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PREFACE
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Story & Stone continues, but this time the pairing is between an epic and a generational history. The Mystery Stone, featured in Part One, continues its influence in the second half of the epic, following the World Plant down the length of the stone, and with the Underworld portrayed in the lower two-thirds of the stone. But in Part Two, This World is featured in two of the three books, so it is natural to place Ancestral Pueblo History here. The epic is set in the Southwest and imagines peoples and beings, and a cosmology that resonates with that history. 

Stones and stories are present in both the epic and history. The literary narrative describes passage through a variety of landscapes, from cavernous underworlds to high mesas found in This World. Then the map, which the full epic drew upon, comes from a quartz cobblestone found by the Shenandoah River. In terms of history, the generational story of the Pueblo peoples also includes their canyons and mesas, their great houses and kivas, and sacred turquoise stones. With people, stories come to the landscape.

It's paradoxical that both epic fiction and anthropological study take root from stone. All stories have a setting, a landscape through which stories pass. All stones have been witnesses to people living their stories. Together, Story & Stone invites you to find your story among the stones, an invitation to quest. And as to what we can find—well, that is why we read on.
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Section I: Servants of the Flower World
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(Books III-V)

Fight for This World, Underworld & the Return
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Book Three: Fight for This World
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PART ONE
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DEFENDERS OF THE PASS
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Chapter I
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War Party








When the Cosmic Human dropped them, the Questers landed lightly—each near their own world. Jarell found himself below the Giant’s land, with a clear path northward to the Great House. Securing his cloak, he had set off at a steady pace. He hadn’t gone far when he saw a band of armed men approaching.

Jarell didn’t hide—he only gripped the Staff more tightly. Having faced dangers in the Flower Realm, he did not fear what This World held. His newfound bravery surprised him, and a faint smile crossed his face. When you step into This World, he thought, you never know what you’ll run into.

Clearly a War Party, the group turned toward him. They moved with uncanny swiftness, on a half-run across the open ground. Numbering at least a dozen, they carried long spears and bows.

Jarell stopped walking and waited, wondering what mission pressed them so urgently. The party stopped a few paces away; their weapons unraised. He recognized men of the Great House and felt relief, though he did not relax his guard. Much may have changed since his absence. 

A tall man, who appeared to be their leader, stepped forward. “Why are you alone here, so near to the Giant’s Land? It looks like you’re wearing our dress. What takes you far from the Great House? What name do you have?”

“Yes, I am from the Great House. My name is Jarell. I’m a farmer from that land.”

That seemed the wrong thing to say, for they eyed him even more suspiciously. Why would a farmer be so far from his land? Why did he have the look of someone who had been through battles?

My name is Orthanu, since you have given yours,” said their leader. “Where have you just come from?”

Jarell paused, wondering if they believed him. What could he say? He had just claimed to be a farmer—the truth would be too much. So he replied, “I have journeyed far... and I want to come home now.”

Orthanu shrugged. “I won’t press you on your business. Let me tell you ours. We go to defend the people of the Great House. The Sorcerer has raised an army that’s heading toward the pass. We must hold it, so our people can move to a cliff dwelling. You say that you’re one of us, with land near the Great House. Then help us save our people.”

“I’m not a warrior. I am a farmer and a journeyer.” 

“I’m no fool. Perhaps you were once a farmer. I, like the others here, can see your face. More than that... I see what you carry. That’s no ordinary staff, but one that belongs to a mage. We need someone who can wield such power. It would be a great benefit if you joined us.   Jarell had nearly forgotten what he held, that the Staff’s intricate tracery marked it for what it was. “I’m no mage,” he said. “Not like Madriel.”

At the mention of her name, Orthanu and the others fell silent

“You know Madriel’s name? Perhaps you have news of her?”

“News? I last saw her near the Three-World Flower. She should be here... in This World.”

Orthanu frowned at the phrasing, wondering where this traveler had truly been. Then his voice rose in anger. “Have you not heard? Perhaps you have been in another world. She has been taken captive.”

Jarell’s face went ashen—a shock ran through his chest. “No!... by whom?”

“It’s best not to utter its name here. The dark one—let’s call him that—has sent an invasion of hybrid beings. They have surfaced, seeking to destroy us.”

Jarell’s alarm grew. He knew the danger of the Sorcerer’s hybrid creations. “Are you waiting for the Red and White Clans?”

“Truly, you have been somewhere else! The clans are back at war again. However, a few of the White Clan are coming to help us.”

Jarell felt caught between two missions. “I’m no mage,” he said again. 
Orthanu gestured. “The staff?”
“It’s not mine.”

“Then whose?”

Jarell hesitated. He did not want to speak her name again.

“Is it a dark staff, then?” Orthanu challenged. 

Jarell saw some hands of the War Party move closer to their weapons.

Jarell’s voice choked with sorrow. “Madriel’s.”

At this, the War Party stirred in astonishment.

“You would not have had power enough to take it from her. How?” Orthanu pressed.

“She gave it to me.”

“She did? Do you expect us to believe that? A mage just gave away her staff to a farmer? It happens every day. I turned down one myself recently.”

Jarell saw there was no way out but the truth. “On the threshold of Flower World, we had a mission. We entered that world through her. She lent her Staff to me, believing it would grant us success.”

Orthanu heard an impossible story, too strange to invent.

One of his men put a hand on him, saying, “He is flesh.” 

To Jarell’s surprise, a woman who was a member of the war party stepped forward. She had authority in her voice, as if she were the co-leader. “We have heard rumors of deeds. How the Flower of Life was riven, how someone died, and how it was somehow restored.”

“Not by me,” Jarell corrected, “by another... a woman.” 

“You were with this woman, were you not?”

“I was.”

