmaid that the Harborlanders had killed their First Mothertree. A guard must have overheard the conversation, for in half a breath, the tinker was escorted to the elder’s hut. The tinker wouldn’t speak another word about it after that, even for coin.

			In the end, no one took the rumor seriously except for the barmaid. Enda threatened to journey to the Harborlands herself to see if it were true. But she never did. The sea was many days south of there. To reach it, one had to travel through lonely stretches of land devoid of shelter and friends.

			Of all the villagers, only the hunters knew what wastes travel was like. But Enda couldn’t persuade even one of them, either with pods or Ona—the spirit distilled from spring sap—to make the journey. Walde understood their reluctance. Who would dare give credence to such a rumor by acting on it? A First wasn’t just another Mothertree. In all three lands, the Firsts were the oldest and strongest. All the Mothertrees alongside them had been sprouted from the First’s pods, making them mother to them all.

			Rona said, “Don’t you think it’s possible the tinker was telling the truth?”

			“No. I really don’t.” At least, he told himself he didn’t believe it. The very thought of killing a Mothertree made him queasy, never mind a First.

			“But what reason would the tinker have to lie? And if he did lie, why didn’t he set things straight after coming out of the elder’s hut? They hushed him. Plain and simple.”

			Walde propped himself up on an elbow and stared at her wide brown eyes, the worry lines creasing her forehead. “Do you really believe this, Rona?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe. The way things are going now, anything seems possible. Think of the Woodlanders.”

			South of the Lowlands lay a grove of Mothertrees nestled in a forest of much smaller trees. The area was known as the Woodlands, and those who dwelled in the Mothertrees were called Woodlanders.

			So it had been from time immemorial. But a few years ago, the Woodlanders had abandoned their Mothertrees and moved into stone huts in the Lowlands—a marshy area peopled by descendants of tinkers. The move was absurd. Unthinkable. And yet, over time, it seemed that more and more people envied the Lowlanders’ wealth and space. Rumor had it that some of the Harborlanders had also left their Mothertrees.

			The desire was foreign to him. He thought about the wattle-and-daub huts secured to strong branches, the solid, maintained paths. This was all he had ever known, and he loved it. What would it be like to live in a stone house on the bare ground? Cold and lonely, he imagined. Only one stone structure stood in the Lakelands, and it had been built as a prison.

			He said, “Moving away from your Mothertree isn’t the same as killing it.” He snorted and shook his head. “The whole idea is ridiculous. Why kill a Mothertree? And how?”

			She threw him a tense, sideways glance then lowered her voice. “Enda told me they used Reachers.”

			“Of course they did.” He loosed another snort, then lay back and sighed.

			A cool breeze, common in the early evening hours, stirred his hair and tunic. He took Rona’s arm from her side and held it as he would a lyra. Clearing his throat to get her attention, he drew an invisible bow across it. As he did, he made a pitiful creaking sound in his throat.

			Rona wrenched her arm back. “You’re not listening to me. Or maybe you are listening and don’t care.”

			“Reachers,” he said with reluctance.

			Every so often, a man or woman born in the Mothertrees developed a strange power. They claimed they could use it to help or hinder the Mothertrees. However, any evidence of help was founded on myths and legends. In every case during the last century, Reachers had done harm—whether intentionally or unintentionally—to a Mothertree. The last known Reacher had caused all the leaves to drop off one of the branches under her hut. Later, the branch dried up and died.

			Walde had never met the woman. He had been a child at the time, and the Reacher had been raised in a different tree. He said, “That last Reacher—”

			“Marris?”

			“Yes, that was her.” The price for being a Reacher was death. Banishment, Walde thought, would have been more merciful. But Mothertrees were sacred, and anything that could cause such insidious, ongoing damage was no better than a disease. “Do you know anyone who attended her hanging?”

			“My mother did,” she said.

			“I heard that her palms flared as she died.”

			Rona’s gaze grew distant as she stared up into the canopy. “Mother said that her palms turned as white as lake ice, and it was as if the whiteness itself shone, like something spun from cold starlight.”

			The hairs on his arms stood up. Walde stowed his emotion with a giddy haste. “That was a long time ago. Fourteen years,” he calculated. “And there hasn’t been a single incident since. How many Reachers have been hanged here in the past century? Eight?”

			Rona seemed to catch the drift of his thoughts. “It doesn’t seem like many, but the Lakelands are smaller than the Harborlands. There’d be more Reachers over there.”

			“Maybe. Or maybe not. Didn’t the Harborlands elders round up a group of them a few years back?”

			“Those are only the ones they found.”

