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The whole place was annoyingly quiet. And while the Brelnida Inn in the village of Brel in the domain of Hilven lay on one side of the village’s paved stone square next to one of the many wood-and-stone guild houses with their gabled and tiled roofs and across from a series of open wooden stalls ready for market days, there was nobody around to sell us a single stupid thing and not so much as even a whiff of spice or sea. Certainly, no one upon whom I could perform a healing spell or otherwise practice the witchery I was supposed to learn. 

One straight, paved street, which was not anywhere as interesting as any of the corridors in the Benel labyrinth, led the way to the square and one straight, also boring paved street led the way onward beyond it. In front of each of the buildings, wooden signs swung from wooden beams and announced, by image or words, the trade offered within. Uninteresting trade, too, by the looks of it. Wood fashioning, stone smoothing, wool brushing? 

The inn’s sign hung from a wooden beam by two iron hooks and showed a carved and brightly painted traveling musician carrying a mandoline with a large tree behind her. The wind moved and the sign squeaked; a long plaintive cry. The sound so much like the one in my spirit I wanted to kick something to make it stop. Or kick it to make it louder so someone, anyone would take notice. 

Because where was everyone?

The village was nothing like Pel-rezlata with its crowds and spice-laden-salty air. With its ceaseless shouting, the bellowing of pack-animals, the screams of poked and prodded tarsiers, and the constant whine of the biting insect swarms. With its spires and pinnacles. With its great buildings and winding streets. With the stupid baron’s domed house built on the hill in the center of the city. With the labyrinth down by the sea. Nothing at all. 

Although the morning was well past, the afternoon nearly gone, and nobody was around, Brel smelled of woodsy dirt, smelting fire, yeast, and livestock. And yet, it wasn’t completely abandoned or completely still. 

A cluster of laying birds, their feathers a variety of colors from white to speckled white and black, to gray and black, to mottled gray, pecked at the grooves in the pavement, scratching the ground, ruffling their wings, but not clucking or fussing. I checked to make sure Singer, the anuran that had traveled with me since we’d done healing singing magic together in the goblins’ valley, was tucked in place between my doublet and neck. It was. But I sent out a covering of resident magic to wrap around it just in case these birds were as anuran-starved as the banshees’ laying birds had been said to be. 

Singer chirped and its voice seemed too loud against the silence, as was the thump of my boots and Kyda-li’s shoes on the road, and the low creak of our four-wheeled cart.  

Stone-and-wood homes with wispy smoke spiraling up from stone chimneys were scattered across the meadows and fields beyond the square. Free-roaming cows with hides a soft tan munched the grass wherever they pleased; five there, one further on alone, eight or ten grouped together, and more in pairs or small-numbered collections scattered around in no particular order. Wiry-haired and curve-horned goats, the like of which I’d never seen before outside of paintings and tapestries, scampered under and around the cows. A herd of sheep took up an entire field, spread out over the grass like a matted and felted fleece.  

But not a single one mooed or bleated or baaed. 

At the moment I opened my mouth to ask where everyone was and why it was so dragon-cursed quiet, finally, there was someone. A denizen. Well anyway, a single len, lanky, thin, and maybe not much younger than my twenty years of age. Dressed in fleece-lined linen pants the color of spade-turned dirt, a finely woven, brightly colored yellow and orange, thick, long-sleeved, woolen shirt, and wearing a brimmed hat, he slouched against the wood-and-stone front wall of the Brelnida Inn with his arms tucked in his pockets and one leg crossed over the other at the ankles. Half asleep or perhaps all asleep, he didn’t stir as we approached. But at the cart’s clatter or our growing shadows, he blinked awake, shuffled himself upright, and pushed his hat back. 

“You looking to stable that?” he asked, pointing at the cart. 

“Greetings to you, to those you call family, and to the neighbors all around you. I am Kyda-li of the Open Road and this is Sha-li of Benel,” Kyda-li said. 

Kyda-li under whose tutelage I studied the ways of witchery. Kyda-li, the also almost always silent, silver-haired, dark blue-robed practitioner of witchery and mother of the stupid wizard Hol.

The len focused in on Kyda-li and then turned my way. When his gaze hit me, running up from my shoulders to the tips of my bronze hair, a red flush colored his suntanned cheeks. His mouth gaped open and his eyes went wide. I closed my hands into fists hoping he’d say something about how I looked. Then he ducked his head. “And to you and yours. Welcome and be welcomed,” he said, the words barely audible.

“We would stay a few days if there was room for us and if there was a place to keep our cart,” Kyda-li said. 

“I could see about that,” the len said, eyes still downcast. “And there is room enough.”

“We heard word that Gyarth-len the Storyteller has been here,” Kyda-li said. 

We’d heard the news from a thief we’d encountered on the road.

“He is here yet,” the len said. 

“What luck then for us,” Kyda-li said. 

“You can leave your cart with me and it will be looked after. The innkeeper is my mother and she will arrange the exchange with you,” the len said. He darted another glance my way and when he saw I was looking, he caught his breath, and turned his head as if he couldn’t bear what he saw. I narrowed my eyes.

“We thank you,” Kyda-li said, moving toward the inn’s door. 

“Where is everyone?” I asked without lowering my voice, throwing a final glare over my shoulder at the len and following after Kyda-li. 

“It is the custom at this hour for the denizens to rest as they please,” she said. 

“To rest?” I asked. The baron would never have stood for that. Not in the city. Not when there was work to be done. Not when there was trade to manage. 

The wooden door swung easily without a squeak under Kyda-li’s touch. Dim and warm, the room held wooden tables of varied size and enough neatly carved wooden chairs to go with them. A fire flickered in a wide and deep, stone fireplace. 

The fire running alongside my tingling resident magic flared under my skin and pressed against my fingertips. But I held it back from spilling out. Not yet. 

