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	Glossary

	General

	The Eben’kayah (EH-ben KAI-yah)—A group of mysterious Etom who meet beneath the olive tree in Endego

	Endego (EN-de-goh)—Nida and Nat’s home town

	Etom (EH-tom)—A race of small, semi-insectoid creatures

	Etma (ET-ma)—A female Etom

	Etém (eh-TEM)—A male Etom

	Gentletém (gent-el-TEM)—An etém of noble, chivalrous qualities

	Malakím (ma-la-KEEM)—The radiant servants of Lord Elyon

	Shedím (shed-EEM)—Fallen, rebel Malakím

	 

	The Etom

	Agatous—The Chief Counciletma of the Eben’kayah

	Alcarid (AL-ca-reed)—A senior Counciletém of the Eben’kayah

	Dempsey—A young etém highly involved with the Eben’kayah

	Jaarl (YARL)—Nida’s husband and Nat’s father, now given up for lost

	Kehren—The etma headmistress of Nat’s school

	Nat—An etém; Nida’s son

	Nida (NEE-da)—An etma; Nat’s mother

	Pikrïa (PIK-ree-ah)—Nida’s Great Aunt, a wealthy and solitary etma concerned with status

	Rae—An etma; Nat’s friend from school

	Rosco—Nat’s antagonist at school

	Shoym—An enigmatic and kindly gentletém

	Talcalum (TAL-ka-lum)—A senior Counciletém of the Eben’kayah

	Tram—Rae’s father, a wealthy merchant

	 

	The Supernatural

	Astéri (as-TER-ee)—A messenger of Lord Elyon

	Elyon (el-EE-awn)—The Creator and Sovereign of the universe

	Helél (heh-LEL)—The villainous leader of the Shedím

	 

	The Humans

	Belláphorus (bel-LAF-or-us)—A close comrade of Mūk-Mudón

	Cloust—A close comrade of Mūk-Mudón

	Imafel (EE-ma-fel)—A close comrade of Mūk-Mudón

	Kessel (KESS-el)—The first Man, his name meaning ‘fool’

	Mūk-Mudón (MOOK muh-DAWN)—An ambitious, charismatic Warlord

	Parác (pa-RAC)—Mūk-Mudón’s greatest rival

	Pethiy (PETH-ee)—The first Woman, her name meaning ‘gullible’

	 


Prologue

	Beneath the notice of Man and Beast, in spaces lost to memory, lived the lowly Etom—diminutive creatures not much larger than a beetle. One such Etom, Nida, was typical of her kind, which bore a passing resemblance to Man with like arms, hands, fingers, and two legs on which they stood at about three inches tall.

	Like all Etom, Nida was hairless with skin that most resembled that of a grubworm—smooth, reflective, and ribbed at the joints. Also resilient like rubber, the skin of the Etom lent them some protection from the elements and from predators. The color of an Etom’s skin might vary across a wide range, particularly from region to region.

	Nida’s head was adorned with long fleshy stalks, called zalzal, which she often bound with a length of flax to drape over her shoulder. The size and shape of zalzal might differ drastically from Etom to Etom. Much as a man might arrange or fashion the hair on his head, the Etom did likewise, cutting their zalzal if they became cumbersome or unkempt—though not to the quick, as it was painful or even harmful to do so.

	With features common to her kind, Nida possessed two eyes and a nose that was nothing more than a superficial rise with two shallow slits for nostrils. Unlike the ears of Man, however, an Etom’s were embedded membranes on either side of the head like a frog.

	Though Nida’s kind were known as Etom, the males they called etém, and the females, etma. Etom dwelt in various environs, though their preference was for nooks, crannies, tall grasses, and hollows that offered some protection from the wind and weather that might otherwise demolish their tiny homes.

	On the grassy central plains, the Etom village of Endego spread beneath a grove chiefly comprised of weeping willows. Under the persistent, gentle sunshine that graced the plains, the breeze often stirred the long, green stalks to swell and the mourning fronds to wave, sending forth a hushed lullaby. Amidst this village Nida, alone, awaited the birth of her first child—her frame small yet bearing the hopeful burden of every mother.
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	The Etom of Endego subsisted on what they could grow, scavenge, or hunt among the underbrush or low branches of trees. Trade and commerce likewise flourished among their kind, spurring prosperity in spite of scarcity. It had been while scavenging amongst the tall grasses outside the grove that Nida’s husband Jaarl went missing, leaving her alone to hatch their egg and fend for the family.

	Beneath Endego’s squat and singular rubber tree, stood their humble home—a round, sandswept hovel with a domed, straw roof and quaint, circular windows. Inside, a bustling and plentiful extended family chattered in anticipation as they crowded around the nest that stood in their midst.

	From the ground up, the expectant parents together had shaped the cradle from clay, molding a stout pillar to the height of a low table in the center of their home. Across the column, they laid stout sticks which they covered afterwards with yet more clay, forming a shallow, rounded depression atop the base. Once the clay had hardened, Jaarl and Nida spread copious tufts of dry moss over the crib for padded comfort, then encircled it with another measure for safety.

	Nida peered out the window across the room to where the burnished light of day ignited eddies of dust that danced her way. Though excited to welcome her child into the world, Nida found the nest a bittersweet reminder of her husband Jaarl’s recent disappearance. While she had yet to reconcile in full her grief at Jaarl’s absence, the joy of her child’s impending advent won the day as the sinking sun cast a mellow glow to wreath her wistful features in gold.

	Nida sidled about the nest, leaving the sunlit halo to hang empty on the wall, and reached forth timid fingers to caress the surface of her egg, marveling again at its texture—at once akin to both paper and rubber. The life inside, responding to the warmth of her hand, knocked sharply against the very spot she touched and rocked the egg a bit within the hollow.

	The nest’s rounded edge, mossy lining, and swaddling clothes laid around the egg kept it from rolling off onto the floor. But Nida nevertheless gave a startled and excited cry at the impact, a nervous smile on her face. Such pounding and pressing from inside an egg were typical, and the pupa would continue to do so with increased frequency until her child broke through to emerge. It wouldn’t be long now.

	As all watched in breathless quiet, a faint glow grew inside the egg, growing brighter with every quiver of the egg. Evidence of the pupa’s efforts came, ever more rapid, and each hopeful attendee anticipated the arrival of the clan’s new member any moment now. The shaking continued apace until—suddenly, unexpectedly—the egg fell still, and the light within grew dim.

	Nida’s dread heart plunged as she imagined the worst of all possibilities. What could possibly be wrong? She resisted the urge to tear open the egg, aware that to do so before her pupa was ready would render her child weak—and susceptible to the debilitating Blight.

	Instead, she cried out in her soul to the Creator, Lord Elyon, pleading for some small mercy, some gracious protection for her unhatched child. A deathly hush fell over the small crowd.

	Those gathered perceived the answer to her unspoken prayers—almost too quiet to notice, a lilting chorus echoed forth from a mote of light gleaming from the disc of dwindling sunlight on the wall. In size and brilliance, it grew, stirring the stale, crowded air within.