“Then it’s settled. No one can be that close to such deeds of power and come away untouched. You’re saying you walked in the Flower World.... alive... and have returned alive—without great power? That staff didn’t sit idle, did it?”

“No, it did not.” 

Orthanu broke in. “Enough! You will be of utmost value to us. We will not order you to come, but you must choose now. Every moment we wait, the army of darkness draws closer to the pass. Come with us. The lives of the women and children of the Great House are in the balance.” 

Jarell hesitated. The party watched, wondering what urgency could outweigh the one they had laid before him. 

Jarell’s conflict was deep. Madriel was a fellow Quester, and between them was an unspoken bond. You did not leave another Quester behind.

“We must fight for our families now,” the woman pleaded, her hands reaching out.

Jarell knew he could not turn down this plea—not with so much at stake. “I will come with you,” he finally said. “But truly... I don’t really know how to fully use this Sstaff.”

Orthanu had already turned. “A half-mage is better than none. To the pass!” he cried.
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Chapter II
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Emeral 






They mostly ran, but stopped to rest just as exhaustion would overtake them. Jarell asked about the nature of the enemy they faced. 

“They’re hybrid beings made by dark arts,” Orthanu said. “We have only heard rumors of this army. We have not seen them.”

“Do they fly?”

“No, these hug the ground like insects.”

Jarell felt relief at this, then remembered the immense number of bat-humans. “You said army—there must be many. How do you plan to withstand them with so few?” 

Orthanu looked deeply at Jarell, unsure if he would be able to hear what followed. “We have only to delay them for at least two days.”

Jarell noticed the woman in the group had drawn near, her face cast downward and still shrouded. 

He directed his question to any who would answer. “How will we survive against such odds?”

The woman’s face remained shrouded, but she spoke. “We are not likely to survive. We give our lives for the group.”

“Then I am going to my death? This was not mentioned.”

“It was not,” admitted Orthanu.

“You go to life,” said the woman. “The life of the people of the Great House.”

Orthanu offered a faint hope. “Perhaps some of us will live. Maybe after... you can fly away like mages sometimes do.”

“I have not mastered that. And I only saw Madriel fly once. She was not keen on flying.”

“You saw her fly?” the woman asked. “In what world was that?”

Jarell did not know how to evade this question, and he looked into the woman’s eyes. Her eyes were set, prepared for any answer, it seemed. “Flower World—I mean near the edge of Flower World. She did not enter it herself. Did you know her?”

The woman fell silent at this.

Jarell had forgotten about his own impending death. Anger rose in his voice. “So you go to fight an army of dark creatures with a dozen men and a woman?”

“These have volunteered their lives,” Orthanu answered. “They are my best warriors. The woman is no less than any man here.”

Jarell studied the group, resting and tending their gear. The faces—he searched each, as they had chosen to give their lives. What held them together? There was determination and grimness, and a light—that of doing their duty, of doing what was necessary to save their people. 

Jarell was again distracted from his own future. He looked at the woman, whose body was lithe and strong. She had not the girth of a man. Her face had remained hidden, and this angered him. He did not presume to ask her to show her face directly. 

Turning abruptly, Jarell asked, “Your name, my lady?”

She raised her head, proud and defiant. “You think I give away my name easily?” 

“Are we not likely to die together?” Jarell challenged.

The woman tossed away her hood and revealed her full face. Jarell did not recognize her, although for a moment he thought he had. Something about her eyes, which held a fiery intensity, looked vaguely familiar.

Then something unbidden came to Jarell. He had been a dreamer, although he had not dreamed recently, for so much of Flower World had seemed like a dream. 

At that moment he had a waking vision—he saw in Emeral’s face all the women of history who had come forward—their faces populated a deep aureole around her. They had done their work and were left unnoticed and unmentioned. Yet without their efforts, the world would not have stood. There she stood before him, like the other men, willing—not aware of what was showing. 

He barely returned to her words when he heard her speak.

“Since you have chosen to fight with us, Half-Mage, I grant my name—Emeral.”

Something stirred within Jarell. “I’m honored to fight with you,” he said awkwardly.

The woman’s fierceness subsided, and her voice became gentle. “I hear you were a common farmer, and do not know the ways of warriors. It’s time to become a warrior.”

“How did you know my status as a commoner—that I don’t have a large property?” asked Jarell, but Emeral had turned to Orthanu, saying, “We are not far.” 

They both gazed into the distance, and Jarell looked with them. Mountains lay on one side and a depression on the other—the start of the Giant’s land. The pass lay between them.

“One more run!” Orthanu cried, and the War Party was back in motion.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter III
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Dream of a Giant 






When the troop arrived at the pass, it held an uncanny stillness, as if the space knew a battle would ensue. On their right was a cliff leading down to the boundary of the Giant’s Land, and to their left, steep rising cliffs from which rocks sometimes tumbled.

“Here,” said Orthanu, gauging the narrow space that his men would fill. “Let’s move the fallen rocks to make a barrier, and dig a trench before it.” 

Although exhausted from travel, the group immediately set to work. 

“It doesn’t seem we could hold the pass for long with so few,” Jarell assessed after they had finished their day’s work. He was sitting next to Orthanu and Emeral.

“Perhaps you can help with the difference,” said Emeral. “Otherwise, why would you have been sent to us?” 

“Sent?” asked Jarell, remembering the Cosmic Human. Had he been placed in the path of the war party for this reason?

Jarell looked up, wondering how these people he had just met could put faith in him.   “Take this,” she said, pulling out a long knife, for she carried two in her belt. “If you cannot ward them off with the mage’s staff, use this to defend your life.”

Jarell accepted the weapon. It seemed at odds with the Staff, but he sensed that in the coming battle, he would need both. 

