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Book Four: Journey to the Underworld & The Circle of Emptiness
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PART ONE
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TO THE WORLD’S END
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Chapter I
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Followed






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I am,” she answered. 

“You are one of the Questers?” 

“I am.” 

“Why do you go about so unassuming?” 

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

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

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

“She did.” 

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

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

“Where are you going?” 

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

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






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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






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

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

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

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

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

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

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






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

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

The morning sun was well established, casting a great heat upon the land, when they halted for the day. They sheltered under a megalith next to an oval shaft that inexplicably pierced the earth.

“The heat seems to come up from the land as much as from the sun,” said Jarell. “How will we survive?”

“The land is thin here,” Valdal replied. “The boundary to the Underworld is close.”

“Maybe we should consider making our path more direct,” said Jarell, peering into the shaft. “It doesn’t look welcoming,” he added, tossing a stone and counting. When he came to six, he heard water splash.

“Water! How fortunate—if we can but find a way to retrieve some.” 

Jarell picked up the Staff. “I wish I knew a summoning spell. I would say, ‘Staff, make this water rise!’ And it would rise.”

Jarell said the words with some inflection, but nothing happened. “Why do I even try? The Staff has to show a response first.”

Valdal said, “I know a way. This is a well of offering.”

“What do you mean?”

“Make an offering of something you especially value, and the well may grant your wish.”

“A child’s tale,” Jarell dismissed.

“Yet such stories are widely told. The wells appear in the most desolate places throughout the land. All of them cannot be untrue.”

“So, if I cast the Staff down the shaft, and you your moccasins, water will flood the land—or if we wish for it. Or how about the wish: Madriel, be returned this instant?”

Valdal smiled. “I would not wish for too much.”

“Seriously, then... You’re putting hope in this? And didn’t you say the Well of Offering may grant the wish? How good is that?”

“It may be all we have. I would not throw down the Staff, though.”

“Then what?” asked Jarell, already knowing what must be given. “Yes, my knife. But won’t we need a weapon, or at least a tool for our journey?”

Valdal pulled from her pocket a small implement, a small knife used for cutting and cooking.

“Ahh, so you will keep that weapon to fight off the Creature from the Underworld—perhaps tear out its heart if it has one?”

“Your long knife would be no better,” Valdal returned.

“Alright... what will you toss, then?”

Valdal took off a beaded necklace. “It may not look like much, having only a single turquoise bead of value. But it came from my mother, and I have worn it since her death. I will mourn both their losses.”

“I’m sorry,” said Jarell. 

“No need for sorrow. She is in Flower World now, with Marcol.” 

She flung the necklace into the shaft in a single motion. Moments later, the faint sound of water responded.

Jarell couldn’t help uttering before his offering. “This is one of the more foolish things I’ve ever done. To gift a wishing well in the midst of a harsh land that would seem to allow no wishes at all.” He held his knife out and looked at Valdal.

Her face showed no uncertainty, and Jarell released his knife. The splash a few seconds later was distinct and final.

“Good, I feel better now. I won’t have to fight any Bear-Man warriors, hybrid insect-men, or the Sorcerer’s clones. You have released me from that, at least.”

“You jest, but maybe this will work to our advantage.”

Jarell shrugged. “What do we do now?”

“We wait. We sleep.”

The two woke as twilight fell, and Jarell immediately looked into the shaft and waved his hand in the dark. The water had not risen. More to himself, he muttered, “It did not work, and we cannot wait for it.” 

Jarell thought of many more things to say, but he remained silent. Valdal was finishing a prayer using ritual motions, which she was wont to do in the mornings, and which he had not asked about. Her face showed no concern or worry. Jarell tried to understand that she had offered her wisdom. But how would a small stone and a long knife bring them water?

When she turned to look at him, his downcast face must have said everything. 

Jarell turned away, gathered his few things, and picked up his bag of water. It’s heavy, he thought as he swung it over his back. It took a moment longer to understand what had happened. “How?” he mouthed. 

Valdal was securing her bloated bag as well. She pointed to footprints on the ground, the webbed feet of several Water Women.

Jarell was astonished. “How did they know to come? Could Noemi have sent them?”

“Either that or the Well summoned them.”

Jarell’s face expressed relief. “So we will survive the remaining distance.... Tell me one more thing. How did you know our offerings would work?”

Valdal answered quietly. “I did not think the dream you had would fail us so fast.”
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Chapter IV
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Companions Along the Way 






They made good time with hope at their backs. When their refilled bags were nearly empty, the second ridge was in sight. “I’m thirsty, but more tired than thirsty,” said Jarell. “When morning comes, we’ll make the final push.”