	The twinkling, shining orb of light now overtook the flat, feeble circle of sunlight on the wall and refreshed the very air, turning the sour odor of the cramped abode to a lovely fragrance befitting the most Heavenly of gardens. The wind grew from breeze to gust, from gust to gale as still the chorus rose, a swell of strength and beauty in song scarcely fathomable.

	The forceful wind parted the crowd as sheaves bowing to the breeze, and each one turned in his place about the nest to face the sparkling spectacle. The beckoning beauty rivaled enchantment yet took no will captive—and amidst such wondrous allure, nearly none refused its invitation.

	The wind and wordless song fell silent, and across Endego each creature stood still as even twig and branch, stalk and stem arose in silent praise. Light alone now rose slowly along the curved wall, traversing the domed ceiling to settle over the quiescent cradle.

	In her awe, Nida forgot her listless, darkling egg—and recalled the tragedy with a pained gasp. She turned to behold the miracle of the moment had touched none more deeply than her pupa, for there he was, a beautiful hatchling of their tribe with gaze uplifted in the marvelous radiance. The glorious gust had blasted away the shivering husk of egg onto the floor, and the grublet rose, his smooth and ribbed pale-blue skin now revealed in the golden light that streaked over him.

	While it was not uncommon that an Etom newborn might stand at birth, sight did not come to them until several weeks thereafter. A scaly, protective growth, usually lost as the child’s sight strengthened, still covered the eyes of Nida’s son. Yet how was it that he nevertheless followed the light in its course until, right over top him, it stopped?

	So still he stood, atop the cradle, inconceivably small with face upturned and stubby arms upraised in the shower of twinkling golden rays! Newborn tears welled beneath the scales on his eyes to fall streaming down his cheeks. Loose, the scales slipped away, tumbling down to reveal beautiful golden eyes that glimmered as he blinked into the radiance.

	With toothless smile, he arose on his toes, and stretched himself upward, reaching forth into the light. The inscrutable wonder resting in his cupped palms, he drew it downward and clutched it to his chest, eyes closed and cherub cheek laid against his hands. All of a sudden, the grublet’s eyes snapped wide with a gleam, and he extended his open hands as if offering the luminous treasure to all around. With a rush of wind, the light withdrew in haste, the starlit globe shrinking until it disappeared altogether, and all stood dim by comparison in the warmth of lamplight and hearth.

	In the sheltered silence that followed, Nida’s heart raced, unable to maintain pace with the unspoken glory of the moment while the family roundabout whispered in awe at what had transpired. Several raised their sparkling eyes overhead to where the light had hovered while those nearby laid a reverent hand on the unremarkable spot on the wall whence it had appeared.

	[image: Image]

	But not all were pleased in the afterglow of the blessed event. While the rest of the family closed around the mother, reaching for the child—perhaps to touch, perchance to hold—Nida’s withered Great Aunt, Pikrïa, skulked in the shadows. The moment the egg had darkened, a fierce and wicked triumph had likewise dimmed her countenance, though none present had attended it.

	Pikrïa had disapproved of Jaarl and Nida’s union from the start. The joining of her kin with unworthy stock and the incessant prattling on about “Lord Elyon” and “true love” had sickened her with disgust. For the sting of Pikrïa’s own youthful disappointments yet drove her to question the goodness of the Creator and the prudence of their love such that she cursed their apparent happiness out of spite.

	Pikrïa had taken particular notice of Nida’s desperation, and in her shrunken soul knew the moment Nida had cried out to her precious “Maker,” though she hadn’t made a sound. Pikrïa had reveled in Nida’s despair, for she had warned her. Yes, quite thoroughly she’d provided her dire forecast: The humble craftsman could never provide and couldn’t possibly satisfy the cultured needs of his bride. The match was not meet with the stature of Pikrïa’s line, and even his children would prove as disappointing as the pittance gathered from his meager trade—more so, now he was absent.

	Indeed, the old monger had come to pride herself on two things: her wealth and how relentlessly right, how studiously correct she was. And watching tears pool in the corners of Nida’s eyes, the hopeful mother’s hesitant hands clutching for her faltering egg—only to droop in hopelessness—had Pikrïa ever been more deliciously right?

	No, she had thought, never. A grim smile had opened on her wrinkled, scabrous face like baked earth cracking under sweltering sun. Then disaster struck.

	Just as the simpering fools had swung their mindless stares upon the wall, a horrid odor had struck Pikrïa, bringing water to her eyes, and wrenching her nose such that her whole countenance crumpled under the blow.

	She had turned away, drawing out a kerchief to dry her stinging eyes. In that moment, while turned away, everything had changed: There he stood, confirming for all that her noble line was joined inseparably with this common rabble, now sole heir apparent to her family’s house.

	To top it all, the gathered family gawked with maddening delight, while she marveled at the slack-jawed expressions present on even the faces of noble-born kin.

	Have they never witnessed a hatching before?

	Her pursed mouth tightened, collapsing in an implosion of bitterness and ill will that buckled under all its bearer’s schemes. She may have suffered a momentary setback, but she would ensure the young family’s misery, as certainly as they had caused her own.
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	Nida gathered her smiling newborn to display him to the family and noticed from afar Great Aunt Pikrïa’s displeasure. Filled with care for the aging Etom, Nida recalled the etma she once knew in her youth, before all joy had fled her Great Aunt, displaced by greed, worrisome suspicion, and...something else.

	Distracted, Nida circulated through the room toward Pikrïa, excited relatives barring her approach and interjecting with merry congratulations. Before Nida could reach her, Pikrïa departed the home. Still frowning her disapproval, Pikrïa swept out the door into the deepening dusk of the village, leaving the concerned new mother to stare after her. Nida looked down at her son and kissed him on the brow between his bright and questing eyes. And in that moment, she named him.

	“Nat,” she spoke with gentle care and laid her worries for Pikrïa aside to embrace her son in the wondrous pageantry surrounding his arrival.

	Lovingly, she cradled her son and turned back into the happy fold that filled her home. Difficult as raising Nat alone might be, at least she would have her family’s support. Or so she supposed.

	In the days following Nat’s birth, Great Aunt Pikrïa did grievous harm to the fledgling family, wielding her considerable wealth and influence to quash the unusual tales now circulating through Endego. The lowborn heir to Pikrïa’s fortune posed a threat to the family’s status. Thus, his very existence offended her, as did the peculiar circumstances of his hatching. Pikrïa coaxed, bribed, intimidated, and bullied every Etom present at the birth until they denounced its telling.

	Soon blank stares and denials met Nida when she mentioned the strange circumstance of Nat’s birth. Pikrïa had succeeded in suppressing the truth. Callous disbelief soon replaced joyous wonderment once present among those who before had celebrated Nat’s arrival. One by one, all who had witnessed her son’s arrival turned their backs, abandoning her to raise her son in complete solitude.