			“Still, I wonder how many could be left after that.” He shook his head. “I think Reachers are rare, and even if the Harborlanders found more, can you imagine how long it would take to completely destroy a First, trunk and all?”

			She stared back at him for some moments before sinking back into the hammock. “When you put it that way, it doesn’t make a whole lot of sense.”

			“No,” he said with finality, “it doesn’t.” Even if there were enough Reachers to do the job, he thought, the very idea was preposterous. As long as a Mothertree produced trade goods, people would fight to keep it. And if the tree didn’t produce, then it was dead anyway. Or halfway there. Why hurry that death along in such a complicated, risky way?

			“Maybe,” she said, “it was just tinker-talk. We’re so far from everything here. Tinkers can say whatever they want and there’d be no way to disprove it.”

			A fleck of sunlight had come to settle near her ear. Walde leaned in and kissed it. Knowing the game, she reached up and took light from his jaw. They kissed gently, quietly as the sun lowered and the light faded. As his hand slid under her back, he was tempted as always to let everything go, every emotion.

			Sometimes he dreamed of doing that very thing. In his most vivid dreams, the medallion cracked and every emotion went free, like some giant fanged beast let loose from its cage. But he willed it on, even as it raged and destroyed, because it wasn’t made only of bad things. The good in it was clean and bright and strong.

			All of a sudden, a horn call sounded, and they both jerked upright. “Speak of the devil,” she said. “The tinkers are back.”

			He and Rona climbed off the hammock onto its supporting branches. With the ease of experience, they untied the hammock’s ends and Walde rolled it up and stuffed it into his pack. “Should we take the bridges to the stairs?” he asked. “The light is getting low.”

			Rona snorted and swung effortlessly down onto a lower branch. Walde descended cautiously above her, testing the smaller branches before trusting his weight to them. It was a long climb down to the midpoint of the tree where Walde and his father lived. He enjoyed climbing from time to time, but not at twilight. Despite his caution, though, he was almost at Rona’s side when they reached a sturdy footpath.

			Other villagers were already ahead of them, some gripping baskets of gifts for visiting officials who might have arrived with the tinkers, others carrying unruly children over their shoulders. The lamplighters were at work now, illuminating the numerous paths that spanned the largest branches.

			This was the midpoint of the tree. Poorer folk lived in the upper branches. There, instead of sturdy wooden paths, narrow, lightweight bridges spidered through the branches. The wood for the paths came from a grove of maple trees farmed at the lake’s north end; a tidy garden that bore no resemblance to the stately chain of giants the villagers inhabited. The Mothertrees.

			“The tinkers arrived just in time for the song rite,” Rona said, tossing him a sideways smile.

			Walde sighed. Tomorrow would be nothing but trading. The rite would be treated as an afterthought. “Jak and I were supposed to practice in the morning. Now I don’t know when we’ll find the time.”

			“You’ll both be fine,” she promised. “Besides, hasn’t he been hoping to get bronze strings for his harp? Here’s his chance.”

			Walde’s father would be happy too. He and Walde had just finished staining their last haul. The deep purple skins were coveted by the Lowlanders, and with the scarcity of blossoms, the price for dye rose every year. Walde slowed to glance at the dark windows of the hut he shared with his father. Carrac must have already left.

			The tree’s trunk was a shadowy wall stretching both above and below them. A wide platform had been built around the trunk. Huts of various shapes and sizes rested atop it, encircling the tree like a bracelet on an arm. Most were centers for the public—an herbalist’s tent, a water station (also used for putting out fires, though few ever happened, and if they did, the Mothertree was remarkably resistant to flame), and the elders’ meeting hut. There were also two lift stations that worked using a system of levers and pulleys. One transported waste down the tree, the other transported people who had paid the monthly fee or were aged or disabled. Everyone else had to take the uneven wooden stairs that wound around the trunk to the bottom.

			Rona groaned as they neared the lift. A long line had formed behind it, and since the lift’s basket only supported three people at a time, the wait would be phenomenal. In wordless agreement, they passed the lift without slowing and joined the spill of people on the stairs.

			They caught up with Walde’s father before reaching the next level down. Carrac grinned at them. He had changed little since Walde was a boy. Some of his hair had migrated from his scalp to his chin, and he had gained a few more laugh lines, but he was the same strong, cheerful, and maddeningly mysterious man that Walde knew as a boy. Walde had no memory of his mother, who had died in a tragic fall only months after giving birth to him.

			Carrac shouted to be heard over the crowd. “You’re a couple of rumples.”

			Walde caught the sack his father tossed to him and set it on his shoulder. “We had a lovely evening.”

