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AUTHOR'S NOTE

I never thought this book would meet the eyes of readers, but it turned out my eldest baby has a mind of his own and is determined to use it. The first draft of The Crystal Lattice was written when I was a twenty-one year old college student with too much time on her hands during summer break. It was written on scraps of paper while solo camping in the Ozarks, on napkins during midnight Steak n Shake runs, and eventually on my bulky old desktop PC. It was a disaster. My narrator aimlessly wandered about the wilderness for something like 150 pages before figuring out what he should be doing, and then I couldn't figure out the ending so I gave up and filed it away for years.

A few years after college I was working a temp job in Kansas and was struck by an epiphany about how to finish the book, which I hadn't thought about in years. I pitched my thoughts to a coworker, who was almost as excited as I was. He ended up being my first reader and the person I tossed ideas at to help solidify them in my head. A few weeks later, the second draft was complete. It was horrible, but we both saw potential in it. I filed it away for a while, since I was inspired to write Echoes of Oblivion, then Mayfly Requiem, then Shadows of Absolution.

Twelve years after walking away from the abomination of a first draft, here I am completing it again. It has been completely rewritten twice, edited, reedited, filed away and found again, names have been changed, characters have been dropped, and the heart of the story has been discovered and embraced. A lot has happened in those twelve years—college graduation, jobs, out-of-state moves, a marriage and three children, diagnoses and illnesses and injuries—but I wanted to preserve Tesji's young voice, a challenge sometimes as my thirty-something voice often tried to take over and delete some of the immaturity essential to the character.

Those who have already read my other books may be interested to find that The Crystal Lattice is where the Aulors and Web lore originated. The first five Malora books were written well after this one. Someone told me that my little fable about the fall of Ganebra would make a good story on its own, and that one, simple, possibly drunken comment sparked five books. I still blame this all on you, Jason. To everyone else, thank you for joining me on this millennia-long journey. There are still two books after this one (one on each side chronologically), so I hope I can keep you entertained for just a little bit longer before I bounce on to another world.

Courtney M. Privett
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1

Tesji
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THE OCEAN SINGS TO me. The deserts, the wind, the rivers whisper to my soul. The mountains and forests beckon to me, but they are not my masters. I embrace the fire above all else. Starfire and kindling, candlelight and infernos. I am not a disciple of fire—I am the fire. I am wings of flame and sparks on the wind, dampened only by the bitter winter rain and the coldness of an empty universe. I close my eyes and see blazing cascades and meadows of molten rock. I breathe deeply of the ash and char to refresh my spirit and subdue my elemental nature. I open my eyes and return to a far more serene place, the halcyon world of my physical home.

All bards have a story to tell. My tale is a bit different from most, but you must already know I am more than just a bard. Who am I? Don't you already know? I will be surprised if you haven't heard of me by one of my names. I see your curiosity dancing about the forward lean of your posture. If it's a story you want, then it's a story you will get. I've never been one to keep my mouth shut when there is an adventure to divulge. I suppose I ought to start at the beginning, because if you really wish to understand me, you need to know where I came from, for even lowly preludes can crescendo into sublime finales.

***
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I WAS A PECULIAR AND solitary child and I couldn't find a reason not to be. I never viewed my eccentricity as a fault in need of repair, so once I realized I was different from my peers, I accepted it and moved on with my childhood.

For the majority of my youth, I lived with my grandfather in a small house on the edge of the village of Tiponia, which rested at the ancient heart of the Efilon Wilderness on the continent of Melor. The village was constructed in a forest clearing. Snow-capped mountains rose beyond the treeline in every direction and placed Tiponia in the center of an enormous limestone bowl. 

A river sprang from one peak and spiraled through the valley. It ran as a gentle stream behind my house and snaked through the village before accelerating into a raging rapid just beyond the western border of Tiponia, where the children were forbidden to play. I managed on occasion to sneak past the brambles marking the border. I would throw sticks into the turbulent waters just to watch the wood be thrashed by the whitewater and shattered upon the rocks. My grandfather knew nothing of my escapades and flirtations with danger. I wouldn't have expected him to since he never noticed much of what I did.

My grandfather was the quiet sort. He kept to himself with his books and his brews and his telescope. I never heard him have more than a fleeting few words with any of the villagers, not even small talk about the weather. He never really spoke to me much, either. I didn't bother asking him anything of importance because I had a feeling he would only respond abstractly. 

For years questions nagged at my thoughts but I had no means of finding answers to them. When I was very young and he was still leaving the house, my grandfather took to locking his study so I could not rifle through his possessions to look for clues while he was away. Once he deemed me old enough to take care of myself, he rarely left his study except when I called him for meals. I wasn't certain whether he thought of me as his grandson or his personal cook, but he seemed to enjoy my presence well enough and often enjoyed a game of chess with me after we ate. Despite his reclusive behavior, he was easygoing and amicable. He was genuinely proud of my accomplishments, though those were rare since I was more inclined to look out the window during school than pay attention.

Since I was left alone most of the time, I found ways to amuse myself that the villagers found strange. I didn’t care because they were the type more likely to ridicule and gossip than to have a civilized conversation. I didn't hurt anyone or anything, so my hobbies were none of their business.