	Nida and Nat were alone.
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	For Nida, Nat’s first few years of life proved among the most challenging and most rewarding of hers. Forced at times to forage outside the village for their survival, Nida would lash Nat to her back with broad blades of grass and set out in search of food.

	Nat’s harness crisscrossed his tiny torso, leaving limbs free to splay and hands to grasp with merry curiosity as they trekked across the grassland wilds encircling their grove. Many times, Nida would return home and unstrap her son only to find he clutched some delectable morsel for their supper against his sleeping cheek. Nat was a treasure, and his presence a sanctuary from the constricting coils of lonely grief and longing she endured in Jaarl’s absence.

	The years passed, and Nat grew as healthy as any mother might hope. And at times, Nida might observe him cocking his head to one side as though listening intently. Attentive, he would peer up through the leaves of their tree, the intermittent flashes of sunlight that slipped beyond the branches playing across his wonderstruck face.

	Then he would return to his play, face shining and serene, as so often it was. Against the poverty and loneliness of the widow’s lot, Nat’s joy gave Nida strength, proving happiness was possible, even as they wore little more than rags, ate little more than scraps, and slept on little more than dirt.

	




Chapter One:
The Dawn of Life and Understanding

	The Beginning

	From its inception, the land of Gan flourished as a verdant paradise full of life. Creatures of all kinds lived in happy harmony for untold ages under the just rule of the wise and mighty King Elyon.

	The King was something of a mystery, and none knew whence He came. The eldest of creatures, those firstborn under the King’s rule, remembered that He had always been. With newborn senses, they watched Him form that which followed and attributed aright all Creation to Him.

	Though the Kingdom of Gan was not large, its citizens enjoyed peace and freedom unrivaled in any other. The world outside their happy land was chaotic and dangerous, yet none from those troubled lands dared infiltrate the walls of Gan while the mysterious Malakím stood guard.

	Fierce and radiant protectors, the Malakím with piercing eyes perceived threats from afar. Drawn swords sparking bright as lightning, they swept from atop the walls on wide, resplendent wings to confront the enemies of Gan. None but the King knew the origins of the Malakím, and while they sought no glory for themselves, many among Gan’s citizens counted them as heroes.

	Amongst the Malakím, Nasi and Helél were most noteworthy and excelled above the host: Nasi, a skilled commander and mighty in battle, was the stalwart Captain of all the Malakím, while Helél was chief in the King’s court, his form brilliant and counted beautiful even among his glorious peers.

	More impressive than his appearance was Helél’s voice, for from his lips alone proceeded a chorus to rival all the choirs of Heaven. At every sunset, his sweet voice echoed across the land, exhorting all to praise the King as pleasant night fell.

	In addition to the Malakím, the mighty wall that encircled the lush, fruitful land of Gan ensured its security. Lord Elyon had shaped His Kingdom as a broad circle, forming the towering wall, unbroken by gates, to ring its borders.

	Just within the great wall’s northern edge, a smaller one surrounded the palace, which glittered high upon a grassy hill. Near the palace gate, which opened south into the Kingdom, stood the gleaming Tree Ha Kayim, its white bark shining with shifting gold and silver light.

	Dwelling in such abiding security and overwhelming abundance of the King’s blessing, the Kingdom of Gan knew neither illness nor death, but for a single exception. The stream of purest, living water spread beneath the roots of the Tree Ha Kayim to water its counterpart at the southern reaches of the great wall—the Tree Ha Datovara, which bore a mesmerizing fruit of vibrant, varying color.

	From the Tree Ha Datovara, King Elyon forbade any other to eat of its fruit, stating that one who did so would surely die, though He offered His express permission to eat of all others. In perfect contentment with the abundant life that King Elyon provided, none of Gan’s creatures dared approach the Tree and pluck its fruit. No, not one.
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	It seemed the golden, peaceful age of Gan would continue forever under the favor of the immortal King Elyon, who blessed all within His borders with abundant life and enduring peace. But it was not always to be so, for strange, whispered rumors of discontent and anxious, looming shadows disturbed Gan’s peace. The citizens of the land heard murmurs of a rebellion, and Helél’s sweet melodies fell silent in the night.

	Not long thereafter, a thunderous shout broke the midnight tranquility, shaking the land. Creatures great and small scurried from their homes, for the first time fearing some unknown and unexpected disaster might befall them. A colorful comet of brilliant light—Helél himself—flashed from the palace, streaking across the sky and over Gan’s wall to land with bright burst and deafening crash.

	A great horn sounded from the King’s palace, and Nasi appeared over the gates holding his great flashing blade aloft to rally the Malakím. A great many allies gathered round him, suspended aloft on lucent wings as a starry crown atop the palace. Opposite them arose a smaller group, the darkening stars of mutinous Malakím, and the potent friction of coming battle manifested as lightning, flashing across the sky.

	King Elyon spoke power from the heights of His palatial terrace, His light and that of His troops brightening to blinding brilliance while their opposition dimmed. Nasi sounded the charge with a shout, and the King’s Malakím, shining, rushed across the sky, the wind rising at their backs to propel them forward with ever greater speed.

	The enemy forces at first stood ready to resist the surging wave of blazing light that sped toward them. Nevertheless, their fading line quaked, trembling before the advancing brilliance, and the battle became a rout as the rebels fled in terror with glory in pursuit.

	From below, wide eyes watched the sunlight brightness of King Elyon shine forth from His Malakím to drive out the insurgent dark. The conquered sped as shooting stars over the wall, their glory dwindling to darkness as they passed beyond the border, where a haunting, beautiful melody mustered them.

	A disconcerting comprehension bloomed among the creatures of Gan: Helél and certain of the Malakím had attempted to take the Kingdom by force. The first brilliant streak to crash outside had without a doubt been Helél, ousted from the court by force of Elyon’s command. The remaining traitors now regrouped around him after their cowardly retreat. Never before had Gan known betrayal, and the knowledge that traitors now lurked outside shook the subjects of the King.

	The following days were full of uncertainty, though the peace and prosperity of King Elyon’s reign continued. Ever aware of the wicked, rebellious Malakím outside their walls, the citizens of Gan came to call them by another name—the Shedím.

	Thereafter, the creatures of the Kingdom saw the remnant of the Malakím less often, for fewer of them remained to stand watch over the land. Joyous, sweet music streamed from the palace every evening as ever it had, but Helél’s voice was now absent from the song.

	Instead, from beyond the Tree Ha Datovara, Helél and his Shedím in bitter counterpoint oft sang a shadowed and seductive song that bid those within to join them without. Though none desired to join Helél in his accursed canticle, all felt its seductive draw. Like tendrils of a crooked vine, it crept amidst hidden thoughts and secret desires, seeking to seize on what it might to drag its hapless victim away into the darkness beyond.

	Without fail, the song of the Shedím challenged the King’s goodness and authority, whether through clever argument, open contempt, or backhanded ambiguity. Thankfully, Gan’s peace and the goodness of its Ruler strengthened its people.