In one corner, the innkeeper sat in a plush armchair with a string of sun-orange yarn winding from the flashing needles in her hands to an open-mouthed bag filled to overflowing with balls and spools of yarn on the floor next to her. She wore loose red pants and a thick, long-sleeved, knitted shirt in bright purple and yellow. Her long brown hair fell over her shoulders in two plaited braids. Her cheeks were ruddy, her eyes bright, and her lips full. 

“Welcome and be welcomed! Come in and be warmed,” she called out to us.

“Greetings to you, to those you call family, and to the neighbors all around you,” Kyda-li said as she’d said to the len. “I am Kyda-li of the Open Road and this is Sha-li of Benel. We would stay a few nights if you have room for us.”

“Aye, we do. And you’re in luck, for we have Gyarth-len the Storyteller with us still. You’ll have heard his name, I’m sure, as it’s nearly as renowned as the stories he tells.” Wrapping the needles, yarn, and the expansive item she was knitting into a bundle, she set it down, and stood. “I am Gan-li. My husband, Ror-len, and I call the inn our own with gladness, truly. And I imagine you met our len, Cal-len, as you came in. Unless he was sleeping out in the fields as sometimes he likes to do. You follow me now and I’ll settle you in. For I bet all the cows in our meadow you’re worn down from your travels. And you’ve come at just the right time to rest up before anything else happens and before the cold weather falls down upon us with the coming of the evening. And it is true that with Gyarth-len the Storyteller here with us we have many things happening every night.” 

She chattered without pause as she led us out of the main room and into the heart of the inn, up a series of stairs, and to a snug room of wood and stone. 

Though small, it didn’t feel overcrowded even with the two beds, a wooden table between the beds supporting a selection of candles in finely carved wooden holders, a stone hearth along one of the walls, and a stack of wood next to it. Not even with the basin for washing up, large enough to sit in with my legs stretched out, larger even than the one the baron’s wife had had made out of precious metals for herself, which stood near the hearth. 

“I hope you will think of what will be best in exchange,” Kyda-li said. 

“It’s been a long time since we had any of the Open Road with us,” Gan-li said. She tossed a few pieces of wood onto the grate, scattered some kindling around, and lit it with three strikes of flint against steel. “I will send Cal-len up with heated water for you to wash. Let me know what else you have need of and when it comes time to settle between us, we will talk of exchange then.”

With no more than her flurry of words and an example of efficiency, the fire already crackling and drawing away the room’s slight chill, she left us. 

“Washing sounds very nice,” Kyda-li said, eyeing the basin.  

“Am I supposed to bring up the travel chest?” I asked, crossing my arms. 

“That would be kind of you.”

“Do I have to rest?” I asked. For though we had come some distance, I wanted to do no such thing. Not at the moment. Not to be stuck within four walls, staring up at the ceiling while Kyda-li splashed herself clean. 

“No, but try not to cause any disturbances if you can,” Kyda-li said.

I opened my mouth to demand of her when I had ever done that, but closed it abruptly when I remembered the curse in the banshees’ territory trying to sneak up on me, of burning it off, of going into the wrong banshees’ mound, and of being told by a dragon to leave its curse alone. 

The dragon I had every intention of finding and throwing my rocks at. 

Singer put its orange-fingered foot against my neck and I hoped it wouldn’t sing some song that gave me, gave us away. I wasn’t exactly keeping secrets, but she didn’t have to know everything, did she? And surely not every place would have a curse.

“Why would I?” I asked instead, and left the room. 

Skipping down the steps, I passed Cal-len about halfway down. I flattened up against the wall so he could manage his path up with the two great buckets of steaming water he carried as if they were nothing.

When he saw me, he froze. He opened his mouth as if to say something then he tucked his chin and shuffled on. 

I glared at his back, hoping he felt it. And I was called rude?

Though he’d put the cart away, it didn’t take me much time to find it. The stable wasn’t large. A single, gray donkey stood munching dry grass in one of the stalls. A few horses dozed in the others. A number of other carts, some meant to be pulled by pack animals like the donkey and some like Kyda-li’s were lined up in a row along one of the inside walls.  

I checked that my pallet hadn’t been disturbed and that Kyda-li’s vials were unbothered and then took up the travel chest. 

Arms stretched to carry it, I passed Cal-len again as he came down swinging the empty buckets. As our eyes met, he flushed as scarlet as one of the baron’s youngest charges under the effects of a high fever. With a thump of wood on wood, he dropped the buckets.

“You should have told me you wanted your things,” Cal-len said, reaching out for the chest. At the tone of accusation, I tensed, but at least he spoke directly to me. Unlike the majority of the banshees when they’d first met me. “You aren’t meant to be doing that yourself. My mother will flay me. Did she see you come in? My father will shake his head and rue the day I was born.” 

“I can carry it fine on my own,” I said, shifting my position to avoid him. 

“That’s not the point. It’s my job,” Cal-len said. When he tried for the chest again, he blocked my path completely.  

“Let me by,” I said, the chest seeming heavier and heavier. 

“I didn’t know those of the Open Road had servants,” Cal-len said. 

“I’m not her servant. I’m her student. Let me by or I’ll knock you down.” Then remembering what Kyda-li had told me about disturbances, and because both my hands were occupied with the chest and I couldn’t easily get to my rocks, I sucked in a breath and said, “Look, you take one end and I’ll take the other. We’ll carry it up together.”

“It’s not how it’s supposed to be,” Cal-len said, stubbornly, but he took the end of the chest I angled his way and we struggled it up the rest of the stairs together. 

As we bumped in through the door, Kyda-li, standing with her hands out toward the fire, raised her eyebrows, but as usual, didn’t say a word.  

We set the chest by one of the beds. 

“I’ll bring up two more buckets of water. That’s usually enough for washing up,” Cal-len said.

“I thank you,” Kyda-li said. As I moved back toward the door, she added, “And you as well, Sha-li. You’ll want to be back in time for the evening meal if not sooner.”