Orthanu went over tactical plans, setting the order of the War Party. Jarell noted that he placed Emeral next to him.

Sensing his question, she said, “I’ve been tasked with defending your life. In case you prove of use.”

The sun had set, and tiredness descended upon the party. Watch was set. 

Orthanu put his ear to the ground. “No sound yet, but they are coming. We are fortunate to have a night of respite. Sleep well. We don’t know when we will sleep again.”

At first, Jarell slept soundly. Then he woke, remembering his dream from months ago and a new, related dream. A tornado was approaching again, but there were no flowers in it—only grit and rock shards. As the whirlwind subsided, a menacing Giant emerged. He attacked them, and with a single swoop of his hands, cast the defenders aside. After that, the dark horde of the Sorcerer’s army poured into the land.

At dawn Emeral sensed Jarell had a disturbed sleep. “Did you have an ill omen from a dream?” she asked.

Jarell wondered if he had talked in his sleep. “I did.”

“Was it a warning dream?”

“It was.”

“Must your answers always be so short? Please tell your dream.”

Before Jarell could answer, Emeral suddenly turned her gaze to the rear of their defense, sensing danger. A Giant had appeared, heading their way at a rapid gait. 

“Terrible news,” said Orthanu, who had been keeping watch. “I did not think that the Giants wandered outside their boundaries. Yet here is one coming toward us. There is not much defense against even one of them. Our arrows or spears will only irritate him before he wreaks havoc. This falls to you, Jarell. You must stop this Giant before he ends our mission. Your mage’s staff.”

The other men had awakened by now, eyeing the approaching Giant and Jarell.

Jarell could see that although they wished to place trust in him, they did not. The men steeled themselves and readied their weapons.

The farmer-mage wondered what recourse he had. He knew of no spell that worked against Giants. Perhaps he could shield the War Party as he had done in Flower World. He felt the Staff, but there was no response. When enemies had neared before, he could feel it tingling. Nothing now, no hint of power. His face read doubt. 

“Are you ready, Jarell?” asked Emeral. “Do you have a plan—perhaps you can summon an avalanche?”

By now, the Giant’s immense size had become apparent. 

“I will go and face him,” Jarell answered, surprising himself. He started walking toward the Giant. The War Party watched, amazed, as their mage appeared to walk to his doom. 

Emeral had started to step forward to go to his side, but Orthanu stopped her. “This is his battle. He’s the only one who can stop the Giant.” 

“I saw confusion in his face, ” Emeral objected, “but I am surprised at this man’s courage. I hope for all our sakes you are right.”

“I too,” said Orthanu. “That you would already offer your life for this newfound friend.”

“I was only following your instructions,” she parried back.

The Giant came into view, and all could tell by his furrowed red face that he was angry. He began picking up stones and hurling them to the side, making screaming noises. 

“I will kill the first living thing I see!” he cried.
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Chapter IV

[image: ]


Standing Ground






Jarell continued to walk forward, fighting off the impulse to flee. What was he doing? Offering himself to be a meal for the Giant, in hopes of saving the others? He gripped Madriel’s Staff and felt nothing.

The Giant spied him and hissed. He tossed a boulder that skittered to Jarell’s side, one that would have killed him had it hit.

Jarell stopped, planted the Staff on the ground, and waited. Not seeing fear in the man, the Giant paused. He had promised himself to kill the first living thing he saw, and this should be easy. It was just a man... yet perhaps he had some trick or defense that he didn’t know about. Then, too, there was the matter of the staff, which he now recognized. The Giant took a step forward for a closer look.

“Why do you stand in my way?” the Giant demanded, holding a rock in hand.

Jarell felt a tingle of recognition, which he could not identify. The Giant had a bruised face, like he had been in a fight.

“I do not stand in your way. I’ve come to greet you and ask what ails you.”

“What ails me? The world! All I receive are blows from my bigger brothers. Not one riddle.”

Jarell knew who he was facing. “Then I will give you one.” 

“Do so, and if you give a good one, I may spare your life,” the Giant granted.

Who once worked iron to earth

Who now summons power from the sky

And wanders with Questers between Worlds?






The Giant raised his huge hand to his head. “Hmm... sounds like a good one I should know. It’s been a while since I was last riddled by wayfarers. I’m a bit rusty. Can you give me a clue?”

Jarell’s face faintly smiled, and he moved one hand to his chest and the other with the Staff in hand, to the sky. 

“Ha! Is it you?”

“Ah, but do you know my name, Dandor?”

“So you know mine! Then I should know yours.”

The Giant looked upwards, as if summoning a deep memory. Jarell wondered if he should try to help more, but withheld.

The Giant raised his hand with a rock, high in imitation

Then, as if to save the situation, Emeral, who was seeing things from afar, broke from the group to stand by his side. What impelled her to do this reckless act? wondered Jarell as he turned to look into her face.

“I have come to stand with you, Jarell.”

“Ha, I know it!” cried the Giant. “Jarell!”

“Yes, you have named me correctly.”

Emeral’s face showed confusion and astonishment. Jarell was on speaking terms with a Giant? Could he possibly be taming an angry Giant? She must have wildly underestimated this Half-Mage.

The Giant peered his great face forward. “Who is your friend? She seems familiar to me.”

“You do not know her, but let me introduce her.” Jarell first gestured to the Giant, saying, “Dandor.” Then he gestured to his side and announced, “Emeral.”

The woman warrior was twofold astonished. Somehow, Jarell had already obtained the name of the Giant—and he had given hers away. She quickly checked her anger, however, sensing this must be part of the magic he needed to tame the Giant. 

Emeral smiled and bowed deeply to the Giant. 

Dandor was duly impressed that a warrior lady, even if it be a smaller human one, had bowed before him. 