The surrounding space was empty of any life, just cracked, baked earth and scattered rocks. Jarell searched for some sign of a place to stop.

“Let us take our final drink of the day,” he said, after finding a shallow depression. Its smooth bottom hinted that it once held water. “We have as much as a cup.”

“Let’s toast,” Valdal suggested.

“To what?”

“To life. We are alive.”

“That much I grant. How long, though?”

“Keep faith, Jarell.” 

“Why offer this cliché?” he almost asked. Instead, he said, “I wonder why the land here is so barren. I know you said the Underworld is thin here. Perhaps it conspires against life?”

“It is not always so,” Valdal answered. “We were given help to make the crossing. The Cosmic Human too has left its imprint.” 

“You know of this Cosmic Human? They say the land took shape from its workings.”

“Yes, it left its impress here, Jarell. This World is alive. It has being. How else could we have birthed from it?”

“As a farmer, I know about the earth birthing life. But of this Cosmic Being, I know little. Yet I went with Questers into the Flower World and we encountered the Center of this Being—after that, we were somehow placed back into This World. This Being must exist, then. I suppose you will say that it helped make us, gathering its breath on the Earth and blowing us into being.”

“That’s only part,” asserted Valdal. “Yes, the Being took mud and fashioned us.

Then breath followed. Do not forget where life comes from—you just said it yourself.” 

“I know that plants come from the earth.”

“As do we; and to the Earth we will one day return.”

“Yes, we all die. But then we go to Flower World above, as Marcol did. We saw him there. There is a type of earth even there.”

“You have seen the truth of things, as I have only sensed. Marcol—can you tell me more about him?”

“He was happy. He helped us in that realm. He awaits you.”

“I will be happy to join him—when the time of my crossing comes to me.”

“Yes, we both have our missions ahead. Defeat the Great Worm, rescue Madriel, and save This World. That’s three I can think of.”

Valdal smiled. “I am glad you are still able to jest.”

Jarell’s expression grew serious. “It cannot be that the chances of This World all rest on us, can it? There must be more than one way to save things.”

“Jarell, we can only do what is given us—to continue on and follow your dream. By the way, I hope you dream again—and it tells us how we will get past the Great Worm.”

“Do not remind me about it. I will wait expectantly in the nights to come and make a special request to the Gatekeeper of dreams.” 

“You can request a dream?” she questioned.

“Where do they come from?” Jarell mused. “I have wondered, but they must come from somewhere.”

“I think they come from above and meet something rising from below. When the two mix, a story forms—and becomes a dream. 

“From both worlds, then?” Jarell questioned.

“Yes, I think so...

“You have wisdom,” said Jarell. “How do you come to know such things?” 

“I spent much time listening to the wounded and to their care-givers, like Nurse Skya.”

“The nurse—she is an enigma. She told my dream in a word. How is that?”

“I think I know because I cared for Kasa for so long, entering her world at times, trying to bring healing in that hidden space. Yes, those tending the sick can venture into their In-between World to heal them. It takes some wisdom to do that.” 

“The nurse brought Dizor back.”

“She did. No one else, I think, could.” 

“Still, I ask—why us? We’re not that special. My humble occupation... and you’re from the Little People, from whom others do not expect much.” 

Valdal did not affirm or deny what Jarell said, but listened as he continued. “We carry this burden. What if we fail?”

Valdal answered, “I know, I repeat myself. Trust that we will be guided. We have Madriel’s Staff, we have your dream, and we have each other.” 

“Yes,” Jarell mulled. “You are not a bad companion to have along the way. I have not had good talks in a long while.”

Valdal smiled. “Yes, that is what is needed in life: a companion along the way.”

Silence followed, and Valdal looked once more to Jarell and saw he had closed his eyes in sleep. “I guess I have the first watch,” she said to herself.
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Chapter V
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Laugh 






It was twilight when the two Questers finally reached the left leg of the Cosmic Human, just below its knee, where the ridge was lower than elsewhere. Immediately they smelled water and saw trees, for its impress had left a life-giving force. After they filled their bags at a stream, the two slept half the day there, rising again when the sun was still high.

Both sides of the ridge rose high, and Jarell observed that they had chosen the ridge at its lowest point. “Well, Fortune has saved us from climbing—not my favorite activity. And at least it’s still daylight.”

“It could never be as bad as Cloud Mountain,” said Valdal.