“Fine,” I said, rushing out before she could say anything else or change her mind. 

“Where are you going?” Cal-len asked as once again we found ourselves on the stairs but this time going the same direction. 

“I don’t know. Out.”

“Where?” 

“I don’t know, I’ve never been here before. Mind your own business,” I said. And though there was hardly any point of true comparison—Cal-len had straight, light-colored hair, yellow as sand, whereas my best friend Astr-len’s was black as a starless night and curled, Cal-len’s skin, though sun-darkened, was fair where Astr-len’s was brown, Cal-len was lanky where Astr-len was well-formed and solid—Cal-len’s fallen expression reminded me so much of Astr-len’s when I said something he called “unbecoming” that to my own surprise I found myself responding with more honesty than even I expected from myself. “I thought I might try to find something interesting.”

“Like what?” Cal-len asked, his blue eyes brightening (Astr-len’s were brown).

“I don’t know,” I said, because I couldn’t say, “Something magical,” or “Something cursed,” or “Something that is not stupid like resting in the high part of the day.”  

“There’s the... we have... I could... I might... Would you... You want me to show you around?”

I shrugged. 

“You’ll want more than that to wear,” he said, pointing at my doublet. “It’ll only get colder as the day goes on. If you don’t have something of your own, I could find you a woolen.” He tugged the hem of the long-sleeved wool shirt he wore. 

Rolled up inside my pallet on the cart, I had my banshee robe, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to wear it out in view of others. Mostly because I wasn’t sure I wanted to be mistaken for a banshee, not that my face was pallid or my hair long and white. Or to have to explain how I’d gotten it and why. Especially not to Kyda-li. Not yet. Not that she would say anything about it, because did she ever say anything at all? But still.  

“Let me take up the rest of the water for the guest of the Open Road and then I’ll get you a woolen,” Cal-len said. Pausing with his shoulder to a closed door, hand on the handle, he looked at me with a plea in his eyes. “Don’t go without me. Wait for me by the main door?”

“Fine,” I said, and found my way easily to the front of the inn. It was no labyrinth.  

In the inn’s main room, Gan-li was back in her chair, needles flashing, bright yarn stretched out long, the expansive item, maybe a woolen, maybe a blanket, already more expansive than it had been when we’d arrived. “You’re not wanting to rest then, are you, dear?” 

“I don’t normally do that,” I said. 

“Ah, there are such different customs, then, from where you’re from in the south? Benel did you say? Where you don’t even take a rest? But then you do not wake up so early in the cities to tend the animals, I’d wager. I’ve never been myself to Benel, never traveled beyond the market in Guelden that once before I was wed, but I’ve heard tell of the things that happen there.”

“Like what?” I asked. For though the list of things I’d heard about Hilven was limited in number, it was something. 

One: of course, like everyone, I knew about their famed compotes and crustards because the baron’s wife was always trying to get her cooks to perfect the recipes she’d gotten by trickery and guile so she could be seen as being as cultured and rich as the queen when it came to entertaining the high-and-mighties who visited the baron’s house. 

Even I, with the inadequate history I’d been made to learn, had gleaned enough to know the queen’s grandmother, Ohnya the Resolute, had come from Hilven and even now the palace chefs carried on the Hilven tradition with what Astr-len said would have to be “appropriate and great pride.” He said this every time we’d had to eat the baron’s wife’s cooks’ failed attempts (even though we’d never had a true Hilven crustard in the palace or in Hilven itself to compare them against). And though the baron’s wife would rather not be seen as inferior to even, and especially, the queen, still that was information and knowledge not kept from me. One thing in the entire sea of all knowledge I wasn’t ignorant about. For whatever good it did. 

Two: away from the kitchens, and more than once, I’d overheard the baron discussing Hilven with his military advisers as being an advantageous place to govern because of the southeastern seaside access. Or hard to defend for the same reason though Benel was closer to Krij and the Krijen Invaders had invaded or tried to invade Benel numerous times and had never, yet, tried to invade Hilven. At least not according to the stupid and deficient history lessons I’d had. 

Three: I was curious what Benel, and, more specifically, Pel-rezlata, was known for. 

Gan-li said, “Oh well, what the wichtleins tell us when they make their journeys to our forests to get what they need for making their beer, don’t you know? Of the carving down of the Benel mountain forests which drives them further into Guelden and makes them complain of cramped living space. Or how the goblins fear the collapse of their tunnels because of the way the baron cuts the mountains into pieces one block of stone at a time. Though, who am I to talk of that? For we have Benel stone, brought over the mountain long ago when there was better trade between Benel and Hilven, and we build with it the same as others do. Ror-len says it’s some of the finest stone in all of Dar. And he would know, wouldn’t he being the stone-tender he is? Or of the tamed tarsiers the denizens keep instead of cows that do tricks for bits of bread. But what good is a tarsier? They don’t give milk do they then? A trick doesn’t feed the belly, does it? A trick can’t be made into cheese.”

She didn’t give me a chance to answer any of the questions and she didn’t seem to expect me to, so I stood there and thought of the baron’s wife’s tarsier with its funny, round eyes and its batlike ears and the tricks it had been able to do: performing acrobatic stunts, juggling pieces of dried fruit, playing three well-known tunes on the tin-whistle, and pulling coins stamped with the baron’s face instead of the queen’s out from behind denizens’ ears. 

With a flash of heated anger, I remembered how the baron’s wife had liked to tease the tarsier and bully it into performing without rest when she had guests. And, with a following flush of satisfaction, I recalled how Astr-len, the baron’s heir, and I had snuck into her anteroom one night, broken the cage’s lock, stolen the tarsier away, and given it to the passing merchant who promised to take care of it until it was able to live on its own again in the wild.