“Hmm... you keep interesting company, Jarell. What brings you near Giant Land again?”

By now, the other men of the party had come cautiously forward, their weapons half raised. They wondered greatly at how the Half-Mage was taming a Giant, and how he had just said he had been in Giant Land before and had survived.

“I am with a war party, here,” Jarell explained. “We are readying to defend our land at this pass against our enemies. The Sorcerer has raised an army of hybrids to rid the world of men. We need your help.”

“My help?” asked Dandor, both complimented by the request and doubting whether he should throw his cause to men. No Giants had done so before, that he knew.

“When last we left you, didn’t you say, ‘If you need any help?’ I now take you up on your offer.”

The Giant cast his eyes upward, summoning a deep memory. It seemed that all hung in the balance. Then Dandor cried, “Yes, I did promise that. But there will be a price. I am hungry.”

The War Party tensed at this, expecting a life must be offered. 

Jarell’s eyes, however, held a twinkle. “Yes?”

“The price is steep—one riddle, no—two!”

“Granted—two, I promise! Now join us, Dandor. For we need your help greatly.”

At that, the Giant grinned and walked with a comfortable stride into their midst. 
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Chapter V
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Kin 






Orthanu summoned the War Party for final preparations. He surveyed the low stone wall, about four feet tall, and a ditch that was maybe six feet deep and just as wide. “Not much, but it marks our line,” he said.

Orthanu looked his party straight in the eyes. “Here is what we face: a hybrid army bred by the Sorcerer—part insect and part man. They carry no weapons, but their mouth mandibles serve as knives. Do not let them get close. With your spears pierce through the weak spots, between the neck and body, or in the eye. There is also a weak spot in the center of the chest. If one breaks through, use your knives to cut their antennae, for they feel more than they see. There is one more thing I know. Some of the Red Clan have gone to the dark side and guide this horde.”

The last news was perhaps the most distressing—that men had sided with the Sorcerer against their own kind. No one spoke their feelings about this, for a grimness had set in among them.

Orthanu paused after conveying this ill news, then continued. “Remember, we need to win two days—tomorrow and until noon of the next—for it will take that long for our kin to reach the new cliff dwelling. If we can but delay the hybrid beings, we can claim victory. As for our lives, we cannot fight to preserve them, or we will surely lose. We have a Giant and part mage, which helps even the odds. To delay this unnatural horde will take all we can offer. Are the men ready for battle?”

They cried, “Aye.”

“And you, Giant?”

“I’m ready,” said Dandor by a pile of large stones he had collected. “Are they ready for me?”

“Half-Mage, are you ready? Have you made any progress with a spell which will work against such creatures?”

“Let me see them first,” Jarell replied. “I think the Staff will know.”

“We hope you can read the staff—or the staff read you,” Orthanu replied. “For in the end, just human means, even with the aid of a Giant, will not be enough to stop this horde for more than a day.”

Emeral spoke, her tone showing anger. “You have yet to ask if I am ready. You said men.”

Orthanu looked at her with kindness and firmness. “Yes, you are a woman who can bring new life into the world. The male warriors here are sufficient. I fear none will leave this pass alive. In view of this, you are free to leave. You know too, as leader, I can choose my party.”

Emeral stood solid as wood. “True, I am a woman. But there is more than one way to give life. And there must be a world left for others to return. Besides, I am a full warrior, am I not?” She pulled partway down a hide shirt, baring a shoulder that showed a crimson wound. “This is not my only one. I can show others too.”

Orthanu was defeated—by her wounds and by her will. “Not necessary,” he muttered under his breath.

Turning abruptly to the group, Orthanu directed, “Sleep early tonight. We do not know the hour the enemy strikes.”

Emeral prepared her bedding next to Jarell. “What progress have you made, Farmer Mage?”

“I notice you didn’t call me Half-Mage. Does that mean you have more faith in me than the others?” 

“Faith is a strong word,” Emeral replied. “Hope is the better one. I know farmers can read the land. Perhaps you will be able to read the enemy when the time comes.”

Emeral didn’t wait for a response. “May I pick up this Staff? It brings memories to me.”

Jarell wondered at her words. Surely she knew even a half-mage does not readily share such a staff. Nonetheless, he handed it to her, saying, “The Staff knows a friendly touch.”

Emeral held it up and looked carefully at the markings. It seemed, too, that the way she held it, she could handle the Staff. Jarell looked searchingly into her face.

“No,” she replied, reading his question. “I can’t wield this Staff. It was given to you.”

She gave it back, her hand gripping the Staff a moment longer than she should, so that Jarell gently tugged to reclaim it.

“Madriel’s hope goes with you,” she said.

With her use of the High Mage’s name, Jarell felt a sudden intimacy. He reached out and touched her shoulder, which had shown wounds. “Yes, I feel her hope, too.”

Emeral was surprised that she was not taken aback by the sudden intimacy. Then, even more to her surprise, she gripped his arm, saying, “We will fight side by side on the morrow. We will become kin when we do this, brother.” 

Jarell looked into the eyes of this woman, wondering why she had already called him brother. He returned her grip and said, “Yes, we will be kin.”
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Chapter VI
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Assent






Madriel was suspended in a land between light and dark. She existed, captive—yet still free to exert her power in limited ways. Surrounding her was dark energy, a cocoon-encased ring of nonbeing, through which no life could pass.

The Emptiness wanted only one thing—assent. 

“Do what you must,” it had ordered the Sorcerer. “The circle of my power needs to complete. A piece of the puzzle is lacking. Show her the future and see if she cares about what she claims to love.”

A dome over Madriel extended a vast lens, a portal of vision to This World. She saw the vast army arrayed, the pass, and its few defenders.