“Don’t remind me. I don’t know how we did that. With footholds disappearing behind us, and the ghostly mountain barely appearing ahead of us.”

“Such are our lives, at times,” Valdal reflected. “How we survive at all seems remarkable, looking back. And during those moments, although you’re scared, you assume you are going to live, because you’ve lived up till that point, and nothing has stopped you yet.”

“Until it does. You know, survivors tell the tales,” Jarell reminded her. “I hope that we have survivor's luck.”

Jarell slipped on a rock, grabbing a sapling to regain his balance. “You see, this small tree was there to save me from falling. Luck surely plays its part, but maybe the Universe, at times, opens a path for us.”

“Oh, our farmer is now having mystical thoughts. The Universe bows and, with a wave of her hand, leads you on.”

Jarell’s voice hinted at annoyance. “This farmer, I remind you, has seen the Center of the Worlds, so he can talk about the Universe.”

“My apologies,” said Valdal, with the hint of a bow. “You may speak about the Universe, then.”

The two Questers came to another small stream around which plants bloomed. “Might as well rest here a bit,” Jarell suggested. “The ridge peak is not far away now.”

Some of the plants had distinctive purple leaves. Valdal pulled one up, exposing its root—a small potato-sized bulb of the same color. 

“Is it edible?” asked Jarell.

“Indeed, but it must be cooked for a good long time.”

“Well, get your knife ready, and I’ll start the fire. I’m tired of hard breads—my body craves something more.”  

Jarell continued in the vein of their earlier conversation as they cooked several of the root bulbs. “It’s about fate too, isn’t it?” 

“I mean, you are here... One day you were tending flowers—albeit from Flower World—and the next, you’re heading to the Underworld to face what’s terrorizing This World. A rather big jump, don’t you think? Was it meant to be?”

“I don’t know,” said Valdal. “But it has happened—whether the Universe opened her door for me especially, I can’t say. Yet I am here.”

“Fair enough. We don’t have to understand it. We have to move forward in the best way we can, after all—not so much backward.”

“You’re becoming wiser than you think,” Valdal said. 

“I don’t think of myself as wise. But I’ve lived long enough now for things to give me pause. My mind goes back to those in the Cliff Dwellings, the siege they’re enduring.... They have supplies enough to hold out for only a short time. Then, too, there were rumors of new hybrid beings they might have to fight.”

“I too think of the people trapped there. It’s unsettling. But we, by moving away from them, hold a promise for them.”

“Yes, a promise...” Jarell repeated. “I wonder if I should have stayed to help. I bear the High Mage’s Staff. How will they fight the hybrids without any magic? I barely found the words to slay them once before.”

“You must trust in your dream,” Valdal advised again. “That is the thread we’ve been given to follow.”

“I wonder too what you said about dreams—high and low mixing. The Cosmic Human—its fiery hair brushes Flower World and its stretched feet descend into the Underworld.”

“Yes, it is a wisdom to wonder. It must be because you’ve been holding the Staff.”

“Maybe the Staff has worn some good on me. But truthfully, I am ready to give it up. I’d rather have a spade in hand to break the earth than sunder hybrid beings.”

“No worries there. That time might well come again. But in the meantime, you have something larger to do, like break open the Gates of the Underworld.”

“Yes,” Jarell mused. “But you forgot to mention your part, Valdal—when you slew the Great Worm with your kitchen knife!”

“Pardon me, Farmer-Mage. I didn’t know I had been ordained a warrior to stand by your side.”

Jarell laughed at their attempts at humor—but it felt good.

“How does it taste?” asked Valdal after they had taken a few bites.

Jarell found the tubers unexpectedly plain, most of the flavor coming from charring. “Fair... better than the hard breads. Could use some salt, though.”
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Chapter VI
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Remembering Loves






The meal, which tasted bland, gave them an energy and uplift they hadn’t felt in days. “There’s something in those purple tubers,” Jarell judged. “Are you sure you didn’t add spice from one of your Flower World plants?”

Valdal answered with a smile.

The two reached the top of the ridge to see a valley spread before them—a gap leading to a higher ridge. The hidden valley teemed with flowering trees, birds, and creatures rarely seen in the drylands. 

“Utterly surprising!” exclaimed Jarell. 

“A land within a land. I did not know of this,” Valdal admitted, then added as if to belie her not knowing: “In the marrow of the knee of the Cosmic Human, there is life abundant.” 

Their steps became lighter. There was no shortage of water, fruit, or seeds.

“It’s a gift,” said Valdal. “As if given a glimpse of paradise before entering the Underworld.”