	His people enjoyed all He offered and recognized that the life and abundance of the land flowed from their King’s provision. With the passage of time, the Shedím troubled the land less and less, becoming a near-forgotten memory tucked away in deep recesses of the mind that most were only too happy to ignore.
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	Last among all His Creations, King Elyon had shaped the very dust and breathed life into Mankind, gracing Man and Woman with His image and two legs to walk upright. To these the King had given stewardship of Gan and had bestowed upon them—His ultimate Creation—the power of Speech.

	Speech proved a marvelous gift indeed, for whatsoever the Man and Woman chose to name a thing became known to all creatures, coalescing in their minds unbidden. Speech flourished, slow at first, flowing as it did from the everyday efforts of the Man and Woman to name each animal, plant, and object they encountered in their curious questing.

	Over time, the pair progressed to name the activities of Nature observable from Gan, then abstract notions as well. The effect was quite marvelous, for throughout the lustrous land, crude and solitary words began to punctuate the creatures’ gestures and motions. Primal monosyllabism soon gave way to the lilting rhythm of sophisticated syntax in excited exclamations, serious statements, and quizzical questions.

	Conversation in short order developed into a rich tradition throughout Gan, and intense debate into a spectator sport. A certain understanding also developed among even the voiceless green and growing things—mute though they remained—and they came to offer up their fruits with extended vine, stem, and branch to Man and Beast as they passed.

	As the ages passed in the nurture of their land, the Man and Woman together plumbed the depths of intellect and philosophy with the innocent naivety of children. For while their lives grew prolonged, children are what they yet remained in their hearts. All their untold years, they were satisfied, and grew wiser, free of care under that of Lord Elyon.

	Now, the King enjoyed long strolls with the Man and Woman in the coolness of morning, and on such occasions He bid them ask whatsoever they might desire. Often what the King taught became the centerpiece of conversation throughout the land for many days thereafter. From their discussions with the King, the two learned how He had created all of Gan, the world beyond, and the whole of the universe, invisible and otherwise.

	In the singular power of Creation, He instructed the Man and Woman, once more blessing them, so they might share their gift with the rest of the realm. Formed by novice hands, their first creations were crude and elementary—plain figures and sculptures presented in tribute to the King, whose pleasure was visible.

	Over time, they developed greater command over the elements, shaping obedient earth into graceful spires with a sweep of the hand, and calling up flowered vines to wreathe them in braided ornamentation with a playful twiddle of upturned fingers.

	On one occasion, the Woman instructed a flight of birds in chorus, conducting their flowing dance across the sky as they rose and fell in tune. Meanwhile, the Man spun lacy dragonfly wings over a frame of crystallized grass, calling forth willing spiders and silkworms to adorn the structure with gossamer strands.

	Afterwards, he draped the wings over the arched branch of a helpful tree. His purpose became apparent as the wind passed over the wings, to create a pleasing melody in the fluting breeze.

	The whistling chord caught the Woman’s ear. Interested, she came to see what the Man had fashioned and joined in the project while the Man crafted several such arches along the winding path. The Woman beckoned from the earth beautiful and fragrant flowers to line the path on either side. Together in harmony, they played music from the garden that varied with every shift of the breeze.

	The King and creatures of Gan enjoyed many such creations, and several Beasts came to specialize in artful works of their own from observation of the Man and Woman. The King’s perfect pleasure was apparent in the performance of His purpose.

	For through the gifts He gave Mankind, the whole of Gan achieved inspired order: birds in their woven nests, bees in their honeyed combs, beavers in their bracken dams, and spiders in their dewy webs, to name but a few.

	Life in Gan flowed and hummed in a single, synchronous rhythm, orchestrated in harmonious movement that Elyon conducted—the Man one hand upheld in steady tempo, and the Woman the other, gracefully shaping the color and texture of the symphony.
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	Alongside these bountiful gifts, Elyon imparted to Mankind an immense capacity for knowledge: they were vast vessels seeking to be filled. Perhaps this capacity is what made their thirst so insatiable, and in this parched plot of the heart, the first seeds of their discontent took root.

	For in every matter, King Elyon guided them to insight, often provoking discovery in shocking, delightful ways. In every matter but one, that is.

	Regarding the fruit of the Tree Ha Datovara, King Elyon would only state that whoever consumed it would die. When they asked what it meant to die, He would liken death to sleep, and to the setting sun, and to the exile of the Shedím. Death was the due penalty for betrayal of King Elyon, for treasonous defection from Him.

	For the time being satisfied, the Man and Woman continued to enjoy the daily company of the King. Nevertheless, His silence on the Tree Ha Datovara ever piqued the unquenchable thirst of their inquisitive minds.

	Thus was the stage set, the chorus of the Malakím swelling with praise each night to offer Lord Elyon His due and rebuff Helél’s haunted refrain. And with his inglorious swarm in the shadows beyond the wall, Helél waited long years, coiled in patient malice to strike at the innocent heart of Creation.

	




Chapter Two:
The Blighted Past

	Year 21 of the Imperial Age

	Chronicles of careful sages and faithful scribes record an impoverished history of paradise lost and hope deferred. While some such accounts yet endured, the majority slipped away, carried on the relentless sands of time. Nevertheless, these remaining tablets, scrolls, and occasional codex found their way into dutiful hands to survive loss and corruption.

	Indeed, a remnant persisted of those who yet honored Lord Elyon after the Sunder—that cosmic rupture in which the Man and Woman betrayed the trust of Lord Elyon by tasting the forbidden fruit of the Tree Ha Datovara. And among His worshipers, the chronicles found a repository, where they would be guarded as sacred by those who might preserve the records with their lives.

	In secrecy, scriveners copied ancient records, passing them to clandestine couriers for distribution in the dark while the treasured texts rested in safekeeping. The recipients, both Man and Etom alike, pored over the cherished works, seeking solace they might share in their wearied world.

	In the dwindling lamplight of his study, one such Etom frowned over the disciplined script of one long dead, his ash-grey hand pressed to his brow in consternation. In silence, he lamented a tale he’d read over and again.

	With an unconscious brush of his thumb, he caressed the indelible black smudge over his nose, ever-present, though he thanked Lord Elyon it hadn’t spread. Sitting back from his desk with an abrupt push, the well-appointed etém raised anxious, flitting eyes to the flickering shadows on the ceiling as he pondered the cosmic tragedy before him.

	In exile, the Man and Woman departed the shattered safety of Gan through the shambles of its walls to establish a tribe of nomads, wandering from one sparse, yet fruitful plot to the next. Though the Man and Woman while stewards of Gan had once carried names, they lay long forgotten in the past.

	History instead remembered them by different names: the Man, Kessel, and the Woman, Pethiy. And their progeny mingled with those who dwelt outside to marry, raise children, and die of old age among the people of the wasteland.