“Now just you wait until you try our cheese, dear, you’ll never want another cheese after you taste ours,” Gan-li said, as Cal-len trotted into the room, a dark green and blue striped woolen in his hand. “There you are, Cal-len, did you settle our other guest in? Did you take her enough heated water? I’ve told you time and time again—” 

“I filled the basin to the brim. She won’t have cause to find fault with our hospitality,” Cal-len said.

“Ah there, you did as you were meant to do.”

“I’m going to show our guest the cows,” Cal-len said, pointing roughly at me with the fistful of knitted material. 

“Don’t you tire her out when she’s only just arrived. You know what I’ve said—”

“Yes, mother. I won’t disgrace our name,” Cal-len said. Putting his long legs and arms into motion, he came with such speed toward the door it pushed me like a wind and I turned to go out without even bidding Gan-li farewell which my etiquette tutor would have had a fit about. 

Outside, the air danced around me, clean and cold after the heat of the main room. 

Singer chirped.  

“You should be able to pull this over what you’re wearing,” Cal-len said, handing me the woolen. It was softer than I’d thought it would be. And warm. The sleeves were a little long, going halfway down my hands. The hem drifted over my pants. I tucked it in under my belt where my pouch rested at my hip so I could get at my rocks if I needed them. 

“What’s there to see about the cows? I can see them from here.”  

“We’re famous for our cows. Guests usually want to see them when they’ve come from far away. That and the sheep we use for wool. We’re famous across Dar for our cheese, wool, and for our woolens.” Cal-len cast a glance at the closed door behind us, lowered his voice, and said, “I only told her that to keep her from saying we couldn’t go out and to keep her from asking questions.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Why wouldn’t she let us go?”

His face flushed, Cal-len shuffled his feet and looked at me from under the brim of his hat. “If I came for the first time to Benel, where would you take me? If I were your friend. If you wanted to show me something special. Some place special to share with a friend.”

I met his suddenly earnest glance full on. He blinked, but this time didn’t look away. I had only just threatened to knock him down on the stairs. Did he think of me as a friend? Why did he think I was a friend? My only true friend was Astr-len. And maybe Singer. If an anuran counted. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “Why? Where are you taking me?”

“You said you wanted to find something interesting.”  

“Sure, that’s what I said.”  

“Well, come on,” he said, and took off running. 

I watched him go. Then, checking to make sure Singer wasn’t suffocating under the woolen’s neckline, I could do nothing else but follow after him. 
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We loped side by side past all the wood-and-stone houses with their chimneys, through the meadows, past the cows, past the goats who bleated and chased after us, past the sea of sheep, and on.  

The meadow grass got higher as we went and the cows, goats, and sheep no longer roamed around us. With the wind brushing our cheeks bright with cold exhilaration, we glided over a hill. Down below us rested the dark shadow of a large forest and far beyond it a jewel of blue as alluring as the sea. Maybe it was the sea. 

My heart lurched at the thought.  

Cal-len didn’t pause to admire the view. He didn’t give me a chance to ask if it was the sea or if he ever heard its crashing like I’d heard the sea crashing against the labyrinth’s outer walls, but clambered down the hill and sped toward the trees. 

The woolen was almost too warm to wear with my body heated from running. I pushed the sleeves up, exposing the much-hated scarlet of my doublet’s sleeve below it, and kept after him.

The forest was not as wild and unpredictable as the blackened hardwood forest back home. That forest had liked me and Astr-len and let us pass through it as often as we liked. But I remembered the thrashing of its branches the night the wizard Hol had come and the famed archers of Benel had tried to kill us and the minotaur. How the forest had seemed to call up a storm within itself. How its tempestuous writhing had echoed the furor in my spirit. How I’d longed to punish the archers and get back at the baron for everything but most of all for his willingness to sacrifice Astr-len to the minotaur in place of his heir. How I’d wanted to march beside the minotaur as he claimed the city. How much I’d wanted that. 

How I was still angry with the stupid wizard Hol for banishing me before I could.  

Though Cal-len didn’t seem tired, nor did I feel very tired myself, before we’d reached the forest, he slowed from a run to a trot then from a trot to a long-striding walk. Though he was taller than I was, I matched my stride to his. 

The trees of this forest, some massive in girth, others spindlier in form, murmured friendly phrases as the wind in their leaves gave them voice. Cal-len trailed his fingers across their rough bark as he passed. I looked to see if he was leaving resident magic behind, but I couldn’t see it if he was. And though I tried to sniff him as we went, I couldn’t smell magic on him at all. 

“What’s interesting?” I asked him after my breath had evened out again to its usual rate. 

“You’ll see. We’re almost there.”

“You don’t talk as much as your mother,” I said, kicking at the ground. 

“It’s said from here to the Guelden market that no one talks as much as my mother,” Cal-len replied without offense and with something almost like a grin.

But after that pronouncement, because I was irritatingly missing the blackened hardwood forest back home and couldn’t quite figure out what questions to ask Cal-len of all the ones I had inside my head, I had to content myself with a kind of strange silence, which Cal-len seemed to want to break but didn’t know how, until we came to a tree whose trunk was so large it would take eight or nine of me with arms stretched out to hug the whole way around. 

“Oh!” I said. 

“It’s said to be the oldest tree in the world. The biggest. The wisest.” Cal-len’s tone was shy. He wouldn’t look at me. 

I forgot all about home, the blackened hardwood forest, and even Astr-len as I stood next to Cal-len, both of us staring at the tree. Its full and leafy canopy cast a great shadow down around us. Its grand trunk seemed as big as the baron’s house. Its branches were widespread and generous, as complicated and intricate as the labyrinth’s corridors. Its leaves blended into a pleasing blur of green, orange, yellow, and red. 

The ground beneath my boots was a mixture of dirt, grass, fallen leaves, mossy loam, and the occasional grouping of bright-capped mushrooms. The other trees, thinner, taller, different, gave space from all sides to the great tree as if it were the center point of all things. Maybe it was. 