			Rona had breezed on ahead of them. She disliked Carrac with a passion that confounded Walde. Carrac was a gruff and private man, but he was also kind-hearted, even-tempered, and industrious, a man who had scraped his way down the tree through his own hard work, leaving his relatives still hanging in the treetops. Walde suspected he would become just like him, but whenever he warned Rona of the possibility, she merely laughed at him.

			The stairs ended at the tree’s base. They joined the milling crowd on the patio surrounding the trunk and made their way to the floating docks. The boardwalk along the lake’s edge was a meeting place for folk from all the villages. During the day, vendors set up tents and street musicians played homemade instruments. Fishermen sold their catch on the docks.

			Night had fallen, and the tents were long gone. The lake was hazy with a low mist. The row of lamps lighting the boardwalk flickered as bodies gathered on the planks: Lakeland peacekeeper guards along the edge with common folk behind them.

			The First Mothertree was situated at the southernmost tip of the lake, with the fast-moving Nadi River only half a mile away. The tinkers always blew a horn when they arrived from across the lake, and while they waited for a ferry to fetch them, they unloaded their goods. Their horses and wagons would remain on the east bank, tended by their wives and children.

			Usually they came in the late afternoon. A night arrival usually meant that officials had traveled with them. This, along with the repeated horn call, told everyone who would be stepping off the boat.

			The crowd was unusually quiet as the ferry drifted with excruciating slowness across the water and into dock. Ropes were thrown and tied, and a gangway was lowered so the visitors could disembark. The tribal elders stood in two lines on the dock to greet them. They wore their belted purple surcoats and bore gifts in their arms.

			But the familiar men who stepped off the gangway did not resemble visiting officials from the Harborlands. Their traditional surcoats had been replaced by long, flowing robes with broad sleeves that all but covered their hands. The material was not kessa—a fabric spun from the silk of Mothertree pods—or even linen, but something thicker, rougher. Probably kriksa, Walde thought, though he hoped he was wrong. Kriksa was a fabric woven from llonal, a plant that grew in the Lowland bogs. The Lakelanders called llonal “bog thread” and the material spun from it “bog rags.” Tinkers didn’t even carry it to sell, since no one in the Lakelands would buy it.

			Even if the material wasn’t kriksa, the officials had made a statement merely by the cut of their cloaks. The treefolk wore short, fitted tunics of kessa or farmed linen, and soft leather hosen or trousers. Such long, loose robes as the ones these men wore were not practical for tree living. It would take nothing for such sleeves to catch on a branch, especially on a windy day.

			The reality of the situation landed hard and settled like a lump in Walde’s stomach. Could it be that the Harborlanders were following the same course as the Woodlanders? He thrust the thought away before it stirred his anxiety to a higher level than he’d already allowed it to go.

			The elders greeted the visitors as if nothing were amiss and then turned and waved folk back a little to make a space for the gifts. Giving gifts to visiting officials was an age-old custom. It was usually done with joy, but there were few smiles as family heads came forward to place gifts at the visitors’ feet.

			Walde handed his father the sack and watched Carrac join the long line of gift-givers on the boardwalk.

			After a while, his gaze drifted to the hazy lights on the lake’s east bank. Many of the tinkers would be building fires and settling in for the night. Their children would be laughing and playing.

			No one worrying that their way of life might be about to vanish like a fine mist.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Who are the tinkers? That question has haunted us for centuries. Ask a tinker, and he’ll give you any number of myths and legends. Among the most famous is that they descended from Stergis, god of wealth and prosperity. Others believe tinkers are descendants of banished treefolk, of men and women expelled from their villages for crimes such as incest and murder.

			But this, too, is conjecture. In this treatise, I bring together history and myth with the aim of painting a convincing picture of who these people really are.

			—Anon. From a scorched fragment found behind a wood stove in an abandoned Woodlands hut

			The officials vanished after gift-giving that night and didn’t reappear the next day. They were last seen following the head elders from all sixteen Mothertree villages into the First’s meeting hut, and rumor had it they were still there, afraid to soil their bog rags.

			With their disappearance, the atmosphere lightened. The Lakelanders set aside the officials like a strong emotion and focused instead on wheedling answers from the tinkers.

			Their success, Walde thought later, was spotty at best.

			He and Jak sat on stools late that afternoon in a small chamber in Rona’s family hut. The room was used primarily for storage. One side held drawers of preserves, the other her father’s tools, spare planks, and woodcarving projects. The hut had a lived-in feel despite the fact that the family had occupied it for only two months. Rona’s family had moved from a neighboring Mothertree to help renovate the First’s extensive network of pathways. Before the move, Walde had known her only as an acquaintance, a little dark-eyed girl with pigtails and a pink, pouty mouth.

