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    To Questers on the path, seeking something more.
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THE WORLD ABOVE
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Top of the World






Jarell felt a wave of sadness pass through him as Madriel faded from view. An enigmatic smile crossed her face, puzzling him. The others immediately felt the loss as well. Madriel, half of the Flower World, would have instinctively known her way, and they had depended on her powers to have a chance of success. Now, having passed through her, they were cast on their own.

The grief was double, though none spoke of it: Dizor had fallen to an unknown fate.

There was little or no consolation, except for the Staff. Jarell picked up the gift, smoothed at the top by Madriel’s hand. It held a warmth, as if it were alive.

The Staff had distracted him from the surroundings: a pastel-smudged landscape that felt unformed in twilight, as if it were coming into form moment by moment. There was a spongy feel beneath their feet, making them feel lighter, as if floating.

Jarell gripped the Staff, attempting to gain a sense of solidity. It bore a fine tracery in reddish cedar wood, giving off a fragrant aroma. “I don’t know how to wield its power.”

“It’s not a typical power staff,” said Marcol. “You will have to discover its use.”  

The Unsexed One placed her hand on its top, acknowledging the gift, then turned her attention outward. The land was becoming brighter, and the feeling of floating was diminishing.

Noemi’s blue-scaled face was unreadable, but her voice was melodious. “It’s no big feat to enter Flower World unscathed, considering one usually dies to get here. It’s a wonder we survived.”

“How do we keep surviving?” asked Jarell, as if the question were unresolved.

“I think Madriel still helps to sustain us,” said Marcol. “Her Staff says as much.”

Noemi’s yellow eyes scanned the horizon as if looking for Madriel. “Yes—she still wishes to be among us, through her gift. Maybe she can still help us in unexpected ways.”

Jarell threw up his free arm. “We don’t have the faintest clue where to go, while the Sorcerer is probably headed straight for the missing Center of the flower.”

“There is hope yet for his delay,” Marcol informed. “The Flower of Life will sense the Sorcerer’s intent and will try to lead him astray. The Center of Flower World will not be grasped easily, for it has its own power. The Sorcerer must still act with care.” 

“I didn’t know the Flower of Life could offer resistance,” said Jarell.

“If it is anything like the Flowers we tended in our world, they have a will of their own,” Marcol affirmed.

“So, it’s likely we have some time. It’s best we set out then,” directed Noemi. “There, ahead.”

The Questers cast their gaze toward a rise, where a ribbon-like pathway of contour was just visible. 

As they approached higher ground, however, they encountered something unexpected. The land on their right bent unnaturally at a steep downward angle, as if they would fall off—but they did not. Their stomachs dropped, but they continued around its edge. As they did so, even though the ground nearly turned sideways, gravity held as their whole orientation shifted.

“It’s the top of the world,” Noemi explained. “This world is not a sphere, but polygonal like a tablet with a top and sides.”

The contour continued, forming a rising crescent shape of brown-polished stone, with drop-offs to the left and right.

Jarell marveled, “Things hold in place—sideways. How can that be?”

“In Flower World, things can invert from normal rules,” said Marcol.  

Noemi wondered, “What else awaits us, and will we be prepared? I’ve heard stories, but much remains unknown. We’re not the warrior types, and I foresee battles ahead, even if this is Flower World.” 

“That worries me also,” Jarell concurred. “I’m better with a shovel or spade than wielding a sword, which I don’t have, anyway. I don’t think this world has any weapons. But I do have this.” Jarell twirled Madriel’s Staff and accidentally dropped it.

Noemi suppressed an exclamation. The ground seemed to respond with a tremor—and Jarell promptly picked the Staff back up. “Sorry about that, Madriel. I didn’t mean to...”

Marcol continued, “I am also better at gardening, keeping things alive than killing them.”

“I could fight, if need be,” Noemi asserted. “Still, it goes against my nature. You might wonder why we, of all people from the Middle World, are the ones to enter Flower World. Our best hope will be to find out the rules of this world and use them to our advantage.”

“I’ve heard that small things can make a big difference in Flower World,” Marcol remembered.

“What small things could that be?” asked Noemi. “I’ve heard the beings here are invariably large or small, depending upon...”

Marcol shrugged. “I don’t know. We have to remain alert and learn as we go.”

The contour line, holding a faint ambience of light, continued without event. It was rising, however, creating an expectation that something would await them at the topmost part.

“How do we know it’s the right way?” asked Jarell at one point.

Noemi gazed ahead. “If we were at the rim of the world before, this has to be moving closer to the Center horizontally, though it surely lies below us. 

“What more do you know about the Center?” asked Jarell.

“It’s our best hope, Madriel had confided to me. It will bring unexpected dangers, but we will most likely be led to, or find, the Flower of Life near there.”

It seemed as if their words had awakened the world. The ground shuddered—not like an earthquake, but with pulses bearing a distinct rhythm. Then, as if joining the pulses, a low-baying tone held them together.

“We are atop a landscape that is alive!” Noemi exclaimed. “I had thought that beasts of such immensity were only found in the nether realm.”

“What creature would it be, then?” asked Marcol. 

Noemi put her hand to the smooth, shiny, dark-brown ground. “My guess is that this contour line we walk upon forms the back of a giant quadruped.”

“We are walking on it, but is the being traveling too?” asked Jarell. “I suppose we will find out what it is once we reach its head. I admit, I’m not comfortable with creatures as much as plants. Isn’t this Flower World—not Animal World?”

“Animals flower in their own way here,” Marcol allowed. “I sense positive energy, however, from this being. Perhaps it’s safer than unfeeling stone.”

“Still, we should be careful,” said Noemi. “Celestial beings, if this is one, would still have their temperament and outsized powers.”

“How do you know so much about things?” asked Jarell. “You said you heard stories. Doesn’t your kind live underground?” 

“My people, as you know, live near the boundary of Flower World, and we often cast our gaze that way. Although underground, we dream about that world, and our night voyagers return with tales.”

“I have dreamed too,” Jarell revealed, “but lately it’s about our world being damaged or destroyed.”

“When we dream these things, it’s so they will not come to be,” interpreted Noemi.

“I fear we will need more than warning dreams to survive,” Jarell partly conceded. “Maybe this giant being will become our ally and fight for us.” 
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