	Curiously, both Kessel and Pethiy lived long lives many times the normal lifespan of those outside, as did their children, and their children’s children, for many generations. Until the blood of their line had dwindled among their descendants, the vitality of their homeland yet dwelt within them, made finite after their severance from King Elyon and the Tree Ha Kayim.

	The land, too, bore marks of vibrant growth—visible to Kessel and Pethiy wherever they wandered. In final gush, the streams of the Tree Ha Kayim had broken forth beyond the boundaries of Gan. And their waters spread abundance as they passed through earth, rock, and sea to rest in distant reaches of the world.

	The clear, pure waters of chilly mountain lakes reflected the surrounding peaks and nourished trees to grow straighter, broader, and taller than elsewhere. A wondrous, verdant oasis offered refreshment in the desert where before there had been none—Man and Beast alike flocking to the waters for refuge from the scorching heat.

	Emerald river deltas poured into the sea, nurturing aquatic creatures to immense size and unmatched savor, while the adjacent land grew crops both plentiful and delicious. Invigorating waters also passed below ground, invisible as they seeped throughout the land. As wellsprings, they broke forth in dry and salted plains to make life possible in the barren wilderness.
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	However, the destruction of Gan’s walls had also unleashed upon the world Kessel and Pethiy’s horrific legacy. What the Man and Woman had unwittingly loosed became a certain and inevitable fact of life and death: The Stain. And the blistering winds outside carried it far and wide upon virulent dust and sand, infecting everything.

	The Stain upended Nature’s peaceful order and made enemies of those who had once lived in harmony. Not only did the wicked taint produce hostility and aggression but also twisted Nature to equip living things with the means to act upon them.

	At Creation, Lord Elyon had provided all living things with the natural tools needful for their purposed work. The Stain bent the use of these tools toward violence and rewarded those most deeply saturated with thickest bristle, keenest vision, sharpest fang, and deadliest venom.

	These were the most dangerous of Men and Beasts. As each wielded their weapons to their own advantage and to the harm of others, the Stain grew deeper still, spreading across skin, fur, and spine.

	The Stain etched the worst of offenders in patterns strange and arcane, and in blackest of magic branded upon the host a claim for each vile act. These who had without reservation given over their bodies to the Stain became known as the Marked, with each grim stamp a warning for others to steer clear.

	Those who embraced the cruel pleasures of their dark gifts gained an advantage over those less so inclined. Yet their dependence on these gifts exacted a terrible price: The more they indulged their violent and greedy passions, the more they demanded in satisfaction. Indeed, the twisted joy of every wicked act faded more quickly each time, driving them to commit more and more heinous deeds in pursuit of diminishing rewards.

	The Marked discovered early on that the Stain developed into something altogether horrific. Where the Stain most deeply saturated, it darkened to an inky, liquid black. Over top the tender sore, skin grew transparent and paper-thin until it split, in weariness spilling forth the black and noxious Stain to dry into a scabrous, sickly crust the color of rust.

	What the callous covered, it numbed, and the affected area perished bit by bit until rendered useless. Such growths covered eyes, destroying their sight, or a hand, destroying its use.

	A Beast’s whiskers might grow hard and heavy until they clacked together, lifeless, below his snout. Hampered and unable to maintain his balance or avoid colliding with his surroundings, such a creature was rendered senseless in a manner Men might only imagine.

	In the worst of cases, the foul crust sealed mouth and nostril, petrified the joints, or drove inward through the chest, a slow spear piercing the vitals. All Creation came to know these noxious growths as the Blight. None escaped eventual death, even among those who abstained from open wickedness and violence.

	For each one harbored a secret Stain that over a lifetime bloomed to warted wound, sapping what vitality remained in ripe old age. None could find a cure—neither for the Blight, nor for the wretched Stain. And each new generation was fated to pass it to the next.
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	Yet the line of Kessel and Pethiy ever cherished the promise of King Elyon at His departure to somehow right the wrong of their forebears through their own Seed. In the long and blighted years, they did not fail to share the history of their great folly as a warning against wickedness—and of the King’s loving promise as a wellspring of hope. For in the cursed ages that followed, suffering was great and hope scarcer than the scattered abundance of the Tree Ha Kayim’s waters.

	Many long centuries, the world repined in chaos until Man and Beast learned to gather in community for mutual benefit and protection. Although in roving bands, the Marked came to steal from them, kill them, and destroy the life they strove to build together—communities persisted nevertheless, growing in size and strength until better able to defend from hateful aggression.

	These villages, towns, and cities came to resemble the harmony, peace, and abundance of Gan before its fall. And for an age, they prospered. In time the Marked likewise discovered the benefits of setting aside their enmity and joining forces. For those who lived in peace, it did not bode well that the Marked formed such alliances, as raiding parties soon swelled to armies capable of overwhelming the defenses of their targets.
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	“Father?” The muted question sounded through the study door, stirring the scholarly etém from his reverie.

	Straightening, he blinked his tired eyes and turned to grant entry, his voice low in the lost hours of the night. “Come.”

	A young etém slipped in, quiet, through the polished wooden door. His coloration was grey, though a shade darker than his father, and he was narrower of both feature and frame. He sidled near the seated etém, who looked up at him with expectation.

	“It’s time,” the younger fellow confided.

	With a practiced dip of the hand into the front of his waistcoat, he fished out by the chain a burnished brass pocket watch.

	“By the great gates of Gan, Killam!” he rasped, springing up from his seat.

	Hands raised to quiet his father, Killam reassured him, “It will be fine, so long as we leave at once. He will be waiting.”

	At that, Killam departed the room to collect his pack, all with quiet care. Their journey was a secret and their mission most important.

	Left to himself, the older etém glanced back at the watch in hand, smoothing the clear crystal with a soft thumb. It’s time, indeed. Time to part with this—it’s meant for him. It always has been.

	I won’t miss my chance to pass it on...or to see him off!

	He hurried to unroll his smudged shirtsleeves and don his overcoat and top hat with a light pat of the hand. With a swift yet silent pull at the door, the gentletém swung it open to step through, pausing a brief moment to gaze at the grandfather clock against the wall of the study, an indiscernible angst in his expression.

	Apprehension resolved into blazing determination, a flame gleaming in his eyes. The Kinsman can’t come soon enough.

	And then he was off.

	




Chapter Three:
Warlords

	Advent of the Imperial Age

	The roaming armies of the Marked swelled to swallow the land and resources around them. Through battle, the victors’ armies engulfed defeated foes to grow larger still.

	The leaders of these armies became known as Warlords, and for long years, battles between them raged across the land. One Warlord fell to another, either swearing fealty to the victor in defeat or greeting a grisly end in vanquishment. Such was the way of war until just two great armies remained—one led by the Warlord of the West, Mūk-Mudón, and the other the Warlord of the East, Parác.

	The two Warlords met in battle on the great and ancient plain of Za’aq Ha Dam, Mūk-Mudón to the west, and Parác to the east—the blinding sun rising at his back to cast speared shadows at his foe. Their contest today would determine who would reign as Warlord of all Warlords.

