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    To those embracing the battles of the epic journey.
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PART ONE
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TO THE WORLD’S END
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Chapter I
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Followed






Jarell knew where he was going, but he wasn’t sure how to get there. It was right below him, surely, but not accessible. Where were its openings? The one he best remembered was the entrance near the edge of the Bear Clan world—a mouth with ever-chewing teeth that had devoured the Sorcerer’s bat-men. It didn’t feel like that was the best place to try. There was another to the north and east, not far from the lower rim of the world, but it was guarded by the Sorcerer’s monster.

Then, his dream about the World Plant—the nurse said it was a path. This seemed his best bet. He could reach the World Plant directly if he simply went west, but he would be crossing an empty land, a trackless waste without any water, where one could easily become lost. The only sure way would be to go southward up the land, then west toward the diamond head of the Riverway, and from there to the stalk of the World Plant, which extended downward. 

Jarell decided to go the roundabout way—up, around, and then back down. “You’d think it would be simple,” he said to himself. Maybe he should look for another way—perhaps a cave opening like they had come across in Giant Land. But the Sorcerer would surely know about such openings and would either close them or keep them guarded. 

His dream, as always, spoke truest, even if it only hinted. An entrance lay at the base of the Three-World Plant. His journey hung on this clue, a memory of a night vision. He must go there, even if it meant starting at its top and descending to its roots.

Jarell assessed his own chances, gripping Madriel’s Staff as he paused. He answered his own question about his chances: “Little or none.” Then, why would the dream have shown him a path if it were not possible? 

Madriel, a Half-Flower woman who had been his Quester companion, would have instinctively known her way and brought her powers to bear to defeat the forces of darkness. But she was not here—taken captive by the very forces she was meant to defeat. 

Jarell returned to a mystery, Nurse Skya. How was it that she would know the meaning of his dream? She had approved of his leaving without directly saying so. Why? He had dared to look squarely into her eyes, and she met his gaze—depth upon depth. He felt lost. Her face was that of a knowing older woman, yet the eyes spoke of youth. He had turned away first—he who had seen the battle at the Center. So she had sent him on his way.

Jarell resumed walking, the Staff held firmly in hand. He began to talk to it. “You’re my companion now. I hope you’ll serve me well—even if you have a mind of your own. Much depends on you. For one, I am going to face a no-doubt hungry giant worm at the roots of the Three-World Plant, something you can help me with, right?”

Jarell had hoped for at least some tingling in response, but got none. 

Fingering its designs, he added, “You speak when you want to. Save your voice for later. The journey’s just begun. You know, my plan is to return you to your true bearer, our friend Madriel.”

At that, Jarell felt the slightest tingle in the palm of his hand.

“Aha, so that’s your weakness! I just have to say her name, and I’ve got you in the palm of my hand.” 

Jarell laughed. “Pardon me for a bad attempt at a pun. It seems I do this more when I’m alone, to keep myself company.”

“Let me imagine your answer: ‘Keep your humor. You’ll need it in Shadowlands.’”

The Quester approached a long, deep ridge, which he did not know was the imprint of the thinning leg of the Cosmic Human. He climbed the ridge and saw another in the distance, the second leg. Between the two lay a trackless waste—not an impossibly long distance, but barren and without sustenance. His pack held enough hard bread from the Water People to sustain him for the trip, so food was not the issue. A leather water bag, a stomach from a bighorn sheep, was nearly full, but its supply would not last the distance he saw. 

Something else bothered him beyond the edge of his consciousness, something he did not want to acknowledge. He was being followed. He hadn’t directly seen or heard anything. Whoever or whatever it was, it was very careful—maybe not from this world. Jarell wondered if one of the Sorcerer’s clones had become alert to him—and planned, once he entered the Underworld, to take him captive. His thoughts turned to Dizor, who had just returned to his normal self—but he would certainly stay to help defend the Cliffside dwelling.

Jarell checked his belt and felt his long knife. He had hesitated to bring it, knowing that it would be of little use in the Underworld. Still, he had to go through This World. There were no doubt creatures along the World Plant that was close to the edge of the world—the knife might come in handy then.

As he descended the ridge, he felt eyes on his back. Jarell whirled and, for a moment, caught the outline of a shadowy figure on the horizon. 
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Chapter II
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Her Dream






Jarell thought it best to wait out his enemy while the ridge still provided hiding places. The stretch of land ahead, between the ridges, was level without defining marks. At a steep bend, just before he would have come into view, he stepped aside and pressed himself against a tall, flat rock. The wait seemed interminably long. Perhaps whoever was following him had sensed the danger. He was about to resume his journey when he heard a faint footfall to his right.

Jarell refrained from pulling out his knife, lest he kill a stranger who might simply be passing the same way. He would at least look at whoever’s face it was. He could then spring upon whoever it was and grapple before the person could use any weapon.

The figure’s shadow appeared, and Jarell sensed something unusual. He sprang out and grabbed the figure. Surprisingly, he lifted the person easily. In the moonlight, he made out the face of a fellow Quester. “Valdal!” he exclaimed.

“It is I,” she said with a calmness that jarred Jarell. 

Jarell let her down in anger and shame. “You only scared me half out of my wits! How is it that you go about silently, leading me to think you are an uncanny enemy or master spy? I almost had my knife pulled to strike first in the dark.”