When I was a young child of twenty-five and just beginning school, I was assigned a science project. I decided to explore pyrotechnics and made my own firecrackers. A few of them made it into the bonfire at the harvest festival, and I was forbidden from bringing them out in public again. Over the next twenty years of my childhood, I took up other hobbies. I became a proficient knitter, an avid collector and categorizer of interesting rocks, and a passable poet. I desperately wanted to be a musician, but my fingers were clumsy and my internal rhythm did not match the external mess produced when I tried to play the lyre. After a short year of practice, I became frustrated with the instrument and gave it back to my grandfather. I regretted quitting on it so easily, but I saw no point in doing something that left me feeling so defeated.

When school was not in session, I spent days at a time wandering around the mountains. I was almost obsessively drawn to the natural world, and for a long time I didn't know why. I loved finding places I hadn’t yet been and new routes to my special sanctuaries. My favorite was a small glacial lake two days' walk above the village. The lake was cold and clean, and the chilled water tasted wonderful, a crystalline sweetness I've never experienced anywhere else. The pool terminated in a small waterfall under which a pair of friendly watersingers lived. The waterfall cascaded into a cold spring, which fed the river running through Tiponia. I loved my time in the mountains, but after a few days of wandering I knew I had to return home. My grandfather had stopped cooking for himself and I didn’t want him to starve.

When I was the still the very young age of thirty-seven and most of my peers were still working on their reading skills, I returned home after a two-day hike to find my grandfather busy in the kitchen, something that had not occurred in a decade. He leaned over a pot on the fire with his back to me. His long, golden hair drifted dangerously close to the yellow flames. 

The contents of the pot crackled explosively. Purple smoke and the scent of lavender filled the room. My grandfather added something fist-sized and covered in yellow spikes to the pot. The smoke shifted to dark green and tasted of pine resin. His blue robe fluttered as he spun around to face me. His pale eyes peered quizzically out of a sharp-featured and still rather young face.

“Tesji, Tesji, Tay-ji,” he whispered, carefully articulating each syllable as if he had never spoken my name before. He was not the only villager who had difficulty pronouncing my decidedly foreign name. Even with decades of practice, his tongue often stumbled across the central consonants.

“Yes, Grandfather?” I replied, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically.

He smiled and sat at the table. He reclined slightly and beckoned with two slender fingers. He retrieved a piece of twine from his pocket and tied back his fair hair. I slid into a chair and stared over a candle that was rapidly reducing to a nub of a wick and a puddle of warm wax. 

He cocked his head to the left and said, “Tesji, you’re old enough now to call me by my name. None of this ‘Grandfather’ nonsense, it makes me sound so old.” He smiled wider and emitted a soft, stuttering laugh.

I prodded my memories to find a proper name for my eccentric kinsman. I shrugged and said, “I don’t know your real name.”

His even, white teeth glittered gold in the light of the dying candle. “My name is Janakei Brier. Happy to meet you, Tesji Brier.” The smile faded from his lips but danced about his eyes for a moment longer. “But, now I want to speak with you about something else. Have you noticed how your classmates and the other villagers don’t seem to like you, how they talk about you when they think you’re not paying attention, how they poke fun at you?”

“Yes, I used to wonder why, even before the firecracker thing, but now I don’t care. They’re idiots anyway. Who cares what they think?” I huffed and propped my chin on my palms.

Janakei raised his eyebrows and grinned. “Good for you! I hope you can always honestly say you are not affected by the harsh words of others. I know that you have never properly seen yourself before, so now I want to show you who you are.” 

He handed me a round object covered by a handkerchief. I removed the white cloth and startled at the first mirror I had ever seen. Some of the villagers owned mirrors, but it was taboo to speak of them or show them outside of the home. Vanity was socially impermissible among the Efi of western Melor, so to admit ownership of a mirror was akin to admitting oneself a narcissist.

My hands trembled as I rotated the mirror. My eyes were the inky blue-violet color of early twilight, much darker eyes than I had ever seen before. My face was rounded and pale, with a splattering of freckles across the nose and prominent cheekbones. My red hair was chopped short and stuck out in random directions, so different from the fair hair of most of the villagers. I now understood why my grandfather had kept it so short. To see longer hair in such a bright color would have been quite a shock to eyes used to monochrome. I resolved to grow it long just to be defiant. I looked so different from everyone I had ever met. It was no wonder the villagers treated me like an outsider. 

“I’m weird,” I marveled. I was weird, odd looking, almost frightening. I was a redheaded waif lost in a world of beautiful, willowy, light-haired Efi. I didn't even look Efi. The Efi were tall, taller than humans, though shorter than the mystical Toli of Kiriba. They were usually either blond or black-haired. I had never seen one with red hair before. Their eyes were blue, gray, or occasionally hazel, but never dark.

Janakei nodded. “That you are, my boy, that you are. It’s nothing to be ashamed about. You should take pride in who you are. Don't be arrogant, just confident. Someday, I will tell you about your parents, for it was they who gave you your unique appearance. Not yet. You are too young.”

“I’m almost thirty-eight!” I objected. 

Janakei offered only an amused grunt. He left the table and returned to his pot of sputtering, rainbow-spewing odors. I leaned against the back of my chair. My mind overflowed with questions that I knew he wouldn’t answer. Who are my parents? What happened to them? Why am I living with you? Why am I so different?