			She had grown into a strong, wiry young woman who was adept at laying planks and handling heavy tools. One day in early spring, Walde had returned from a hunting trip, sweating and stinking of rock goat. Rona met him on the path to warn him of the construction. In moments, they had both run out of words and stood unable to move, looking dumbly at each other as if there was nowhere else to look. It was enough. For now. Attraction always held things together for a while. Like a birth cord, Walde thought. In time, it wouldn’t be enough and the relationship would unravel. At least, that was Walde’s personal experience. He wished it were otherwise.

			The scents of wood and iron mingled with Rona’s enticing herbal smell. She stood behind Walde, fixing his shoulder-length brown hair into a tidy tail. He suspected she was braiding colored cloths into it but said nothing. The back of his head would be against the trunk while he performed anyway.

			Walde rewetted his polishing rag in oil and turned his lyra over so he could work on the back. Across from him, Jak set down his harp and rag and stretched his bony arms. He had changed much from the unruly child who had overturned Carrac’s dye pot. At eighteen he was quiet, pensive, even stern. His main interest in life was playing the harp. Perhaps he secretly hoped his playing would restore the Mothertree’s vitality. He would not be the first to undertake such a challenge. Nor, Walde thought, would he be the last.

			Jak’s dark eyes flicked Walde a questioning look. “Did you hear anything more? About the Harborlands?”

			Jak had only spent a scant hour that day at the market, just long enough to hunt down and purchase his coveted bronze strings. After that, he had rushed home to be with his harp.

			Walde’s head jerked as Rona tightened something. He said, “Apparently the Harborlands elders moved their meeting hut to the ground. Kriksa has grown popular there, especially with the folk who left the trees. They say it keeps out the sea air better than skins.”

			Rona snorted but said nothing. Jak’s face remained impassive. Only a slight tightening of his lips revealed his irritation. “What about their First? Did the tinkers say anything about that?”

			Walde set his lyra down along with the rag. “They all said the same thing. That it’s still standing, like the other Mothertrees.”

			Jak’s shoulders visibly relaxed, and he let his harp rest on his lap. “I never believed the rumor about it anyway,” he said.

			Rona said dryly, “Sure, no one believed it. That’s why everyone looks so relieved all of a sudden.” She drew something from her waist pouch and tugged once more on Walde’s hair. “The biggest piece of news came from that woodlander-turned-tinker. Man’s tongue came loose after a few swigs of ona, and he let slip that the Woodlands didn’t blossom last year.”

			Walde hadn’t been surprised by that information. Without the song rites, the Mothertrees there wouldn’t thrive.

			Jak fisted his thigh in an unusual display of emotion. “I can’t believe the Woodlanders came back to strip pods from Mothertrees they don’t even live in. They have no respect.”

			Rona grumbled, “Comes from living in the Lowlands.”

			Walde sighed, wishing the Lakelanders had no connection with the outside world at all. He didn’t like the anger and hatred the tinkers stirred with their “news.” And how much of it could even be trusted?

			The elders must know the truth, he thought. Especially after their meetings with the officials.

			Walde lifted his polished lyra to his chest and played a minor chord.

			***

			A glitter of lamps lit the wooden platform built around the base of the First’s massive trunk. Some lamps hung from poles along paths that branched out from the patio around the trunk, others from the low branches spreading above. And if one peered up into the canopy, they would find a sea of lights spreading above them. There was a difference between starlight and treelight. While stars were cool and distant, treelight was warm and welcoming and shifted like a swarm of fireflies in the wind.

			Walde was glad that no wind blew tonight. The crowd gathered on the descending platform around him was enough of a distraction. The officials, having slunk out of hiding, were perched on embroidered cushions at the front. The elders and peacekeeper guards fanned out behind them, followed by a line of tinkers. The remaining attendees gathered haphazardly around the tree and in the low branches overhead.

			The other villages held their own rites for their Mothertrees, but every musician worth his salt played for the First. The rites were held monthly, with several ensembles taking part. Order of appearance was chosen by pulling sticks.

			Jak had the misfortune of pulling the longest stick, so he and Walde lumbered up first. Having arranged themselves on stools placed against the trunk, they waited, quietly checking the pegs on their instruments while an elder uttered the chant that had been given at song rites for generations. The words and phrasing of the chant were so old that no one (save the elders) understood it. Walde had heard it so many times that he thought he could repeat it if he were asked to. Fortunately, such an opportunity would never arise.