“You can see the odds.” The Sorcerer appeared as a projected image. His body looked like pieces of gray-black planks of wood, shifting in and out of place. “I can spare This World.”

“Since when have you been known for mercy?” asked Madriel. Her question held the faintest hope that even now the Sorcerer might remember a world apart from the dark one he inhabited.

The Sorcerer was not distracted. “You see the lens that does not lie. The hybrid army has come, and they are too strong, too many to resist. The few defenders of the pass can offer only feeble and short resistance. 

“Their faces show courage,” Madriel defended. “They only have to hold the pass for so long.”

“Till when and what? Till the people of the Great House scurry about to reach some better position and delay the day? Do you know I can raise another army, even if this one is defeated? I’m already doing that.” The Sorcerer extended his arm and threw out a projection.

He showed a third hybrid army, enwrapped in white shrouds, waiting to be born. Already half-formed, they showed the multiple-jointed limbs of an arthropod, with webbed human feet.

“All dimensions of This World will be penetrated,” the Sorcerer declared. “Through these invasions, I will bring This World to an end. Unless... you give the word.”

“We fight the battle before us,” Madriel replied.

“We fight, you say. How can you fight? You’re surrounded by a boundary wall of nonbeing created by the emptiness. They are in the world of being.”

Madriel kept silent—her face, even in that empty world, cast a radiance.

“Ah, your Staff,” discerned the Sorcerer. “Do you think the farmer-mage will work it against this army? It won’t, even if he figures how to use it. Within those insect beings are the bodies of what were once full men. Your Staff will not kill human kind—a fatal weakness for it to follow that rule. The Sorcerer laughed, for he foresaw the future.

Madriel’s response was calm. “They will find a way. Courage finds a way.” 

It unnerved the Sorcerer, for he sensed there was something more that Madriel knew—that the defenders possessed some other card. “What way is that?” he calmly asked, hoping for a clue.

Madriel kept silent, for she herself did not know, other than the faith she had. 

The Sorcerer said in his kindest voice—though even then it had a tonal rasp. “There remains a sure way to stop all this. Your assent. Will you spare them? You will see the tragedy unfold from here.”

Madriel knew better than to engage the Sorcerer, for his words were a mix of half-truths and lies, and one could not readily discern the difference.

The Sorcerer nodded, as if taking her silence for assent. “Once they are spared, you will be released. We will send you back to This World, and you can be queen of your land. You can choose who you want to marry. You can live your full lifetime. Remember, you are part Flower Woman, and you can live longer than humans.” 

“And what happens when my term of life has ended?”

“Then we will claim what is rightfully ours.”

“How can This World be rightfully yours?” asked Madriel. “You dwell in the Shadowlands, and your creations are born there.”

Her question landed with the Sorcerer. He knew that what he had was only by the right of power, abetted by the collusion of others. The Sorcerer smiled—if his contorted expression could be called that. He let the question be swallowed by the Emptiness within him.

Gathering himself, the Sorcerer played his last card. “I have offered you much. If you refuse, I can show you what will happen. Behold, the Mirror of the Future does not lie.”

In the panoramic portal, the insect men were swarming into the pass. A wave had crashed through their defenses, and only Jarell and Emeril stood, unable to raise their weapons, encircled by the enemy.

“You see—they’re about to die. That will be their end unless you act. The people you love—will you have them spared or not?”

Madriel’s face showed pain, but her answer was firm. “I will not go along with this sparing, if it means This World will be lost.”

At that the Sorcerer screeched in pained annoyance, and his disjointed projection withdrew. He had been summoned. 






In his body now, he stood in the dark chamber that held the portrait of the pierced torso. It seemed to bleed afresh. The Sorcerer suppressed a shudder. The body looked like his, even without a face.

The Sorcerer realized he was already standing before the Emptiness and waited for its word. He knew not to speak first or to try and explain. The Emptiness appeared not to have noticed him as its energy was focused upon an oval-shaped chest suspended in midair.

For a long while, the Emptiness remained silent. 

The Sorcerer wondered, What is it pondering? Is it simply empty? What is in the suspended chest?

The dark mage tried to shield his thoughts, but he knew the Emptiness read him. Its emptiness was so vast that it soaked up any being around it. 

It seemed—what sometimes happened in its presence—that the Sorcerer himself was being emptied. He felt no more than a dried husk, the Emptiness sending absorbing tendrils of unpresence into him.

The Sorcerer suddenly realized something that should have been obvious: the oval box held torn pieces from the Center of Flower World. The Emptiness longed to touch it, but could not.

“Yes,” said the Emptiness, finally speaking. “One day I will devour it. But first, you have more work to do.” 

“We are close,” the Sorcerer acknowledged.

“Close is not there. Do not fail me.”

The tendrils within him became as claws, clenching his organs. The Sorcerer paled; his face felt shrunken, and his tongue failed to respond. 

The clenching suddenly withdrew, and the Sorcerer found his voice, though it quaked. “Events... have yet to happen. We will take over—This World.”

“Assent,” intoned the Emptiness. “Find assent, no matter how long it takes. 
And then, if not... Death.”
The Sorcerer attempted to understand this last word. Was it his death or hers? The words portended... but what? He thought better than to ask.

The Sorcerer bowed. “Consider it done.”
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Chapter VII
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Twilight Wave






The defenders of the pass were awake in an instant, not needing the warning of the night watchman. The sound of the approaching hybrid army was a vibrating, rasping noise interspersed with clicks. The ground itself carried the humming vibration. No one said anything—for all knew—they were coming.

The War Party unsheathed their knives and planted their long spears with one end in the ground.

“Hold the line,” Orthanu said in a calm voice. “Dandor will hold the middle, for the middle cannot break and divide us.”