I bored of watching Janakei stir his smoking purple mess, so I left the table and climbed the ladder into the loft that served as my room. Questions still bounced around my head and caught in my throat. After a while, I decided I really didn’t care. I might care later, but not yet. I was currently content to just be me, and I thought I understood why Janakei wanted to wait to tell me anything. My early life must have been something horrible if he didn't think I was old enough to handle knowing about it.

I occupied myself by dissecting my astronomy assignment. I worked through problem after problem of ascensions and declinations, plotting the course of the planets through the constellations. I enjoyed astronomy, but preferred unstructured stargazing without mathematics interfering. I loved the caress of the stars' cold and distant light upon my face. I imagined them speaking to me sometimes, but I couldn't understand their words. I wanted to converse with them, but they were so far away, so distant, and the warmth of their radiance could not reach across the depths of space to heat my world.

I finished my astronomy assignment and began working on my agriculture studies. I had no talent for biology or organic chemistry, and the tedious diagrams made me quite groggy. I fell asleep at my desk and dreamed of a mountain range blanketed by flames.

***
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I WOKE TO BRIGHTNESS and warmth. Sunlight streamed through the window above my desk. I immediately knew I was late for school. Without bothering to dress in fresh clothes or find breakfast, I ran out the door into a clear autumn morning. The school was on the other side of the village. On a normal day it would have taken me twenty minutes to walk, but that day it only took five to run. I would have made it in four if I had not tripped over a fallen branch and skinned my knee, frightened some roosting ducks, and then knocked over a woman and her wagon of purchases in the market.

I arrived at school an hour late, out of breath and rumpled. As I entered the single room Tiponia’s twenty children were educated in, I realized I had forgotten everything I needed—my books, my homework, even the leaky quill that was normally stuck in my pocket. The teacher, a rather dull woman named Lirana, looked up from reprimanding an older student for throwing ink at a younger one. I shivered under the glare of her glacial eyes.

“Tesji!” she squaked. Her usual monotone was transformed into a piercing shriek by my most recent transgression. “How dare you come late to my class! And unprepared, I see. I will speak to your grandfather about this.”

Lirana emitted a throaty huff before sitting stiffly behind her desk. I laughed internally about the absurdity of my grandfather talking to her. Lirana straightened her chest and shoulders. She appeared very much a disgruntled harpy puffing and ruffling her feathers, but this harpy sounded like a banshee instead of a songbird. I thought the worst was over and walked to my seat. However, Lirana was not about to let my crime go unpunished.

“You will spend the remainder of the day sitting at the front of the classroom, facing the rest of the students. You are not allowed to speak, you will not leave your seat even for lunch, and if you complain, you will spend the entire week in that position.” Lirana smirked, satisfaction crinkling the corners of her frosty eyes. She ran her long fingers across her intricate braids, looking positively delighted with herself. Lirana was an exceptionally pleased harpy.

I pulled my desk and chair to the front of the room and sat down. My attention wandered. I observed the harsh colors and feelings of hate which permeated ever shelf and corner. Lirana kept the classroom immaculate. No speck of dust was suicidal enough to sully her territory, for each unfortunate bit of debris knew she would torture it to a violent and unmerciful end. Bookshelves painted sickeningly bright shades of yellow and red lined one white wall. Another wall showcased banners of the alphabet, hand-lettered in Lirana’s precise, flowing script. 

Behind me was a blackboard, where the harpy continued her flawless lettering for her students to copy with exact precision. The floor was polished to a perfect shine. No fingerprints showed on any window or other smooth surface. It was certainly not a welcoming environment for unruly children, but it was where we spent four days of every week. The school was Lirana’s citadel, the harpy queen's castle, and no child dared defile it for fear of inciting her wrath.

Since I had left my books at home, I had nothing to do after I finished counting the ceiling planks. I became jaded and slouched in my seat with my arms crossed over my chest. I was just starting to slip into a lovely dream about my secret lake in the mountains when a tremendous pain exploded in my forehead. Rubbing my swelling brow, I opened my eyes to the laughing and pointing class. The cause of my pain was a book thrown by a boy called Nalica Achay, the son of Tiponia's mayor and her husband, the master herbalist. He proudly clapped his hands and laughed harder and louder than anyone else.

Nalica, along with his small but growing minion horde, had been my tormentor since I started school twelve years prior. At only two years older than me, he was the closest boy to my age in the school. This meant he was not chastised for harassing me since he wasn’t torturing a younger child, but instead someone who should have been capable of fighting back. Unfortunately, I was much smaller, thinner, and more awkward than he was, so I was viewed as an easy target.

I knew to fight back would be futile. I would not inflict much damage upon him and he and everyone else would undoubtedly laugh at my attempts. Nalica knew this as well, but instead of giving up because he could not provoke me into fighting, he picked on me even more. He even recruited his followers to continue the harassment when he was not available. I often came home bruised and dirty from confrontations with Nalica, so I avoided him whenever possible. Unfortunately, I could not avoid my tormentor during school, so he took advantage of the inescapable proximity.