The Little Person did not appear bothered by Jarell’s revelation, as she straightened her ruffled garment. “Your greetings need some work,” she admonished.

Jarell’s temper remained. “Why are you following me? Why are you here at all?”

Not waiting for an answer, he continued. “You are a Little Person—you are no more than the size of a child. I’m going to the Underworld to fight the Sorcerer and the Great Beast who tore off part of the Center of the Worlds. Please go before something bad happens to you!”

Valdal answered simply, unabashedly. “I can’t. I am a fellow Quester.”

Jarell weighed his words. “True, you are a Quester. But you stayed behind to tend Kasa and missed the battles we fought. Questing is dangerous. You know what happened to Marcol, your twin? He’s now in Flower World.”

Found in the upper realm of the World Stone, Flower World was a land of radiant blooms and shimmering jewels—and the place where one’s spirit-body went after death. 

Valdal’s head turned downward; her face weakened. “I know.”

Jarell realized he had gone too far. “Sorry—I didn’t mean to offend you. Let me start you on your way, so you can go back and join the others.”

“There is no going back,” said Valdal. “They are already under siege on the high mesa.”

Jarell mulled this and put the best face on it. “Then they should be safe for a while. I still have time to complete the mission. But your place is not with me. I cannot have you go with me to the Underworld and die.”

“I choose to go with my fellow Quester, no matter where it leads.” 

Jarell didn’t seem to hear her, turning his head. 

Then Valdal spoke so quietly that he could barely hear her.

“Are we not equal, as you once said? We were all chosen to be Questers. No one’s taken that back—not any I know. I have a right to go with you.”

Jarell stepped away and looked at the path ahead. What am I to do? She’s firmly set on this belief. Her dream is to fulfill her role as a Quester. How can I turn her away? 

Then Jarell wondered how she knew he was leaving. He had told no one; only the nurse knew about his dream. 

Jarell’s memory was drawn back to when he first saw Valdal after returning from the Flower World. He had glimpsed her in the corridor of a cliff dwelling and thought she was a servant. 

He came closer for a better look and called out, “Stop! Are you not Valdal?” 

“I am,” she answered. 

“You are one of the Questers?” 

“I am.” 

“Why do you go about so unassuming?” 

“The Questers who went ahead of me accomplished what was needful, my Lord. I only tended Kasa.” 

“Do not call me Lord! As for tending Kasa—that was critical for us—she entered the above world and warded off the Sorcerer’s beast.”

“Did she not tell you that she had done that?”

“She did.” 

“And haven’t we all been told we are equal?” Jarell had reminded. “You should not go about so unassuming, telling no one.” 

Valdal had bowed slightly. “I must be off now.”

“Where are you going?” 

“I tend to the sick with an old nurse in the halls of healing.” 

“Then be on your way,” Jarell had said, wondering at this Quester’s mission. 






Jarell pulled himself back to the present, while Valdal waited quietly. “We may not succeed,” he said quietly. “The dangers are many.”

“We may or may not. At least we will have tried, and you won’t have to face them alone. Besides, I dream of seeing my Lady again—don’t you?” 

Jarell hesitated to reveal his private thoughts, then admitted, “I do.”

“Then I’ll leave it like this,” he continued. “I will not ask you to come, but neither will I turn you away.”

“Then it is nearly done,” Valdal responded. “I want to go with you, but I ask for your assent. I will not force myself upon someone truly unwilling.”

To his surprise, Jarell felt a quiet strength welling up within him. Someone small, who had no weapons and offered no obvious advantage, was choosing to go with him. He smiled, the first time he remembered doing so since coming to This World.

Nonetheless, a part of him still doubted, and he said aloud, more to himself, “You have to work with what you’ve got.” 

Valdal heard him, but did not respond. A smile traced her face. It jarred Jarell back, as he realized she was standing in front of him—that he had bared his thought before her. He was defeated.

Jarell raised his hands. “I assent. And the first test awaits us, just ahead.”
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Chapter III
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Offering Well 






“Why do we cross here?” asked Valdal, pausing to assess the choice. “Could we not follow the ridge upwards? There we would go safely into the thick of things and turn west by the Riverway.”

Yes, the thick of things is the truth, thought Jarell, the Giant’s land, the pass littered with beetle shells and somewhere a wandering, frail army of men—and the pass itself likely watched by the dark. 

“We need to take the least expected route, and one more direct for our purposes,” Jarell explained. “The Plant is westward, so we first go south to avoid the trackless waste. But this bit of land lies ahead of us.”

“It seems long, this stretch. We cannot even sight the second ridge. Do we have enough water?” 

“If we keep a good pace, we can make it,” said Jarell, his voice holding more question than certainty.

Valdal gazed ahead, trying to sense what lay there. “I wish I knew more. This uninhabited wasteland concerns me.”

“As it does me. Let us not tarry any longer lest we become faint of heart.”






In two days' time they reached halfway. Their water had run out. The remarkable feature of the landscape remained its emptiness, mixed with a scattering of small black stones upon a sunbaked earth. The stones proved sharp, and the two were forced to move slowly, avoiding them lest they cut their shoes and feet. 

“Who could have foreseen this?” moaned Jarell. “The land conspires against
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