	At the head of his host, the Warlord of the West awaited the coming clash. Well aware of the stakes, Mūk-Mudón regardless grinned, his bright teeth flashing like the spearheads that sparkled as a starry crown over top his formation.

	My crown, he insisted, his countenance darkening in an instant to match his brute ambition.

	The slip went unnoticed by those around him, and Mūk-Mudón reclaimed his mask of sunny bravado without delay to offer skin-deep encouragement to his cadre nearby. Only his long-time friend and ally, Belláphorus, saw through the façade to the calculating killer beneath.

	Noting Belláphorus’ attentive stare, Mūk-Mudón threw a friendly jab at his general’s brawny shoulder. “Are we nearly ready, then?”

	Unsettled by his ruminations, Belláphorus could only nod in affirmation while he did his best to mirror some semblance of the cheery confidence of his Warlord. No matter, though, for Mūk-Mudón had already moved on.

	Swiveling in the saddle, Mūk-Mudón waved over his shoulder to dour Imafel, another trusted comrade-in-arms, who stood at the center of the formation surrounded by varied and fell Beasts. Feigning disinterest, Imafel nevertheless raised a hand to indicate his readiness, then returned to the project of maintaining his glorious moustache.

	Egging him on, Mūk-Mudón shared a sham frown, mirroring Imafel as he pretended to pet an invisible moustache on his own clean-shaven face. A long-standing taunt between the old friends, it never failed to spark a touch of anger in proud Imafel. And Mūk-Mudón’s expectations were not disappointed now.

	Turning back about in his saddle, the Warlord’s smile was tinged with authenticity as he gloated, It never hurts to fire Imafel up a bit before battle.

	“Cloust!” Mūk-Mudón barked.

	“Yes?” drifted forth the response from his right.

	Mūk-Mudón addressed his master of artillery, whose half-lidded eyes were attentive, despite Cloust’s lackadaisical demeanor.

	A half-cocked grin on his face, Mūk-Mudón mimed the firing of an arrow from a bow, complete with a playful whistle. “When I signal, yes?”

	“Of course,” Cloust affirmed with what might seem to others lackluster enthusiasm.

	Mūk-Mudón winked at Cloust, confident that the prompting would ensure his archers and other ranged units would do their deadly best. Then Mūk-Mudón returned his focus to the field, setting his eyes on the prize that this day would be bought in blood.
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	Thus, the great armies of the East and West gathered, arrayed in grizzled, ironclad splendor, and flanked by the grim countenances of hardened warriors and the flat, deadly stares of bloodthirsty Beasts. Across the broad plain, frenetic whirlwinds carried the acrid tang of the sweated throng in foretaste of battle.

	Though the army of Parác outnumbered the other by far, Mūk-Mudón had the reputation of superior strategist and as wielder of strange, if not dubious, abilities. The armies faced off. Parác’s somewhat disorganized line spread wide to either side, stretching over twice the breadth of Mūk-Mudón’s disciplined formation. Both deployed archers, javelin-casters, cavalry, and infantry, Parác in much higher numbers than Mūk-Mudón. And it was upon his superior numbers that Parác tended to rely.

	On the other hand, Mūk-Mudón preferred a more agile force able to adapt to the changing demands of the battlefield. Projecting sham impatience, he baited Parác’s Boar Cavalry by sending his swiftest mounted forces around the far edge of a nearby mire in feigned attempt to flank Parác.

	Unaware, Parác’s armored Swine stormed into the mire. But Mūk-Mudón’s forces had camouflaged the morass with dead leaves and fallen branches under cover of moonless night before the battle. While Parác’s main charging force sank in the mire’s cloying earth, the Armored Spearmen of Mūk-Mudón advanced. Steadily, they drove at the heart of Parác’s assembly, whence the Eastern Warlord issued orders to regroup his battalions.

	Meanwhile, Mūk-Mudón commanded unmounted Beasts, both swift of foot and sharp of claw, to beleaguer Parác’s front line, which was already in slight disarray. In the next breath, he released Flying Scouts, Birds of prey all, to dart at the faces of the enemy and turn disorder to outright chaos.

	Down upon the immobile boars and their riders, Mūk-Mudón’s javelin-casters and archers rained sharp missiles. The projectiles pierced most and pinned many to the slippery clay, grown ever more so with spilt blood.

	Cursory recognition of the massacre Mūk-Mudón had orchestrated pressed a warm finger to the cool stone of his heart. Untouched, he presided with grim satisfaction over the execution of his plan.

	He had disciplined his forces to maintain an eerie silence at war. Only the orders of various unit commanders directing their troops sounded from his army—and these spoke in code to prevent the enemy’s comprehension.
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	Amidst this deathly quiet, the frustrated grunts of Swine struggling in the mire became terrified squeals that carried across the battlefield to their comrades. The pained clamor of the wounded Boar Cavalry had a devastating effect on Parác’s troops. None were more affected than those already on the front line, defending themselves from swift Beasts and fluttering Birds that tore at them from every direction.

	Parác’s vanguard endured unrelenting strain to remain vigilant among the harrying attacks, the wall of spears closing in, and the bloodcurdling cries of comrades. Combined, the assault ripened their panic.

	And as panic reached maturity, the front line fell back in terror, only to run straight into their confederates. Some impaled themselves on wielded weapons, and those arrayed behind stumbled beneath the unexpected crush of the retreating line.

	The frenzied withdrawal might have become a rout entire if not for the swift intervention of Parác’s Royal Guard. Clad in red and expert combatants all, the guard marched out along the line to either side of their lord, unfurling bullroarers as they went. The guard barked at those nearby to give them space, then began to swing the instruments overhead in circles wide and swift.

	Over the tramping cadence of the marching armies, the low and ominous buzz of the bullroarers arose to capture the attention of Parác’s panicked troops at the vanguard. The signal halted their retreat as they apprehended the whirring rally cry to turn and press the attack. With dawning dread, they recognized the warning: The Royal Guard would execute any soldier falling back.

	If there were not yet sufficient incentive for the vanguard to turn and fight, they were well aware the allies at their backs would sooner trample them in the advance than face the Royal Guard. The choice remained: turn and face their enemies in honorable service of their Warlord, or in disgrace fall, slain by their own.

	Shaking off fear with berserk fury and reckless determination, Parác’s vanguard swung about as one. In their sudden reversal, they spitted several of their flying foes, and slashed shoulder and flank of many a racing Beast, hobbling a number of them. Prepared for this turn of events as well, Mūk-Mudón called off his marauding beasts and birds of prey, their purpose served for the time being.

	From the start of battle, both armies fielded at their fore lines of shielded spearmen. As the front line advanced, the spearmen interlocked tall shields before them to guard against the thrusting spears of the opposing force. The line behind them raised shields overhead to deny volleys of piercing artillery.

	A proven strategy for breaking a shield wall was to send mounted lancers charging into the line just before the armies met. His cavalry now disabled, Parác no longer held such an option. Furthermore, his measures to prevent mass retreat had forced his front line into a frantic and disorganized charge near doomed to fail.