“Let us rest well here then,” said Jarell. “We can make it halfway across this day, I think.”

The walk seemed effortless over the moss-carpeted ground. The breezy air, thick with the scent of blooms, refreshed them. Water seeped up from the ground to make ponds and springs, as if the land rested on a bowl of water.

“Are we passing through a dream?” asked Jarell when they reached a still pond to rest. It was ringed with water-smoothed rocks, though no stream was visible to explain their polishing. “It’s real here, even more than real.”

“I hope it’s not just a dream,” said Valdal. “I have pinched myself and am still here. And you look much the same.” 

“Oh, am I not looking fresher amid all this glory?”

“You look at home,” she answered politely.

Jarell accepted this with a knowing nod, then continued, “It’s like you could rest here for days and forget the outside world. It doesn’t exist in time, and all our troubles are washed away by this lushness of life.”

“Ah, you forget your special woman friend?” asked Valdal.

“What? I have no woman friend.” 

“Surely you do—a handsome Quester as you are. I would be surprised that none have noticed you. More than one woman cast their gaze your way amid the Cliff Dwellings.”

Jarell shook his head. “I’ve been too occupied with fighting the armies of darkness than to be thinking about courting a woman.” 

“You don’t seem to be the type who chases... in the usual way. What of the Questers? Have none caught your eye? Noemi, Kasa, Madriel—some choices the average man does not entertain.”

“Really?” asked Jarell. “A Water Woman whose legs are scaled, as beautiful as her face is... and she’s still new to understanding our world. Then Kasa, a woman warrior who could lay me low with a single blow. Forgive me for having male pride, but I would choose someone less formidable than that.”

“And Madriel—what of her?” 

“A High Mage whose thoughts are far beyond mine? Am I not a commoner, which she has called me? I think not any of these.” 

Valdal’s face did not show understanding, which bothered Jarell. “And what of you?” he asked suddenly. “Have you found your true love?”

“Fair enough to return the question. No, I have not found that love. Perhaps that is why I ask. But I do love.”

Jarell was wise enough to let her answer hold the silence. 

After a time, Valdal continued. “I love my brother Marcol, although he’s left for Flower World. We have the special bond of twins... I feel his presence even now. And... the Flowers I tended, I love and miss each one. I named them.”

“I too am saddened by Marcol’s death,” Jarell acknowledged. “But I got so used to him being by our side in Flower World, I do not think of him as dead.”

“Thank you—that reassures my heart.”

“May I ask, though? I am curious. What did you name the Flowers you tended?”

“Oh, the names were whimsical, though they answered to them. The Flower of Knowing, the Flower of Becoming, and the Flower of Mercy were my favorite three. There are some I gave secret names to as well.”

“Was one the Flower of Loving?” Jarell asked.

“Ah, Jarell—so there’s more to you than farming and dreaming.”

“Remember, I am a Quester too, as you are. Tell me one more thing. Your age is still a mystery to me.”

“Well, you know much about me already, so I will give you this clue. I am at least twice yours.”

“Yet, you look younger than me!”

“Maybe it comes from being a Little Person. Our people look younger than their age. Maybe too, it comes from tending plants from the Flower World. I think, though, I have aged since leaving that land.”

“Maybe it’s from... Did you eat fruit from the Flowers?”

No fruits they bore. Sometimes we ate their seeds when seriously ill or near death. Valdal opened a hidden pocket in her blouse, which revealed a pouch of seeds.

“I forgot you brought them!” Jarell exclaimed. “I suppose we haven’t needed them yet. You can eat them and they...?”

“When food runs out or there’s an illness, even a seed can keep you alive for a good while. I have been wondering if we would ever need them. I thought maybe they should be kept by those under siege, but there would be too many to keep alive by these few seeds. For two on a journey such as ours, they may prove of more value. From what I have heard, not much—or anything that you would want to eat—grows in the Underworld.

“Let me ask something of you now,” continued Valdal. “What of your story—the man who has not given his heart to anyone? You have farmed; you remember important dreams; and you caught the king’s eye no less. Perhaps you had a noble father, or a brother who did some famous deed? You have spoken little of your family, it seems. I doubt you sprouted whole from the earth.”

Jarell was a private man, not used to sharing his history. Yet this woman had just bared her heart to him. How could he refuse?

“Let me tell as we continue our way,” he answered. “This land tempts us to rest too long. For I have sensed an urgency that pierces even here.” 

“What have you sensed?” asked Valdal.

“A light, like a lance, bright but edged with pain.”
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