Shuffling his feet, Cal-len twitched and moved his arm as if he wanted to take my hand. I gave him a sharp look, daring him to do it. He let his fall, reached to scratch his other elbow, and rubbed the back of his neck where his sandy hair had recently been cut in a neat and even line.

“Some say the tree is the oldest being in all of Dar,” Cal-len said. He waited as if expecting me to say something in response. An expression of disappointment flashed across his face when I kept my mouth shut. But I didn’t know what I was supposed to say and I’d never liked being expected to do anything anyway, ask any of my tutors, ask Astr-len, so I probably wouldn’t have said it even if I had known what the words he wanted were. 

A distant bird sang. Singer chirped a response. Then into the silence between us, Cal-len grunted, a strange, strangled grunt as if he’d forgotten how to speak. Then he clamped his lips down around the sound as if to try and keep it from having been made, but it was too late. I’d heard it. But I still didn’t respond. 

After a moment, he made another halting sound. He opened and shut his mouth. Cleared his throat and tried again. “You have to...” Which was never a good way to start anything with me. Hands in fists, I stiffened. He cringed. “It’s that, I mean, we, I, it’s just that. It’s said that, we must, you will . . .” 

I raised my eyebrows at him in my best imitation of Kyda-li. He wilted. 

A flash of triumph lit through me, warm as fire. 

At the surge of answering, triumphant resident magic rising around me like smoke and then sinking back in through my sleeves and skin, Singer squeaked an irritatingly disapproving squeak. I refused to budge.  

“It doesn’t . . . It’s not clear that . . .” Sucking in a breath, Cal-len tried again. “Don’t you know what you’re supposed to do? Don’t you?” 

I raised my eyebrows even higher. 

Lifting his chin and dropping his hat to the ground, Cal-len stalked over to the tree, placed both palms on the rough bark, and put his forehead down between them. “Greetings, Great One, I come with only good in my heart to ask permission to be seen for who I am. To be seen for who I will be. May my growth please you and my roots run far and deep to serve for the benefit of all. May you grant me what you deem right for me as today I come with one who is from those who left,” he said, the words solemn as a vow. Then his blue eyes shiny with something like water, he glanced over his shoulder at me. “Come on, you need to say something, too.”

“What? Why?” I demanded, not moving. 

“It’s respectful. It’s expected,” he said.

Even from where I was standing with my hands fisted by my sides, the tree emanated . . . 

not power, no, not power, but something very much like it. At a touch of chill, and the shiver running up my spine and erasing the sense of triumph I’d felt over Cal-len, I unclenched my fists, pulled the woolen’s sleeves back down, and fidgeted with the cuffs where they fell over my hands. I wasn’t afraid. Not me who knew every turn of the labyrinth. Not me who had gone deep into the goblins’ caverns on my own. Well, on my own with Singer on my shoulder. Not me who had made the banshees speak directly to me even when it wasn’t their custom. Not me who had seen a dragon in a scrying basin and sworn to hunt it down. And I would. 

I wasn’t afraid, but I didn’t think I only had good in my heart and that made me want to throw rocks. Resisting the impulse, I kept my hands away from my pouch as I approached the great tree. Pulled forward step after step almost without meaning to move my feet. The weight of Cal-len’s spoken words hovered like a cloud ready to let loose its rain. 

Astr-len said fear was normal and useful. 

I wasn’t afraid. 

It wasn’t as if this tree held some great curse. I knew it didn’t. I was sure. 

“You put your hands like this,” Cal-len said, placing his hands again in the same way he had before with space for his head between them. Then he stepped away to watch me. 

I was sure it wasn’t cursed, but still. I stopped at an arm’s length’s distance. The air sharpened as the tree’s attention turned my way. A pressure, a waiting, and an expectant shifting of limb and branch. A strong scent of rich loam, earthy and damp, floated upward around me. 

I wasn’t afraid. 

And though I didn’t want to be any closer, I inched forward. 

With my resident magic tingling with wild ferocity and pulsing with a pounding strength in my fingertips, I put my palms to the bark. It was rough and thick against my skin.

It was just a tree. Sure, it was the biggest tree I’d ever seen, but it was only a tree. 

I opened my mouth to say so to Cal-len. Before I could get out so much as a single word, a surge of electricity pricked my hands, sharp as a thousand, tiny lightning strikes, sharp as a thousand biting insect bites. Stung, I tried to yank them away. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t wrench them away. Pain shot up my arms. Sap gripped me and inched over my fingers, tugging at my resident magic, trying to drag it out of me.

Singer squeaked.  
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In the tree’s grip, tensed, ready to kick, ready to scream, about to make a big disturbance, I jerked against the trunk, against the rough-textured bark, against the sap, against the vibrating, drawing power-not-power. 

As if he didn’t notice a thing, Cal-len palmed the back of my head and pushed me closer to the tree. Tightening my shoulders and back, I resisted. But I was too slow. I couldn’t get my mouth to say, “Stop,” not soon enough anyway. And still, Cal-len pushed. 

The distance between me and the tree lessened. A blur of brown. Though I didn’t want it to, my forehead touched the bark. The tree’s trickling, prickly magic reached for my face. A whirl of anger turned my skin hot as fire. He’d brought me to offer me to the tree. Not as a friend to me, but as a servant of the tree. I would beat him to a pulp when I got loose. I’d show him what “interesting” really meant. 

“For once, Sha-li, think first,” Astr-len’s voice said as clear as thunder in my head. Then to my further irritation, Kyda-li’s words followed after his saying, “Sha-li, you must learn to listen.”

I gulped. My heart pounded. The blood rushed in my ears. If Singer made any sound, I couldn’t hear it. Not able to see anything anyway, breath coming fast, I closed my eyes. Cal-len had said, “If I were your friend. If you wanted to show me something special. Some place special to share with a friend,” and then from that premise, he’d asked me where I would take him in Benel. I had heard him. I had listened. 