I leaned over and picked up the book. At least I now had something to read, so the bump on the head wasn't a total inconvenience. I had no reason to speak up, because I didn’t want to risk an entire week of this torture. Lirana continued her lecture without acknowledging my strife. I knew she was eager for me to open my mouth and get myself into more trouble. I read the book, ignored my increasingly horrendous headache, and occasionally scanned the room for the latest person snickering or pointing at me and whispering to his or her neighbor.

I was temporarily safe when the class broke for lunch. My stomach rumbled since I had eaten neither breakfast nor lunch. I exhaled and disconnected all thoughts of food from my mind. I fully immersed myself in Nalica’s book, an intermediate herbalism course. It was fairly dull, and I already knew most of the material from reading books at the house, but it provided something safe to do, and I wouldn’t be caught unaware by one of my bullies. For thirty blissful minutes, I was alone except for Lirana and her glaring eyes. Even she did not bother me. She was not taunting, just quietly eating her lunch and huffing between bites.

I hoped the rest of the class would be caught in a freak monsoon, or maimed by wild and rabid squirrels during the lunch break. Unfortunately, lunch proceeded as usual and the students returned in small and casual groups.

Terali glided across the classroom snared in a lively conversation with several of her friends. I was hopelessly infatuated with her. It may have been the long, silvery-blonde hair that glowed with the light of the summer moon, or perhaps it was the eyes as clear as the morning sky. It certainly wasn't her personality that attracted me, because she was as spiteful and cruel as the harpy masquerading as an Efi schoolteacher. 

Unfortunately, the enchanting Terali Achay was the twin of my nemesis Nalica, and therefore off-limits to me. She must have felt me watching her, because she abruptly stopped walking and spun to face me. She began to smile, but then rolled her eyes and sighed.

Loud enough for everyone in the classroom to hear, Terali said, “Stop dreaming, Tesji! I wouldn’t be friends with you for anything. You’re just a little fire-haired demon freak, and I hope you disappear or die or something so none of us ever have to look at your stupid face again. If you ever even look at me again, I’ll get my brother to make sure you never want to look at me for the rest of your sorry and freakish little life. Or, I can get my mother to kick you and that nutty grandfather of yours out of town for good!”

Terali returned to her friends, laughing and certain she had hurt me. She hadn't hurt me. In fact, I was elated that she spoken to me at all. Unfortunately, Nalica had lumbered into the classroom in the middle of her speech. He dumped his lunch leftovers over my head. Something wet and sticky oozed down my back.

“Later, freak, you just wait. I’m gonna getcha, you just wait,” Nalica warned. He high-fived his closest minion before sitting on top of his desk, which creaked under his weight. He whispered to Terali and they both laughed.

With the return of the last few students from lunch, Lirana rose from her seat. She hovered behind me and lectured on the finer details of rye agriculture. I ignored her and used my sleeve to wipe orange goo from my neck.

A red flash caught my attention. I glanced up from examining my wet sleeve just as the apple hit my nose. Surprisingly my nose did not bleed, but it throbbed and swelled. 

Lirana fell silent. She walked to my side and smiled expectantly. I was not willing to allow her the joy of adding three days to my punishment. I slouched in my seat and returned to reading the herbalism book.

I tried to ignore the pain in my face and forehead, but my eyes teared and obscured the words on the pages. I was hurting and hungry and sticky and I wanted to go home. I tried to convince my eyes to stop giving away my feelings, but it was useless. Of course I could not get away with crying in front of the class, especially since they were already staring at me. Faint giggling by a few students crescendoed into a chorus of hysterics, much to the amusement of Lirana.

“You are so dead, crybaby freak! You’re so dead!” Nalica chortled between fits of laughter. His friends cheered and echoed his threat.

Lirana giggled discretely, her hand over her lips. She cleared her throat before squawking at the class, “All right, you little monsters, let's get back to work. You can pester the crying brat later.”

I glared at her, but still would not give her the satisfaction of hearing my voice. The harpy was evil, and I would not let her malice control me. I could last until the end of the day, I knew I could. I took several deep breaths to calm myself down. Normally, I would have meditated, but I was afraid to close my eyes, and I was not yet adept enough to meditate with them open.

The last four hours of the day trudged along far too slowly, but no more projectiles came my way and I eventually blocked out the searing pain in my face. The giggling continued, but the growing whispers bothered me more. The rushing, windy sounds echoed around my consciousness and swirled my thoughts together into a monumental lump of incoherent discord.

Waves of dizziness almost tipped me from my seat, but I focused long enough to slump forward onto my desk instead of crashing to the floor. I can make it, I can make it, I thought over and over. If I thought it enough maybe I could make it true. The churning murmurs grew louder and louder until my mind screamed for relief. I put my hands to my ears in a useless attempt to silence the classroom, but the whispering continued to stab at my sanity.

The afternoon finally ended. My psyche ached from the effort to stay rational. I waited until everyone else departed to look at Lirana. She pointed at the door and shrieked, “Get out of here!” She was quite obviously angered I had not done anything to warrant more punishment. She perched on a stool and scrubbed imaginary dust particles from a window. I slipped out of my seat, yanked the chair and desk back to their usual place, and left the school.

I savored the calmness as I walked down Tiponia's main street. The whispering and giggling were over for the day. I knew it would start again tomorrow, but for now it was quiet.