	Parác called out orders for the second line to form the shield wall. He prepared his archers and javelin-casters to loose a volley to meet their opponents at the same time as his vanguard’s desperate assault. The volley would strengthen the flaccid impact of the charge, and who knew? Perhaps the missiles would catch some unawares.

	Parác’s frenzied troops met Mūk-Mudón’s disciplined hedge of spears to dash themselves by the hundreds against the orderly formation in fated failure. Undeterred, the Western Forces continued to advance.

	Smug and callous, Parác viewed it all, aware that he had many thousands still to spend on victory. And amidst the persistent buzz of bullroarers, the opposing armies drew ever closer.
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	Mūk-Mudón was aware the Eastern Forces could envelop his entire army, which would spell the West’s certain defeat. In anticipation, he had prepared yet another surprise for Parác.

	Earlier, while sending his cavalry to draw Parác’s boars into the mire, he had also sent a force of fifty War-Elephants around the far side of his horsemen. In effect, the maneuver hid the mammoth Beasts behind the cavalry’s dusty, thunderous movement.

	He had ordered his cavalry to carry the elephants’ dismantled turrets. The additional weight served to slow their feigned charge, maintaining their pace as a screen between Parác’s army and the slower elephants. Before the cavalry had returned to rejoin the main force, the Elephants lay down on their sides with feet pointed across the mire toward Parác’s forces.

	From a distance, the elephants appeared nothing more than several low and irregular grey humps on the far side of the mire, perhaps stones. In the meantime, the elephant drivers, or mahouts, did not delay in assembling the turrets on the Elephants’ far side, their work quiet and low as they saddled the creatures.

	At the same time, Mūk-Mudón had enlisted several dozen pair of Lemurs, each carrying a wide plank, and had sent them scurrying along behind the cavalry and elephants. While the mahouts were preparing the Elephants, the Lemurs had begun carrying the wide planks onto the mire with steps low and light, in silence building a narrow bridge for the Elephants to cross the unstable clay.

	Since the start of combat, Parác’s forces had given no indication they detected Mūk-Mudón’s subterfuge. In stealthy perfection, Mūk-Mudón’s plan appeared to have worked, and now the time was near to spring the trap.

	The elephants lay at the ready across the mire to his army’s north. His cavalry had now circled back around to wait in reserve to the south. And the swift Beasts and Birds of prey had retired behind the central formation to recuperate. All was in position. Mūk-Mudón commanded his army to halt.

	In some confusion, Parác stared across the much-diminished gap at the Western Forces—now still and silent. Mūk-Mudón’s army moved as one while Parác’s massive, straggling line continued forward in disjointed movement.

	Parác scoffed. No matter! With commanders of the wings to the north and south prepared to swing forward from either side, they would envelop Mūk-Mudón’s forces at his command.

	Sudden, deep drums erupted from behind Mūk-Mudón’s line: BOOM! BOOM! In concert his army began to stomp, shout, and beat their shields in time with the drums’ slow rhythm: BOOM! BOOM! Even cavalry and Beast beat earth with hoof and paw, the overall effect shaking the battlefield.

	All Parác’s army stared, half in perplexity at the spectacle, half in preparation for attack. Their attention fixed forward, they did not notice the War-Elephants to their right stomping BOOM! BOOM! across the mire.

	From raised daises borne on oxen yoked in tandem, Mūk-Mudón’s drummers kept their gaze on the elephants streaming over the mire—their sole concern: keeping time with the great beasts to cover the clamor of their crossing.

	A rare, ingenuous laugh escaped Mūk-Mudón, and his attendants cast startled, sidelong glances at him.

	Belláphorus shifted, uneasy beside Mūk-Mudón. “How did you know…?” he rasped to his old friend with some trepidation.

	Mūk-Mudón’s eyes held a cold and detached gleam. “Some things come unbidden in the dark watches of night.”

	Belláphorus appraised Mūk-Mudón a brief moment, disquieted at both his aspect and his answer. Remembering himself, Mūk-Mudón rose and straightened in the saddle, offering a dry bark of laughter to reassure his coterie before returning to his reverie.

	Upon reflection, Mūk-Mudón considered this was likely the noisiest and cheapest ambush on this scale in the history of warfare. Noisiest for obvious reasons—cheapest since he paid his Lemurs and Elephants in peanuts.

	In peanuts! He let out another chuckle—louder and clearer this time—garnering bemused glances from nearby attendees and generals.

	The Warlord was in a wondrous mood today, and his cheery disposition inspired those around him. To them, he seemed almost a god, having proven himself more than worthy as leader and commander-in-chief to even the most hardened and skeptical.

	He had taken in near all his most trusted commanders and generals after defeating their lords, and each respected him for his abilities and charismatic leadership. They believed in him, else they would not stand beside him now in battle—outnumbered sixty to one.

	




Chapter Four:
Provision

	Year 26 of the Imperial Age

	In Nida’s mind, the five years since Nat’s birth blurred into one purposeful, blessed, and arduous undertaking. Innumerable tasks were involved in tending their home.

	Alongside these, she grew, crafted and sold her wares in the market. Love made her strong, and the joy she saw in her son helped her press forward without pity for herself.

	And thus, the day arrived that Nat would join the other young Etom in the Bunker, as Endego’s Etom called their schoolhouse.

	Glancing in the mirror, Nida smiled at a reflection that had begun to wear with care and age. She was of average height and build for an Etom female yet bore striking coloration for their region.

	Her skin was fuchsia with a narrow black stripe running down the center of her body, and two black dots beneath her eyes. She kept her zalzal relatively short, not quite reaching her shoulders. The same fuchsia color as her skin, their tips darkened to black as they tapered at the ends.

	Her son, Nat, though not so conspicuous as she, was an uncommon blue color that fluctuated between sky blue and cerulean, depending on his mood. And his zalzal—they were a thick and unruly mess if allowed to get too long. They sprouted straight up from his head to twist and turn every which way as they lengthened.

	When he was yet a grublet, Nida had decided to crop his zalzal short. The longer they were, the worse they looked, and their resultant knotting had proven a terrible affliction. These days, Nida clipped them every week to maintain a precision flattop of thick stalks atop his great, round head.

	A great and vacant grey tortoise shell served as entrance to the Bunker and lay half-buried in the earth beneath a sturdy oak, which the Etom of Endego felt was sufficient shelter to house the school for their young ones. Pride and concern etching her face, Nida released Nat into the schoolyard.

	A bustling gaggle of youngsters meandered into the shell whence a wizened head had once protruded. Among his classmates’ earthy skin tones, Nat’s pale-blue skin stood out until he disappeared into the Bunker’s interior shadow, and Nida turned to the business of her day.
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	Feeling bare without her son in tow, Nida left Nat in the care of others on his first day of school. And—as was her custom—she proceeded to market.