Dandor had already moved his pile of stones, and he gripped a long, thin megalith to use as a club. “No wave is coming through,” he asserted. 

Orthanu put himself on the right flank, the canyon side, and Emeral and Jarell were positioned on the left mountainside. Orthanu then directed two men to remain in the rear to replace someone fallen or in case any broke through. 

In the twilight which held a faint mist, the beetle army gradually came into view. They walked on what appeared to be human legs, while their bodies were encased in a black carapace, which glimmered faintly of color. They were the size of small men, as if the human bodies they once had had shrunk. It was not so much the size that mattered. Their half-melded heads bore oversized mandible projections that looked like dagger tusks. And everyone could see there were far too many extending deep into the landscape. Even with a Giant on their side, they could only hold out so long. 

How can we? asked the men—not with words, but with their eyes. Then they said  encouraging words among themselves—they just needed to stop the wave in front of them.

Then Orthanu called out, “Brace! Brace for shock.”

“Stay behind me,” Emeral said, gesturing. “Ready the Staff. It would not be too early to use.”

Gripping the Staff, Jarell felt no trace of power within it. Pulling out his long knife, he came to her side. 

She took a half-step forward and acknowledged his presence. “Don’t make yourself hard to defend.”

Moments later, the carapaced army hurled themselves at the line, the shock almost sending it reeling in a single moment. Some broke through. At the moment after impact, Dandor stepped in front of the group, clearing in single swathes, scattering dozens to the sides. He continued swinging wildly, the megalith working like a crushing scythe. 

This bought the defenders time to handle the few that hurled past them. The defenders quickly became skilled, using their long spears to great effect, piercing their creviced human necks, their human-like eyes behind the face shield, or the space in the middle of their chests. Often a single deep piercing was sufficient to fell the creature and bring it to its death.

Yet in that moment of penetration, their own selves became exposed from a flanking attack. Their bodies endured slicing and cutting, even spearing. Still, the defenders kept the creatures at bay. Then, an unexpected weapon threatened to topple the line. They heard loud snapping clicks, then saw shadows passing above them and beetles falling out of the sky. They did not have mandibles, so they could not bite to effect, and a knife could quickly dispatch them. 

The distraction, however, proved fatal. A man next to Orthanu tore off an attacker and killed it with his knife—only to have another long mandible slash across his neck, blood spurting as he fell.

Orthanu had pierced it too late. No one could drop down to staunch such a wound, even if such a wound could be stopped.

“Close the gap,” Orthanu ordered. “He summoned the men in the rear forward. “Stay strong. I think we do not have to do it much longer.” 

Jarell picked up the spear of a fallen man, belted the Staff, and came fully to Emeral’s side. She did not object. Jarell increasingly became efficient, stabbing and dispatching attackers. He saw at times, especially early, something he missed seeing from his side, that Emeral more than once took risks to stop an attacker that beset him.

Dandor wielded the stone untiringly, and the mass of writhing hybrid bodies kept piling three and five feet high. The insect men attempted to climb over, but as they did, many became stuck, caught by hooking claws, the edges of the carapaces—the dead clung to the living, and the living became entangled. 

It seemed the line would hold, for fewer came, and the defenders were working with quiet efficiency. Then a final wave of click beetles descended. In the distraction, two more men fell with mortal wounds, their necks cut. Far too many lost, thought Jarell. There are no more in reserve, and it’s still early.

Hope did not leave the defenders, for the mound of carapaces built up in front of them, becoming a wall of entanglement. The wave of attackers subsided as a shadow from the mound of bodies fell over the defenders. 

The sun had dawned in the direction of the attacking army, and the beetle army retreated deeper into the land. Some dug holes; others found shade by cliff sides or inside caves. Still others found shrubs to lessen the sun’s light.

“Good news!” Orthanu exclaimed. “The timing of their attack has proved telling. They are neither creatures of night nor day, but twilight-active. We will only have to hold them off until the sun’s first rays strike the land. We have fought strong this twilight and staved off the first assault.”

“More than this, the dead cling to one another, becoming entangled,” said another man. “Yet some are still living, to grasp at anything that might pass. They will make for a wall, delaying the attackers.”

“So there is hope,” said Jarell. “The plans of darkness did not foresee all this.”

“Hope is not here for the three fallen,” said Emeral, with great sadness. Then, glancing at Orthanu, her look also held sadness for what would follow. For would not more die in the next wave? When would their turn come? 

“At least we have time now, and can bury the dead,” returned Orthanu.
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Chapter VIII
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Second Assault






Evening twilight had descended when the defenders heard cutting and slashing sounds. Burly Bear Men with  hatchets were carving a path for the army to stream. The defenders held back the repulsion that men were helping the Sorcerer’s army to invade their land. The Bear Men didn’t speak as they worked, as if they had lost their words—as the beetle-men who accompanied them had already

By now, those in the mound of carcasses were all dead, their bodies brittle from  the day’s sun. Pieces of carapaces lay scattered about like pieces of a misshapen puzzle. Whole bodies, two or three attached, were lifted and carried away by a single hybrid, such was their strength. 

“They’re becoming more efficient at removing the dead,” Jarell observed. “The insect men have the capacity to take orders, to learn. Do you think there are real men inside?” 

“They were once men, I believe,” Orthanu answered. “How else could they have human-shaped legs? Some feet, however, now have claws attached.”

“Will knowing they were once men help you in casting your spell?” Emeral suggested, who stood nearby.

“I think it only makes it harder,” said Jarell. “This Staff will not kill humans, at least not directly.”

“We are fewer now and near exhaustion,” put in Orthanu. “Can you not try a word of command?”

“I will, but I must do so with care. A wrong word could rebound upon us. There are some I have in mind.”