Too quiet.

None of my classmates were visible. They were usually playing games on the walk or gossiping in the marketplace, but I saw and heard no one.

“You didn’t think you could escape that easily, did you, Cry-ji?” Nalica snickered as he stepped from behind a fruit booth. He folded his arms over his husky chest and made a loud clicking sound in the back of his throat. 

Other students materialized from alleyways and the shade of vendor booths. Terali was among them. She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head. She smirked behind the cascade of hair that obscured most of her face.

Nalica stepped closer to me. The acrid smell of his sweat and breath reached my nose. He rubbed his brow and said, “About time the little freak gets what’s coming to you. We're gonna make you pay for being alive!”

The nearest minion handed Nalica a long, slender rope. Before I could dodge, he flailed his arm and whipped me across the face. Pain ripped through my right cheek. I touched my hand to my face and yanked it away as the stabbing heat flared. Blood trickled down my fingers and dripped onto the cobblestones.

“That’s just a taste, freak. We’re gonna mess with you for a while, then we’re gonna go find your freak grandfather and beat on him because he is the reason you exist.” Nalica whipped me again, this time catching the side of my neck. He laughed and puffed his chest proudly as his minions high-fived each other.

I could no longer restrain my rage. There was only so much torture I could take, and Nalica had crossed into the field of my fury. My skin flushed and became hot. The small hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Pain and primal rage welled up inside the pit of my stomach. A static-like sensation sparked from my fingertips, then slowly moved up my arms into my neck and head. I looked up at the fair, cloudless blue sky and silently pleaded for the wind to roar. The distant forest moaned.

I stepped toward my tormentor and smiled. “You are never going to touch me again. You are never going to make fun of me again, or hit me, or throw things at me. You are the one who will pay, not me. You will regret all the harm you have caused me, and any pain you may be thinking of causing anyone in the future.”

I didn't feel like I was in control of my body or voice. My words were quiet, but intense and carefully articulated. The crowd of tormentors ceased taunting and giggling. They stared at me with nothing but worry written across their haughty faces.

I hummed a dissonant melody and took another step closer to Nalica. A few small clouds floated through my peripheral vision. My humming became a whispering vocalization, and dark clouds moved in from behind me. The sky became a sickly shade of gray. The blood dripping down my face was searingly hot. I chanted words in a language I had never heard and rain poured down. My spirit was renewed as blood and tears were washed from my bruised face.

Nalica gasped and cowered. I sang in a clear, steady voice. Lightning struck a tree in the distance. The wind cried and whirled with all of her strength. The raging wind left me untouched, but picked up Nalica and several minions. They screamed as they were swept into the air by the gale. They were carried in nearly a full circle before being pummeled into the roof of a house. The wind retreated and they fell to the ground, unconscious and bleeding. The unharmed onlookers backed away, shaking and whimpering.

I dropped to the ground, panting. The sky cleared in an instant and the day was once again bright and blue. The wind slowed to an adagio zephyr. 

Terali and her friends whispered to each other. The wind carried their voices to my ears. “His eyes were glowing purple! Did you see? They glowed purple!”

I dashed to my house, crying salty tears into the open whip wounds. Onlookers backed away as I passed. I didn't care and I kept running until I had opened my front door and stepped inside. I closed the door and leaned against it, still panting. What had I done? My entire body trembled. I had no idea how I did that. What am I, what have I done? How had I made the wind do what I wanted? What was the language I was singing? I slumped to the floor. Janakei came out of the study and tilted his head at me questioningly. 

“I made a storm,” I stated through labored breaths. I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around my shins.

Janakei dipped a cloth in water and retrieved his first-aid kit from the cabinet. He sat on the floor in front of me and wiped the blood from my face and neck. He dabbed white willow bark tincture on my wounds. I gritted my teeth and braced myself against the sting. I hugged my legs tighter as he carefully stitched the gashes.

Janakei cupped my chin in one hand and stroked my bruised forehead with the other. I leaned against him and sobbed into his shoulder. He kissed my hair and said, “I've really had it with them. Not much I can do to them, though, considering they're kids. I guess you won't be going to school anymore. No worries, I'll put out some books for you to read. You were always a bit . . . above . . . your classmates, and it is too bad they resented you so much for it that they felt the need to resort to violence to make themselves feel better. So you made a storm? I'm not surprised. Magical abilities tend to run in families. It's quite rare, so congratulations.”

“One more way I'm an outsider,” I whispered.

“So what? Embrace it. I have,” Janakei replied. “It took me a lot longer than it will you, though, and I needed a little guidance to come to terms with it.” He popped back into his room and closed the door. 

No more school? How nice! But as I contemplated it, I realized that it was exactly what the harpy and the bully horde wanted, never to see me again. I decided I didn't really care. I didn’t want to be somewhere that I was constantly ridiculed. I didn't want to associate with people who found joy in giving me scars. I picked myself up off the floor and went out to the well, feeling a little better now that I wouldn’t have to go back to Lirana’s awful, immaculate school. 

I drew a bucket of water and poured it over myself. Blood, dirt, and dried sticky juice flowed off of me and stained the earth red. I drew up buckets and dumped them over my head until my hair was no longer sticky and the water ran clear around my bare feet. 