	Her route from the Bunker, however, was not customary, since before she and Nat had always set out from home. Every subtle change in the path she walked today elicited a stinging nostalgia in her, and nothing stung more than the absence of her son, who had been her ever-present companion the past five years.

	While she walked, Nida contemplated the familiar, weathered woven sling in which she bundled her goods for sale. Truth be told, the sling began its life as one of Nat’s larger swaddling blankets and was the very one on which he had hatched. The transformation of the sling—from swaddling cloth to playtime rug to menial conveyance—reminded her how swift the circumstances of life could change—like when she lost Jaarl…and now she was losing Nat.

	Nida shook off the longing for her son’s presence, recognizing that to traipse toward self-pity was to caper along the precipice of despair. She gripped the edge of the sling at her side, fingering its durable weave, and found the sensation reassuring.

	As ever, it had been a simple matter to wrap her things in it and tie the ends together to throw over her shoulder. Its age was showing, the original brilliance of the colorful pattern now long faded, and every fiber worn to an inexplicable, yet resilient softness. She so enjoyed the sling’s comfort and dependable familiarity that it had become dear to her.

	“Loved,” she spoke aloud, and startled from reflection by her own voice, she looked about, self-conscious, to see if anyone had taken notice.

	Well-loved, she thought. Lovely, even.
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	It was strange to consider that an object had given and received such use and care that she might call it thus, but there it was. In this blanket, she had first laid her son down to sleep, wrapping him to lay snug at her side in the darkening eve. With it, she had covered him where he lay, fallen fast asleep on the floor where he played, and with it she had buffed him dry following innumerable midday baths.

	After wash, it had hung in the breeze and sunshine on the line outside to be taken down and sullied again in useful care, the process oft-repeated until Nat had outgrown it altogether. Even then, its use had not expired. Instead—repurposed as a purse of sorts—it provided a different kind of nurture in bringing their goods for sale at market to feed and clothe the young family.

	Nida, now approaching market, chuckled quietly to herself, and wondered if she might soon begin to wear out like Nat’s blanket.

	Oh well, she thought, caressing the sling, I suppose I would do well to be as well-loved as this old thing.

	Long ago she had claimed a place in the makeshift market, albeit one of the least desirable locations, tucked away as it was in an out of sight corner. What had begun as a few scavenged, knobby poles—overlaid with broad leaves from their rubber tree and lashed together with long grass—had developed into a beautiful, tapestried tent.

	On a few especially breezy occasions, her first structure had almost toppled over onto her and her customers. Afterwards, Nida had scraped together enough to purchase some proper lumber for her booth and had planted its posts several feet down in the earth for stability.

	Over time, she swapped the leaves for the thick canvas overhead, then used rubber from their tree to waterproof it. Afterward, she had set about the painstaking process of creating the needlework tapestries that now hung about the booth as its walls.

	A beaded curtain of sorts covered the front entrance, and she pulled one side open from the center to lash it to the frame, then repeated the process with the other. The “beads” of the curtain were an eclectic collection of items, most of which she and Nat had scavenged over the years, though she had purchased a bauble here and there to complement and complete the strands.

	Bits of shell, glass, stone, polished wood, bone and carapace hung in the strings, seeming out of place on their own, yet somehow altogether they comprised a decorative and inviting storefront for Nida’s booth. Much like the beaded curtain across the front of her shop, Nida’s wares were also somewhat eclectic.

	Nida had begun her business selling anything of interest that she and Nat came across while foraging outside the grove. If she and her son couldn’t put it to good use, she would put it up for sale at market.

	More than all the scraps we scavenged, Nida recalled, Elyon provided all we could have asked or imagined.

	A plain and thick black curtain hung just behind the beaded one to protect the booth’s interior from the elements. As she pulled it aside to enter her shop, she also parted the veil of history and slipped into the sanctum of memory.
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	In Nat’s second year, Nida had planted a food garden at home, starting with some tomato varietals, mixed greens, and herbs. Given their own small size, the Etom grew small tomatoes—called among Men “cherry tomatoes”—that to the Etom were about the size of a melon. Nida planted round, red ones, and yellow, pear-shaped ones, both popular and delicately sweet.

	Without explanation, her first tomato crop had produced a bounty of fruit that seemed to multiply overnight—so many that she was forced to sell them at the market to prevent them spoiling on the vine. The aging sling had strained under the burden when Nida filled it to near overflow with the initial harvest but kept its trusty hold while Nida considered alternate carriage.

	Indeed, she and Nat had yet to partake of them before she took them to market. And thus she was surprised when the first few to sample the tomatoes exclaimed that they were quite possibly the best they had ever tasted—drawing immediate attention from other customers at the market.

	Nida sold her entire stock within minutes, ending her day prematurely with plaintive explanations to the disappointed crowd that she had run out. She would return the next day with more.

	Racing home that day, Nat strapped to her back and a small fortune tucked away in her robes, Nida in tears thanked the Creator for the blessing, so joyful was she at His provision.

	The next morning, she arrived quite early, dragging as many tomatoes as she could fit on a makeshift travois. Upon her arrival, she encountered an impatient throng that blocked her way to the booth. Excited patrons—either returning happy after enjoying the tomatoes the day before or eagerly awaiting their first taste—gathered in front of her store.

	Nida hadn’t seen any sense in fighting through to her booth and setting out the fruit for it to be at once snatched up. Rather, she resigned herself to sell the tomatoes from her travois. There, on the dusty lane running through the market, she again sold out her stock, leaving still more disappointed customers when she ran out.

	Not willing to lose the opportunity, she asked momentary patience from the remaining customers, and sped home to refill the travois again. Six loads of tomatoes she took to market that day, leaving her quite exhausted, but very pleased with the money she had brought in.

	With a large quantity of tomatoes still ripening on the vines at home, and yet more customers requesting her tomatoes, Nida realized she would soon wear herself out running back and forth with the travois every day. With her earnings that day, she purchased a large, wooden, wheeled cart. She then hired a great, trundling Beetle named Raaj to pull it to and from market each morning until the first frost hit and the tomatoes would be no more.

	Her tomatoes an obvious hit with the townspeople, Nida was so occupied keeping up with the demand that she had given scarce thought to what she might sell when cold weather arrived. Truth be told, she needn’t have worried. She and Nat—her almost silent but sometimes prattling partner—had earned a hefty sum with their first bumper crop of tomatoes and could afford to rest while they enjoyed the fruits of their labor.

	For the first time since Nat’s birth, Nida felt at ease. And she hoped he felt the same, though she’d be hard-pressed to tell if ever he felt otherwise, his broad smile a near-constant fixture on his bright-eyed face. They settled in for winter with plenty of food in the pantry and plenty of wood for the fire, contented with the warmth their small hearth afforded against the coming winter.
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	Throughout winter, she satisfied herself with knitting a cap or scarf for Nat here and there between work on tapestries. With her summer earnings, she purchased yarns and threads of any color she desired.

	Her hangings, already known for their intricacy and quality, benefited with the addition of finer materials, and came alive with the introduction
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