“Why not send them beyond, into the depression that begins at the Giant’s Land?” Orthanu suggested. “That would be a fitting place for their end. Let them find their way out of there.”

The conversation was suddenly jolted back to the present. The attack began like the last: raspy humming, vibrating, and clicking sounds. There were added sounds coming from underfoot—chitin pieces being ground like pumice. 

There was a mass larger than the first group; their number seemed impossible. Emeral encouraged Jarell: “What harm can there be in trying a word—more than can be in facing this?”

When the beetle-men came into sight beyond the carapace mound, Jarell raised the Staff. Then, as they neared the canyon, he swung the Staff toward Giant Land and commanded, “Turn!”

The army swayed that way, but before the cliff edge, they only stumbled before being deflected back toward them, coming at them with even greater force. 

Jarell lowered the Staff. “The fall must be too steep, too much like killing—the Staff resists.”

Orthanu said in frustration. “Then wield the spear from one of our fallen. It will aid us more than your silent staff.”

The crash came hard again. Dandor was still there, holding the line. His swinging motions went into a frenzy—a wonder to behold—but they spoke of endings. He did his best and more, but his swings were not quite as hard or wide, and more of the slicing mandibles began to break through. 

The wall saved them once more. It built up high and gave them a reprieve. But this time, sooner than expected, a tunnel opened again, and more insect-men poured out. In the darkening of twilight, the clustered swarm took on the aspect of a giant snake. Its endlessness, more than anything, dispirited the defenders.

Emeral’s capacity to battle amazed Jarell, for she did not seem to tire. As the dark was about to descend, she went in front of him, absorbing the sudden onslaught—a tusk that would have pierced him. She choked back a cry as she slew the creature. 

“Are you all right?” Jarell asked, knowing she could not be fully so.

“A little more yet,” she replied. “Watch your left flank.”

The day finally ended; night fell. The party had held off the army once more, but the price was high. Four more of the War Party had died, leaving five warriors in total, including Emeral. They all had wounds. 

Orthanu looked grim as he spoke to the survivors. “Once more... the morning twilight—we must win.” 

“We will,” they said. But the defenders knew the math—that if they held out yet once more, four could die and there would be... maybe a survivor.

Even these slim odds seemed to evaporate when the survivors realized that Dandor had fallen. He had retreated to the edge of Giant Land, with what appeared to be mortal wounds. “I cannot fight anymore. I can only die,” he said when they discovered him.

Emeral had hurried to his side. “Do not die, Dandor!” She attempted to bind his wounds, but the cuts were too long and too wide for much bandaging. “Let me die here in my land,” he said. “Go back and defend the pass. Maybe I will live... to hear a riddle once more.”

They left his side, for they needed to guard the pass even at night, lest the Bear Men seize the initiative on their own. 

With night, exhausted sleep overcame the survivors. “We need to wake but once more,” said Orthanu. “I’ll keep first watch.” 

At one point in the middle of the night, Emeral awakened to the sound of dragging. Rising with her knife in hand, she saw two Giants taking Dandor away. 

“Let them be,” Orthanu voiced quietly. “His own kind has come to claim him.”

It was not the only sound they heard during the night. While still dark, Bear Men were cutting again, getting the carcasses ready for removal, lest the dead clutch the living. 

Twilight began, as it always does, faintly. Edges of light appeared in the sky, and the third assault awaited.
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Chapter IX
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Two Hands






Orthanu spoke. “We must hold them off at least one more time.” Then he answered what all must be asking: How will we? “The way will come to us. We must hold strong that the people of the Great House can reach safety. Even now they are still crossing the drylands, exposed.”

Jarell had bandaged Emeral the best he could. He looked into her eyes, wondering if this was the last woman he would see. And he wondered, too, since they were now like brother and sister, if he should kiss her. Emeral sensed it, and she moved toward him, and they exchanged kisses on the cheek. “Brother,” she said. “You will know what to do.”

The attack happened quickly—streams of insect-men attacking in single file. These were a new type that came with enlarged mandibles, more designed for crushing than cutting. The new strategy was to wear out the defenders and exhaust them into submission. 

It was working. In time, three more warriors fell, from exhaustion at first, then as the second type came and speared the fallen. 

Then three defenders were left: Orthanu, Emeral, and Jarell. 

A pause came just before they too would drop, and they stood, breathing heavily, hearing the ominous scraping of carcasses being removed. Before the final assault, Orthanu, who was standing by their sides, collapsed from his wounds. 

Dying, he gave command to Emeral. “You are to lead.”

Emeral did not inform him that only she and Jarell were left. Instead, she said, “I am not a man to lead.”

Orthanu summoned what strength he had. “Battle knows no man or woman.”

“The others have died,” Emeral revealed. “Only the Half-Mage is with me.” 

“There are spirits with you. I see them standing by you.”

Orthanu’s face paled, and he breathed his last.

Emeral murmured to Jarell. “We fight with spirits now. I hope they are as strong as we are weak.”

The wall opened again, this time with two large ones on either side. The onslaught would soon begin, and they would die.

Thoughts passed through Emeral’s mind: No Giant, no leader, no War Party—only I and the Half-Mage. We are about to be overrun, and our shadows still show an angle—not nearly enough to midday. My mage doesn’t know what to do. There must be a command for the Staff; my sister said to trust, that there is always a way. 

Emeral closes her eyes and calls her sister’s name. She feels a swoon coming over her and is taken to a peaceful realm. 

Emeral snapped back—a battle still needs to be fought.

“You must do something,” she pleaded to Jarell. “We have nothing to lose. Can you not throw Light to blind them?”

Jarell shook his head. “The Staff—I fear it would blind us, too. And the insect-men, even if blinded, will use their feelers to find us.”