I returned to the house and climbed the ladder into my loft. I stripped off my wet clothes and glared out the window at a place that saw no misdeed in torturing a child. Well, now I really am a freak, and all of you know it, I thought. A yawn pulled at my fresh stitches and nearly sent me into an agonized fit. I collapsed onto my bed and immediately fell into a deep sleep.

***
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WATER COVERED THE WORLD, more water than I had seen in my entire life. A soft and salty breeze churned the ocean into choppy waves as it sang a sweet cadence. I was on a small boat, nothing like the river boats I was used to. A pole with a sheet rose from its center. No, not a sheet. A sail. The word “sailboat” materialized in foamed letters upon the waves for an instant before vanishing.

A silver, beaked creature jumped between the waves. It flipped through the air and chattered. The animal skimmed the waves to swim alongside my boat. I knelt and slid my hand over its cool, smooth skin. It chattered happily for a short time, but then its chattering transitioned from playful to malicious. The animal’s beak widened. The pointed teeth grew long and razor-sharp. It turned away from me and swam through the waves with its dorsal fin visible above the water. 

The sky darkened. The wind rocked the boat in a nauseating rhythm and sang a furious war chant. The black sky exploded into a torrent. Lightning cracked and the mast shattered, spewing wood fragments into my skin. The wind became increasingly violent. Its song was a constantly pounding roar that perforated my eardrums. With a great surge of strength, the wind capsized the boat and threw me into the frigid sea. I sank into the turbulent depths, sank into the blackness and cold of the abyssal sea.

***
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I WOKE DRENCHED AND covered in splinters. Rain poured through a hole in the roof. A branch had broken off an overhanging tree. The sky beyond was black, occasionally illuminated by lightning bursts. Raucous thunder shook the house and cherry-sized hail clinked against the roof and windows. 

I sat upright. Content that I was awake and not still wandering through a dream, I put on a robe, covered the hole with a blanket, and descended the ladder into the kitchen. I lit a candle and stared out the window. 

I had dreamed of the great body of water eight times since I called the wind a year prior. Every time, I woke to a raging storm. I didn’t know if I had the dreams because of the storms, or if I caused the storms with my dreams. I stretched my arms above my head and tried to throw off the numbness of an interrupted sleep. The howling ruckus continued.

I prodded the coals and put a teakettle on the hearth. Not long later, the whistling kettle summoned Janakei from his study. He poured each of us a mug of boiling water. I added muslin bags of chamomile and mint.

“Can’t sleep?” Janakei asked. He held his mug in both hands and blew across the steaming liquid.

“A tree fell through my ceiling.”

“Same dream?”

“Yes.” I sipped my tea. It was still too hot and scalded my tongue. “There was an animal this time, though. Some strange fish-thing with silver skin and a beak.”

“Dolphin,” Janakei stated.

“Why do I dream of dolphins? I don’t even know what they are. I’ve never seen one before.”

“You were born near the ocean of Ara. That’s what your big body of water is called. Ara, off the east coast of Melor. I wouldn’t be surprised if you saw a few dolphins.” Janakei continued to blow air onto his tea. He stared past me and out the window.

“Was I? I don’t remember an ocean. All I remember is this place,” I said.

Janakei sighed and smiled warmly. He set his mug on the table, then rubbed his eyes and said, “My son Azfadel brought you here when you were eight. You were just a shy little slip of a toddler, and you clung to him like you already knew he was about to leave you. I’m not sure why he came back here because he wouldn't tell me. He was obviously distraught and incapable of caring for you. I don't know much other than he had been living on the eastern coast in the city of Vanora. Such a long way from here... I don't know anything about your mother, because my son was gone by the time I woke up the next morning. I haven’t seen him since. I kept hoping he'd come back for you. He left you crying in the home of a stranger. That was not fair to you and I can't bring myself to forgive him for it.” 

Janakei picked up his mug with both hands and rose from his chair. He paused with his back to me and mumbled, “He was always so odd. Probably a bit too much like me. After that bear killed Afeza...”

“What?” I asked, confused. “What bear?”

“Never mind. You are nowhere near old enough to hear that horrible story. I'm not old enough to hear it and I am nearly 230. Afeza was my wife, your grandmother. You and Azfadel, you both have her eyes. Makes it hard to look at you sometimes.” Janakei shook his head and sighed morosely. He retreated into his study and closed the door.

I trudged to the front door and looked outside at the downpour. The sun peeked between the clouds, brightening them from black to gray. The hail ceased, but the thunder and lightning continued. I climbed to my loft and searched for something dry to sleep on. 

All right, rain, you can stop now, I thought while humming a nonsense melody. To my surprise, the rain stopped. The sky remained gray. That’s bizarre, I thought. I flopped onto a pile of pillows in the corner and pondered both my mysterious origins and my influence over the weather. I knew less about myself than I did about anything else, and I hoped that would eventually change.

I dozed fitfully for a little while before deciding I was better off awake. I went downstairs and rummaged for crackers in the kitchen. I found some hiding next to the flour and brought them and a jar of linganberry jam to the table.