			The elder returned to his seat and a hush fell over the crowd. Walde exchanged a glance with Jak and then rested his lyra against his chest, lifted the bow to the strings, and drew out a sleepy melody. Jak plunged in at the end of a long, deep note, and together they gradually drove the melody higher and faster, filling it with energy. Growth.

			Walde hated the song. It was too blatant. Too simple. Being told to do something was for young children. Not for such a noble being as the First. One could shout grow at the tree all day long, and it wouldn’t sprout a leaf. How was this song any different?

			But Jak liked it, and in truth it was no worse than the other old songs.

			Jak liked it, but it was the wrong song for his new strings. The strings themselves were not at fault—they were a fine, shining bronze, and in a few days Jak’s fingers would have grown accustomed to them. Days, not hours. Jak had fumbled several times during practice that evening, and the fine beads of sweat gathering on his brow now attested to his intense concentration. When it finally broke, and he fumbled, Walde was ready for it. He might have kept playing and let Jak find his way back on his own. No one would have blamed him. But Jak’s pristine reputation would have been tarnished forever. Music was Jak’s life. Not Walde’s. So Walde made a decision.

			At the instant Jak fumbled, Walde buried it with a sharp, strong note. A note that marked the beginning of a new song, one that Walde had heard in his mind one morning while waking from a dream. He and Jak had played that song together a few times just for fun, and Walde was confident that Jak would play it now, and the elders be damned.

			Jak’s dark eyes flashed on him once, and Walde sensed the gratitude in them. It would be enough.

			They plunged on, Walde smiling and swaying as he played. It was a safe bet that the officials didn’t know this wasn’t one of the sanctioned songs. Not wanting to embarrass themselves, the elders did not interfere. Would not interfere.

			Walde leaned his head back against the tree as he played. The sea of lights above him blurred, then sharpened, then blurred again into a single, warm glow of light. An odd emotion built in him then, and he resisted the instinctive urge to stow it. He felt…expansive, and at the same time at one with everything. It was a miraculous feeling.

			He closed his eyes briefly, not sure if he was still swaying or if he only felt like he was swaying.

			And then it was as if he took a step sideways. All feeling in his body vanished, and a vast tunnel stretched out before his startled mind. Something vital was receding away from him down that tunnel. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel it, and he would have flung himself after it if he wasn’t startled back into his body by someone’s urgent shaking.

			He opened his eyes to a scene of chaos. Jak, Carrac, and the village doctor were crouched over him, while an elder stood with his arms in the air, trying to hush the concerned crowd. One of the visiting officials stared at Walde as if he were trying to pin him to the tree with his eyes.

			Walde registered all of this distantly. The world around him seemed far away. He responded to the three worried men in a way that seemed appropriate. He was ill. Must have eaten something bad at the market that day. He needed to lie down.

			Jak and Carrac helped him to his feet. His father took the lyra from him and escorted him to the lift. In truth, Walde was dazed but not dizzy. Neither was he physically ill. Most of all, he wanted to be somewhere quiet and dark, away from all stimulation. He rubbed his hands together idly as he stepped off the lift, wondering if he had burned himself somehow. The skin on his palms felt inexplicably tender.

			He groaned with relief when he finally felt his bed under his back.

			There was a brief, blessed silence, then the tread of his father’s feet returned and lamplight flared. Walde threw a blanket over his eyes.

			“Walde.” There was a creak as his father sat on a nearby stool. “We need to talk.”

			Was that suppressed excitement in Carrac’s voice? Walde spoke through the blanket. “Not now.”

			After a lengthy pause, Carrac grunted and rose. “Well, I’m better to you than my father was to me. I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad thing. Whatever it is, it’s too late to change it now anyway. We’re going hunting tomorrow, you and I.”

			Walde had come to himself enough to be surprised by this statement. He pushed the blanket away and rose up on an elbow. “But what about the market? The tinkers are only here for three days.”

			“We’ve done what trading we needed to do. The rest can wait until next time.”

			Walde opened his mouth to protest and then shut it. There was no use arguing with his father when his mind was made up. One stood a better chance of arguing the sun down in the morning.

			Carrac closed the bedroom door, and blessed silence returned.

			Walde sank back into the blanket. A memory of the tunnel lingered in his mind, as frightening as it was enticing. He wanted to believe that the tree had approved of his song and rewarded him by some sort of communion. But if that were true, then why hadn’t Jak experienced the same thing?

			The skin on his hands had stopped burning, and he sensed no unpleasantness in his body. The heaviness of sleep weighed down his eyes. He succumbed to it gratefully.

			***

			Walde rarely had nightmares. He had come to believe that the medallion safeguarded him while he slept, keeping out the negative
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