“You’re right,” she murmured and slipped into a reverie.






My sister and I are lost in a wild and alien land. Ahead of us, approaching us, is an evil, cunning minor sorcerer. Madriel and I are but children, and the man hovering over us is ordering, “You must come with me. I have something to show you.” He is powerful and could easily force us. Even his words held such power that we both step forward. My sister's hand then reaches out, firm in stopping me. Trembling, I step back into her shadow. 

Madriel stands erect. “Sir, go on your way. I am a Mage of power.” She put her staff forward, a stick she had picked up along the way.

The caped man laughs. “You are but a child. Your staff is a recently cut sapling without any magical markings.” Still, the cunning man took no chances with his prey. “If you are a Mage show your power.”

Madriel defiantly raises her staff, catching his eye, then, with the free hand, throws a fine peppery powder into his eyes. It stings horribly, and the minor sorcerer cries out in pain. We run. We never ran so fast.

“So if one way doesn’t work, try another,” said Madriel afterwards. “And remember, you have two hands!

Emeral surfaced from the swoon. The hybrid beings had not yet appeared, and she had  more time. My way as a warrior will not win alone. Our mage is only half. There must be a way for him to be made whole. How? thought Emeral. Tell me Madriel!

She glimpsed her—from a far distance away, deep in the Underworld. Yet despite this, she was smiling, confident in her. You have two hands!

Emeral awoke from the reverie. The insect men could be heard in the middle of the tunnel, now clambering toward them. 

“Raise your Staff,” said Emeral. “Be ready.”

“I don’t know the command,” said Jarell.

“Then we will die together.”

From an opening a wave of beetle men poured out, their carapaces reddish-black from the sun’s first rays. Click beetles spun overhead, passing over them to attack from behind.

Jarell held his body motionless, gripping the Staff. He felt only a whisper of energy. “It’s vibrating... a little,” he muttered. “It’s trying to tell me something.” 

Instinctively, Jarell suddenly turned to his right—and saw a great mandible about to descend upon his neck. 

Emeral moved quickly, struck it aside with her knife. It tore off half of the hybrid’s mask, revealing what lay underneath. 

“Their eyes are weak,” Emeral called out. “There’s weakness within!”

With the knife still holding a piece of mask, to Jarell’s astonishment, she placed her other hand on the Staff and cried out: “You must know the word now. Say it!” 

The command suddenly came—the Staff tingling, becoming a jolt through his arm, its power summoned. “Separate!” he cried.
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Noon






The effect was instantaneous. The hulls of the Beetle-men fell off, clattering to the ground—the earth vibrating as it received the weight. The hybrids’ outer shells then split in the middle, and out emerged thin, weak semblances of men, as if the slimmest measure of muscle and bone were only covered by a thin layer of tissue. In the air hung some substance—whatever had once joined them had become a fine powder.

Jarell and Emeral were astonished, beholding the wonder of the defeated army amid the powder-sprinkled air.

Jarell felt the impulse to direct these weak beings over the cliff and let the horde go to its demise. But he would not tempt the Staff, nor did he need to. They watched as the weak beings wandered off, melting away into the landscape. 

The two were left standing, exhausted from two days of battle and from the use of the Staff, which seemed to have drawn energy from them both. Their bodies swayed, and the Staff found a new use as support.

Emeral, looking down at their shadow, spoke first. “Noon is not far in coming.” 

“How will we delay the Bear Men any longer?” asked Jarell. “They will make their way here, slay us, and then walk past us.”

It was hard for Emeral to acknowledge. “They are too many, and we are too weak to fight anymore. Still, we can stand together. We hold the Staff.”

They heard Bear Men approaching. It was taking them time, as they used their spears to puncture, then toss aside the mounds of chitin shells. The soldiers were angry, arguing over the loss of their army. Now, they might have to fight, and some feared the Staff. 

The Bear Man, acknowledged as their leader, admonished them. “The Sorcerer told us that this staff cannot kill. We have nothing to fear.”

The Bear Men were close now, having tossed aside the last layer of hulls. Some two dozen came forward. They approached the two survivors, who were still standing, supporting each other. 

A sudden swirling wind whipped around them. It was harmless, but some of the Bear Men took it as a sign that unseen forces lingered. Their leader held up his hand. “Let the dust settle.”

It felt close to noon when Jarell looked down at his shadow and asked, “Have we won yet?” 

“A little more,” said Emeral, her arm wrapping around him and helping to hold him up. 

The Red Clan leader signaled, and the Bear Men kicked aside the last of the hulls and approached the two. Seeing their weakness, they didn’t raise their weapons. 

“It did not have the power to kill, yet look what it did,” he heard a familiar voice say. “One of these two must be a mage.” 

Someone else noted, “They can barely stand, holding the staff between them.” 

Jarell looked out with blurry eyes and recognized the man speaking. He stopped before them. Yes, I remember... Evanwok of the Red Clan. He pauses before us—will they kill us? Or could there be mercy? 

Jarell turns his head to Emeral, who happened to turn to him at the same time. Her eyes are filled with light, and he gets lost in their petals. She stands with me—so close to death we are. 

“Have we won the day?” he asks again, his body about to give.

Emeral looks down and sees no shadow. “We have. We can fall now.” 

“I have not the strength to fall,” Jarell barely laughs. Then an unbidden truth comes to his farmer's mind. Sacrifice—at the heart of the universe—to which even the darkness must bow. 

He falls to his knees, releasing the Staff to Emeral, and collapses.

Emeral falls over him, the Staff held out to her side, her hair spreading over his face.

She smells of sun and light—and a memory. Then recognition comes to Jarell like a lance of light, and he murmurs an exclamation. 

He hears Emeral faintly whisper, “You know.”
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