Janakei had come out of his room while I napped and left a beautifully crafted longbow with a quiver of arrows on the table. I lifted the red-tinted bow and examined it. It was taller than me and surprisingly light. I effortlessly pulled back the string and envisioned a flying arrow. The silver string resonated with a pleasant musical tang. The quiver was made of the same lightweight red wood as the bow. On the quiver and on the bow itself were carved images of a bird on fire. The arrows were black shafted with shimmering red feathers. A piece of parchment was tucked under the quiver. I carefully unfolded it.

Tesji,

This belonged to your father. I know you are not strong enough to use it yet, as you are still very young, but with time and height you will be able to wield it. I think you will find it very useful when you are older and you set out on your own.

Janakei

What a strange gift. I was not a hunter, and had no interest in being one. No civilized Efi killed an animal except in self-defense. The Efi were the caretakers of the wilderness, and we were sworn from a young age to protect all living things. And what did he mean by setting out on my own? I didn’t want to stay in Tiponia among the vile citizens who whispered and pointed as I passed, but I hadn't yet considered what I would do once my childhood was behind me. No one in the village had spoken to me since I called the storm a year earlier. I didn't mind the quiet, since no one teased me or threw things at me anymore. I was too young to fully understand how much they feared me.

I went outside into the cool and misty morning to test my new bow. I set an apple on a fallen tree and backed towards the house. The bow's length was more than a little awkward in my hands. I had never shot an arrow before, but my body didn’t seem to know my neophyte status as I drew back the string. My muscles flexed against the tension. 

I let the arrow fly. I did not get to watch its path since the wind chose that moment to blow my hair into my eyes. I pushed my hair behind my ears. The arrow had cleaved the apple in two. 

A low whistle darted across my left shoulder. Janakei stood in the doorway with his arms folded over his chest. He nodded and said, “Nice shot. I was wrong about you not being strong enough. I think that bow was made for you. Or, maybe it’s that you were made for the bow.” He turned away and walked back into the house, his hair swishing in the misty breeze. 

Over the next hour I continued to shoot and split apples through their centers. This is insane, I thought. First I control the weather, and now I have a perfect shot. Damp to the core from the mist, I trudged back into the house. I closed the door and the cold rain fell once again. 
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TWENTY YEARS HAD PASSED since I first picked up the bow. I was fifty-eight and quickly approaching what Janakei called “the age of reason.” Efi were considered adults at age sixty. I had grown to the height of a tall human and my longbow was no longer unwieldy, but I was still slighter than most of the villagers. They had ignored me for much of the past two decades, but my misdeeds were already legendary. My storm-calling was a story people told children to convince them to behave. Don’t tease that kid or Tesji will send a tornado after you!

Janakei never went into the village and never received visitors. He liked to sit outside with a cup of tea and watch me practice with the bow. I had devised a pulley system running from the house to the trees so I could shoot moving targets. “Yes,” he would say with a toothy smile, “nothing can hurt you now. They’ll never get close enough.”

I spent many of my evenings outside listening to the songs of the wind. I sometimes felt I was insane for hearing voices and music in the breeze. I often sang along, not really knowing what I was singing, and the wind swirled around me and kissed my face with evening dew. Contrary to what everyone else thought, I could not control the wind. She had a mind of her own and did what she pleased, but following my suggestions seemed to be an enjoyable game for her. Suggestions were all they were, not commands, and sometimes she wouldn’t respond, but she never slapped me with the hostility of an icy gust.

I was outwardly content with my studies and solitary activities, but I had a deep cavern in my mind that was filled with nothing but the desire to escape Tiponia. My oceanic dreams continued, though with less frequency than before. I longed to stand on some distant shore with the salt breeze in my hair and the wave-soaked sand beneath my feet. Gentle yet relentless, the ocean called to me. Thoughts of leaving came more and more often, but I shoved them away and tried to continue my quiet, unadventurous life. Anxiety about change conquered everything else for the moment.

I woke one autumn morning to the sound of distant voices. It took me a few minutes to figure out it was Fair Day. It was cooler than usual, so I dressed warmly before climbing down the ladder. Janakei sat cross-legged on top of the table, absorbed in a decaying book entitled Advanced Ganebran Chemistry.

“I’m going to the market,” I said. Janakei nodded but didn't offer any words. 

I grabbed a large wicker basket off a hook next to the door and ventured outside into the crisp chill of early autumn. I meandered down the road towards the village center. I smiled at a group of tiny children who were playing next to an herb garden. They had not yet been conditioned to fear me. The sun was warm on my face, but cool zephyrs rustled my hair and ruffled the hems of my long jacket. 

The murmur of gossip and small talk greeted me as I entered the market, which was far livelier than usual. Fair Day happened once every five years. Merchants came from all over Efilon to peddle their wares. At the center of the market square, Efi children and adults swayed to the music of a minstrel troop. Here and there I heard whispers pertaining to the lunacy of my grandfather and myself, but the rumors could not bother me on such a beautiful day.

I bought the things we needed first—grains, produce, and herbs. Then, I perused the carts of visiting merchants. The wonderful aromas of exotic spices crept into my nose, and my eyes were assaulted by the glisten of sunlight off a thousand pieces of jewelry and glassware. Silk and cashmere scarves swayed in the breeze and reached out to caress my face as I passed. 