My breathing slowed. My pulse steadied. If we were friends. If we were friends and we were in Pel-rezlata, I would take him to the labyrinth. I would take him to meet Astr-len. I would take him to hear the sound of the sea crashing against the labyrinth’s walls. If we were friends. 

With Cal-len’s hand still against the back of my head, I leaned into the tree. The rough bark pressed into my forehead, imprinting on my skin. And then I listened again. 

The tree hummed with electricity. It hummed with energy. It hummed with vibrant, pulsing life. It traced prickling, sticky tendrils over the curve of my ear, along the rise of my cheekbones, across the bridge of my nose. It hummed and hummed, but it didn’t try to take my magic from me. It wasn’t trying to do that. It hadn’t tried to do that. 

I hadn’t been mistaken. It wasn’t a curse, not at all like the curse blighting the Northern Territory. It was something else altogether. It was wild, alive with greenness and life, and yes, powerful, I had been mistaken about that. But what it wanted, that I didn’t know. Maybe I could find out. If I did as Kyda-li had been trying to teach me.

While my heart calmed and Singer’s heart thumped an uneven rhythm against the skin of my neck, I listened deeper to the hum of the tree. To the beat of its heart. To the question it was asking that seemed to be, Who, who are you, who is this who hums with life as I do? 

“Greetings, Great One,” I said, my voice as steady as I could make it. Which wasn’t as steady as I liked. Which sped my heart up again and made my nearly cooled down face blaze once more with heat. If I could have put my hands into fists, I would have. Instead, I sucked in a breath and kept from kicking the great trunk. Though I wasn’t good with etiquette, and never had been, I knew what I needed to say. I knew what words needed to join Cal-len’s vow which, already spoken, still waited in the air. The words left my tongue like the words of a spell. “I am Sha-li of Benel, come by invitation of Cal-len of Brel who spoke with sincerity to you.”

Who who who who? the tree still asked. 

“Listen,” Kyda-li had said. But she hadn’t told me how to answer. 

How was I supposed to answer?

The sap crept over my fingers, into the spaces between them, tentative, questioning. If I couldn’t kick, if my rocks were no help, if my words weren’t enough, what else did I have? 

Next to my rushing blood, my tingling built with pressure against my skin. 

My tingling. My resident magic. 

I could answer the tree in the same way it questioned. Touch to touch. Intention to intention. 

Telling it to go slowly, I let a swelling pool of my tingling out of my fingertips and sent it across the tree, around its great expanse, up its tall trunk. For a moment longer, the sap held me and then it slipped away. It slipped away to go after my resident magic. As it did, the tree thrummed out a single, sharp pulse, as electric as the casting of a lightning bolt over the surface of the sea, which struck the skin of my forehead and palms, surged inward, and rattled my bones. Even sharper, even longer, even more hair-raising than that first touch had been against my hands. At its bite, I wanted to throw my head back and scream. The tingling, so different from the tingling of my resident magic, shivered through me and then left me through my feet, through the soles of my boots to absorb back into the ground and return to the tree through its roots. Gone. 

But something remained. For I’d listened. And in the listening, I’d heard the next part of the conversation. The tree’s electric answer to the answer I’d given it with my resident magic. The tree saying in its own way, I see you for what you are.  

I unclenched my jaw. The need to scream faded. And, suddenly, unsure of myself, I wanted to ask it, “What am I?” For was I only my name? Was I only humming energy like the tree? Was I a witch? Was I now, like Kyda-li, one of the Open Road? Was I something else? Could I be something else? Could I be who and what I wanted to be?

“Now you say, ‘I come with only good in my heart to ask permission to be seen for who I am. To be seen for who I will be. May my growth please you and my roots run far and deep to serve for the benefit of all. May you grant me what you deem right for me as today I come by the invitation of a friend, one of those who stayed,’” Cal-len said. 

“I don’t have to say that. I have permission. The tree saw me,” I said, shoving back against his hand where it still touched my head and marching away from the tree. Sticky residue clung to my face and hands. 

He furrowed his forehead, puzzled, disappointed. Placing a hand on the tree, he opened his mouth as if to argue with me about it—let him try to force me to do anything more—then a shudder passed through him, along the length of his long arm, up to the top of his head, clattering his teeth, across his shoulders, trembling him like a tree in a storm, and down to his feet. He wavered (part of me wondered if I could hold his lanky weight if he fell and part of me wanted to see how he would crumple), his eyes went wide, and his breath came fast.  

He was going to pass out and it was a long way back to the village. 

But instead, he collapsed against the tree. And though his limbs seemed loose as water, the trunk supported him. The tree held him up. With his bright blue eyes wide as the sky above the forest, he stared at me. Shocked. Shocked as I had been by the tree’s electric pulse. For a heartbeat and two, I thought he would still pass out, but, instead, he opened his mouth as if he was going to say something. And gaped. Startled. Stunned. Then, his lips clamping shut, he slid down to a seated position with his back still against the great trunk. 

Rattling the rocks in my pouch, I glared at him. Something had happened. The spark that had struck me and the spark that had struck him were similar, like two parts of a spell. The words Cal-len had spoken and the words I had were even now twining together and soaking into the ground at the tree’s base, combined but not bound. Disappearing into the earth. 

While I wasn’t paying attention, more of my resident magic spilled out of my fingers. It dashed across the leaf-strewn forest floor, and went to join what I’d already sent to the tree. I let it go. The pressure under my skin lessened, but I was dizzy with questions and, suddenly, with the distance between me and the tree, furious with Cal-len’s nerve. What did he, this village-born, long-legged, bright-eyed len, think he was doing? And who did he think he was trying to tell me what to do? More than all that, what had just happened? 

And sure, while it had been interesting, while the tree was vibrant with a kind of magic I’d never felt before, while I could tell it meant me no harm, not yet anyway, not like the curse lingering maliciously over the banshees’ territory, not like the dragon who’d threatened me, not even like the banshees whose capacity for help or harm seemed to walk hand-in-hand, I didn’t want Cal-len to know I’d been alarmed (was alarmed), had spoken words to a tree which I hadn’t intended to speak, and felt, even now felt, like one phrase of a living spell with him being another phrase of it which was missing some gesture or intention, yet incomplete, yet uncast, so I said, “That’s it? That’s what’s so interesting here?”

“Did it . . .” Cal-len started and then he closed his mouth again. 

“Did it what?” I asked.

“I’ve never brought anyone here before. Among our people, in our lifetime, we are allowed to bring one person to the tree,” Cal-len said, his gaze still on my face, as if he hadn’t heard me. ​

I blinked. What did he mean by that? Curling its padded orange fingers over the knit collar of the woolen, Singer let out a series of chirps, a partial song, cheerful, curious, and soothing, and, as if in answer, the rushing roar in my ears diminished and the desire to throw one of my bite-rocks at Cal-len left me with a startling suddenness.

Kicking his hat with the toe of my boot to move it out of my way, I dropped to the ground opposite Cal-len and the tree and crossed my legs. In threads thick as Gan-li’s yarn, shimmering and with quickness, my resident magic reached the higher branches and spread out along the thinning limbs. The tree trembled and its leaves sang a bright song as they brushed against each other. 

“Only one?” I asked. Singer worked itself away from its sheltered place and hopped down my arm. There weren’t any curse-tainted bodies of water or dragon-filled scrying basins for it to leap into, and it was still coated with my protective resident magic so I didn’t stop it. “Why me? Why did you bring me?”

Cal-len picked up a leaf, as orange as one of Kyda-li’s most vivid liquids, and twirled it by the stem between his fingers. “From a young age, we are told we will know the person to bring. When we meet them. I asked my mother a hundred times when it would happen for me and how I would know. And she only said, ‘You will know when you know.’ And then when you walked up to the inn and I saw you, I knew.”

Singer hopped its way across the ground, past Cal-len, and, with a single, long-legged spring, leaped onto the tree. I watched the tree, watched the sap ooze out around the bark next to Singer, but it didn’t do more than tentatively touch the anuran so I stayed where I was. But I kept an eye on the tree, for though it might seem like it meant no harm, and it could zap me and Cal-len all it wanted, if it zapped Singer and hurt it, I would burn it to the ground with all the power of fire I held within me. 

“How?” I asked. 

“I don’t know,” he said.

“You didn’t seem very happy about it,” I said, remembering his flushed cheeks, his open mouth, how quickly again he’d shut it, the ducking of his head, the way he’d avoided my eyes. 

He ducked his head again, that same flush coloring his cheeks. “I was surprised.” 

“What’s supposed to happen?” The tree had also seemed surprised by me. As surprised as I’d been for it to hold such humming energy. But then. 

But then what? What had happened? Why had I been shocked first and then Cal-len? Why did it feel like we were two phrase-threads of a spell now lingering on the tip of a caster’s tongue? Was the tree a being, like an elemental, with power to cast spells? Why had our words, his vow and my introduction, combined and soaked into the earth? What did the tree expect from us? Because whatever it was, the expectation was weighing down on me as heavy as the canopy’s shadow. “When you bring someone to the tree? Why is it important? Why didn’t you want your mother to know?”

I hadn’t thought his face could get any redder, but it did, turning nearly as scarlet as my doublet. As revealing of his feelings as it was, it made me glad my skin was so dark and never gave my feelings away like that.

“What? What’s so important about it?” I demanded.

He couldn’t meet my eyes. The leaf made an orange blur. “It means I will no longer be considered a young len.”

“What?” 

“It means I can be a full denizen of my village.”

“And what does it mean for me?” I wanted to scrub the sap’s sticky residue off my skin. I wanted to withdraw the words I’d spoken to the tree and put them back inside me. I wanted to rid myself of the particles of electric tree magic prickling over my body. I could see it glinting off of Cal-len, too. I could see the green lines of magic wrapping around his arms, his torso, his head. I could see the green lines making designs over the backs of my hands. I could see the green lines extending out from us to the tree. 

I jumped up, scattering dirt and leaves, and glared down at him. He flinched. I glared at the tree. When I spoke again, I spoke to them both. “I’m already a full denizen of my city and my domain.” I was. Twenty was the age when lis and lens of Benel came into their own. Twenty was the age the baron’s heir was given commandership of his first ship. Twenty was the age the heir could serve as baron without a regent if the baron-in-office died. Twenty was the age I would have taken on an assignment under the baron, if I’d stayed. 

“It’s an honor,” Cal-len said.

In Pel-rezlata, under the baron’s rule, honor meant grabbing power, might, and control. It meant lording over all those who lived beneath the hill where the baron’s house looked down on the city. Honor, in Pel-rezlata, meant holy days and hanging days. Honor was only for the baron. I was never going to be under someone’s rule like that again. I wasn’t a part of a spell. I refused to be. I was the spellcaster. For I’d performed singing magic. I’d cast a purifying spell which I’d altered to be longer lasting and stronger. I’d learned a spell of blessing and I could alter it too if I wanted. 

I pulled out one of my rocks and gripped it hard. “You’d better explain exactly what just happened.”

Cal-len swallowed. “Can you not stand over me like that?” 

“Listen. Learn to listen,” Kyda-li had said. And the tree had been pleased with me, after it got over its surprise. After I introduced myself with words and resident magic. After it had shocked me with its prickling, stinging power. Even I could tell that. It liked me as the blackened hardwood forest liked me. It liked me the way the labyrinth liked me. It was even now playing with my resident magic, sap trailing after the racing, shimmering threads, leaf veins glowing as my magic danced over it, twigs and branches swinging and reaching to catch, touch, and dart away from the magic. It was even now gliding over Singer’s green form as Singer hopped higher up the trunk, not sticking to it but gliding and gliding away again. 