Everywhere, strange people wandered, laughed, played instruments, and sold their wares. These were people of varieties I never saw except on Fair Day—humans, dark-haired Efi, people whose faces were hidden behind veils, furred and tailed Masai, small people no taller than the top of my knees, Drey with skin as gem-like as the jewelry they sold.

I stepped around one of the many jewelry carts to glimpse Terali walking my way. I tried to hide, but she saw me before I could duck into a shadow. She glared, her pretty face melting into something menacing. I attempted to escape, but she lunged and grabbed my shoulders.

“How dare you follow me!” she snapped. She did not hide her hatred as she pulled me by the hair to face her. 

“I wasn’t...” I started to protest.

“I don’t care! Stay away from me, you creepy little freak! When will you learn that no one will ever like you?”

“Never, apparently. Though, I don’t know if your opinion really matters, because I can’t stand you anyway. I hate you as much as you hate me, if not more!” There, I said it. It was a lie, but I said it. “Are you happy now?” I crossed my arms over my chest and sneered at her.

She held a hand to her mouth and the fury left her eyes. “You actually hate me?” 

“Yes.” No. 

“I don’t want you to hate me, even if you are weird. I've seen what you do to people you hate. Just don’t follow me again, you hear?” 

To my utmost shock, Terali grabbed my collar and yanked me into a kiss. It was a short kiss, but was more than enough to send tingles through my limbs. I yanked away from her.

“That’s the only affection you’ll ever get from me,” she growled. “Now go away. I never want to see you again.” 

Terali shoved me. I stumbled backward into a cart. She drummed her fingers on her hips and waited for me to leave.

I wandered the market in a daze. Everything was so colorful now, so alive. I couldn’t believe that anyone would ever kiss me, let alone the girl whose beauty had maddened decades of my youth. I paused to examine a set of burgundy arrows.

I was abruptly yanked through a black curtain and into a small and musty tent. I panicked, certain Nalica was attacking again. When no blows struck, I lowered my arms and relaxed slightly. My eyes adjusted to the dim light inside the tent, which smelled of vanilla and musk. A shallow silver dish sat on a table at the center of the tent.

“Well, you’re an odd one, aren’t you? Don’t see many scarlet-haired Efi in this part of the world. Matter-of-fact, don’t see many scarlet-haired Efi anywhere west of the coast. Auburn sometimes back where I'm from, but not scarlet. Half-Mero perhaps, by the look of you,” said my abductor. Her face appeared young, but her brown eyes held the shadows of a long and difficult life. Her curly chestnut hair barely showed from under a red hat, which clashed with the orange and purple dress she wore. “Well, come sit down, love, and let old Aerlya Metavanya tell you a bit about your future.”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled. I tried to think of a way to get out of the tent, but the musky fog left me disoriented. “I don’t have any money to spare on fortune-telling. Thank you, though.”

“Oh, nonsense!” Aerlya's smile was marred by an absent lateral incisor. “You’re something special. I can tell that already, so for you there is no charge. Red is the color of magic you know, love. And those eyes... I haven't seen eyes like those, in ages, not since the stars... Come! Come sit down and let me tell you what the bowl reflects for you.” 

She led me to the table. I slipped into an understuffed armchair draped with some sort of animal hide. I couldn't help but cringe upon feeling the oiliness of the fur between my fingers. I envisioned the flayed body of the creature it was stolen from.

“Ah, you don’t like my furs, do you? I figured you wouldn’t, considering most Efi do not take anything from animals for their own use. Now, Tesji, let us begin...”

“How do you know my name?” I demanded.

The woman smiled, but said nothing. She pulled a silver decanter from under the table and handed it to me. A perplexing smell reminiscent of honeysuckle and copper rose from the thick, black liquid within the vessel.

“Well, go ahead, pour it in,” Aerlya commanded. She gestured impatiently toward the bowl. 

The oily liquid settled into a domed meniscus on the bottom of the bowl. Aerlya lit a long, curved pipe and a sour odor filled the tent. She motioned for me to look into the bowl along with her. I saw nothing unusual. 

She was silent for several minutes. Outside, children laughed and minstrels played. I wished I was out there among the people who loathed me instead of in the stuffy tent with the peculiar old clairvoyant. Aerlya coughed to clear her throat, then straightened up and looked at me. She sighed with sorrow in her deep eyes.

“You are not what you seem to be, Tesji, not at all. You are caught in a web of stars, fire, and water, and the wind serenades you like a long-suffering lover. You will lose someone, someone close to your heart. I see innumerable peaks, and much water. Enemies will become friends and friends may not be all you hoped for. You will find both hope and sorrow in your past. Your enemies are two, and they will bring you either death or transcendence, and the choice is yours. Beware the Hall of the Hills. You must...” Aerlya slouched, asleep.

I squinted at the sleeping psychic. The woman was snoring lightly and the shadowed candlelight danced on her freckled cheeks. I stood and stepped to her side. 

“Aerlya?” I whispered. When she didn't respond I poked her shoulder. “Aerlya? Wake up! Aerlya! I must what? I must what? Tell me, please!” 

She startled awake. “What? Huh?”

“What where you going to tell me? I must what?” I grabbed her shoulders and turned
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