But, still, something unfinished hovered in the air between Cal-len, me, and the tree. That expectation. Those green lines of magical connection. A growing, teeth-jarring electric hum. Something as strong and green as the smell of a cut branch and as overpowering as freshly turned earth. Something that, like I’d already said, felt like parts of two different spells just waiting to be bound together and cast into being. With me and Cal-len as the parts of the spell and the tree as the spellcaster. 

More times than I cared to remember, Astr-len had accused me of being rash. And headstrong. And thoughtless. Day in and day out, he’d worried over my tendencies to rush forward, rush in, rush out, rush on. While his accusations were often too accurate and annoying, I hadn’t rushed in here. I hadn’t been thoughtless. 

No, I’d been careful. I’d listened. Even now, I wasn’t being rash, surely Astr-len himself would recognize that if he were here. But even if he would be thrilled about my caution, he wasn’t here. Tilting my head back, I watched Singer. It had to mean something that Singer had no qualms about the tree. Though, if I were being honest, it wasn’t the best judge of safety or prudence. But I wasn’t being stupid. And I wasn’t going to be stupid. Yet, I was curious about this unfinished spell. I wanted to know what would happen if it was cast. 

Still poised to act, to throw, to fight, I lowered myself to the ground. 
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“Long, long ago,” Cal-len said. Despite my still heated blood, I leaned in, for this was how Astr-len often started when he retold the stories he’d heard from the baron’s heir. “The Great One dropped its first seedling and the world began. After the nut of the sun and the nut of the moon were thrown into the sky, after the leaves became land, the sap made the seas, and the Great One’s branches painted the sky into place, the Great One dropped a thousand seeds. When they’d been fed from the Great One’s roots, when they’d drunk of the first rains, the first thousand denizens rose from the ground like saplings.”

Letting my shoulders relax, but keeping an eye on the tree, on Singer, on my resident magic, I loosened my hold on the rock. 

“Unlike the Great One whose roots held the world together, immovable, everlasting, the first thousand lifted their roots and walked away from the ground and the forest. Half of those thousand denizens took the great branches the Great One gave them and the stones the Great One dug up from the earth to make their homes in Brel near enough to the Great One to return every season and offer respect to their great ancestor.

“The other half of them took the nuts, seedlings, and sap the Great One gave them and traveled the world, establishing their cities and villages as they went.”

The tree, though it didn’t stop chasing my resident magic and playing with Singer, sank its great canopy lower as if it too were listening to Cal-len’s story. 

“The denizens of Brel had their own seedlings and the village grew. The denizens did well with their cows and the making of cheeses. They learned to tend sheep and use the wool for spinning and knitting. It was said that those who left had their own seedlings as well and they flourished in the building of great houses and in the crafting of ships. Those who left told their seedlings stories of how they owed their skill to the Great One and promised they would never forget where they’d come from. 

“A thousand years passed. And a thousand more. The seasons changed. The cows filled the meadows. Milk overflowed. The sheep increased. Wool abounded. Cheesemaking and spinning took up all Brel’s denizens’ time. With the work to occupy their hands, season after season, those in Brel stopped visiting the Great One. Across the world, as their cities expanded, those who left forgot their respect of the Great One. They forgot to send gifts home. They forgot.”

The tree shivered. Leaves drifted down around us like colorful tears. His back leaned up against the trunk, Cal-len reached his arms out and placed his palms in a type of backwards embrace. The tree stilled. 

“It’s the story of the beginning. It’s the story of those who stayed and those who left. It’s the story of how they forgot and then how they remembered again,” Cal-len said, as if in answer to the question written all over my face, as if to comfort the tree with an explanation. 

“What does that have to do with me?” I asked, even as my spirit craved to hear the next part of the tale.  

“You’re a descendent of one of those who left,” Cal-len said. 

“So?” 

“And I’m a descendent of those who stayed.”

“So?” I repeated. 

“For a denizen of Brel to bring home again to the tree one of those who left is a way to give honor to the Great One. It’s a way to . . .” he trailed off. 

“To what?” I demanded. 

“To prove one more time that the thousand and their promises are not forgotten nor is the Great One who gave them first life. To show that all denizens come from one source. It’s one of the ways to connect with the Great One,” he said all in a rush. 

“I still don’t understand how that makes you a full denizen or what it has to do with me,” I said. 

“A len or li who is spoken to by the tree—” 

“Spoken to how?” I interrupted.  

“I thought there would be words, actual words. I thought it would be different. Clearer. But . . . You felt it. I know you felt it.” Cal-len lifted his gaze again to mine.

Putting my rock away, I crossed my arms. I had felt it. I was still feeling it—the electric buzz, the weight of our spoken words, that green-tinted waiting indicating there was something still to be done between me and Cal-len, between us and the tree—and it was making me wanting to kick something. What had happened hadn’t been speech, not as I knew speech to be, not actual words as Cal-len had said, but, he was right, I had felt it. 

“If a li or len is spoken to by the Great One it is considered the greatest gift of their life and it means they can choose, like the first one thousand, whether to stay in Brel or go. Until that happens, they’re under the care of the village’s older denizens, under the care of their mothers and fathers. If it never happens . . .” 

His continued trailing off was annoying me, but as I opened my mouth to say so a flash of knowledge hit me. “You thought it wouldn’t happen for you.”

Cal-len blinked and turned his head. “I’m older than most. I’m nearly twenty. I thought maybe I’d never be considered by the tree or by the denizens of Brel to be a full denizen able to make the choice the first one thousand made. Ever since I was a young len, I wanted the chance to leave. I’ve wanted that my entire life.”

“But why did you need me? You said being spoken to
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