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​Prologue
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A young boy leapt lightly down a steep, rocky path with the ease of a three horned mountain goat.  The path ended at a stretch of ground where nothing grew except long, prickly grass.  Beyond that was the forest.

“Forest,” said the boy.  He tasted the new word on his tongue.  A new word for a new world.  “Trees.”

Trees were alien to him.  Wondrous, but strange.  There was nothing remotely like them upon the world he knew.  For the most part, these trees seemed tall and ancient and wild and they climbed high, like living mountains over his head.  Some stood tall upon great arching legs and others settled into the earth, the legs sprawling down into the ground beneath them.  Some had bark that flaked away in great plates and some rose tall and smooth, ending in long branches.  Some had great leaves, some prickly leaves, some a growth like hair, and some seemed to grow nothing at all.  

The boy walked through the forest, his eyes searching for something.  He passed a young woman as he walked.  Everything about her seemed golden as the light hit her between the tree branches.  The boy didn’t stop, but he did call to her as he passed her by.

“Hello, Tess!”

She didn’t seem to notice.  She was talking with the trees again, her Jewel flashing golden brown in the sunlight.  She probably hadn’t even heard him.  She was wanting to encourage good fruits from some of the trees, and make the vines of thorns hanging from some of the trees back off, but it would be slow work convincing them.  The boy thought they were all right as they were, though it would be nice if the bitter fruit of the scale trees could be made sweeter.  So far all she had managed was to change its color.  The boy didn’t stop to watch her work.  He wasn’t in the forest to study plants.  It was the other sort of life that ran free throughout the forest which interested him.

He was supposed to be learning what he could of the animals of the new world.  Everyone wanted to know if any were dangerous, or helpful, or just interesting.  The boy did his best to find out, though he rarely remembered to take notes.  Technically, he was an adult because he had a naming ceremony.  In reality, he was only six years old, the youngest of all his brothers and sisters.  

So far, the most interesting animals he’d found had been the field goats.  Talking to them was the easiest because they sounded almost human when they answered.  He wasn’t seeking them out today, though.  He was searching for a different sort of companion as he ran lightly through the forest.  Finally he reached his destination: a broad rock hanging over the river.  He was disappointed to find it empty.  He had been sure his brother or sister would be there.

‘They are probably busy now too,’ he reflected.  Everyone had been very busy lately, an excited sort of busy as they delved into secrets and knowledge they had scarcely ever dreamed of before. 

The boy knew that they were doing important work.  They were making a home within the mountain, trying to reawaken ancient knowledge of his people and to build great wonders.  Still, he preferred to run free within the forest, learning the power of his own Jewel.  With it, he found that he could make some small communication with the animals of the mountain, and already he had many such friends that would come to his call.  His brothers and sisters, on the other hand, never seemed to be around anymore, and he was beginning to miss their company.  And only the goats could speak clearly.  The other animals were mostly limited to ‘food’, ‘fight’, or ‘play’.  

The boy stood upon the rock for a while, getting his breath back from his run.  He was just considering a swim when he heard a noise behind him.  He turned, half expecting it to be the young mountain goat he had befriended or a frilled lizard, or perhaps something new and dangerous.  It was none of those things.  Instead, a young man stepped onto the rock behind him.

“T’ein!” the boy cried, “Are you free from work now?  Have you seen Tsil or Li’ann?  I can’t find them anywhere.”

T’ein was his favorite of his brothers, the eldest of them all except for Mother, but he had also been one of the busiest lately.

The tall man laughed when he heard the boy speak, a kind, loud laugh, and he said, “Little brother, have you so soon forgotten after only one cycle of the moon?  We are men now, and must not go by our boyhood names.”  

The boy flushed when he remembered this, but it was hard to know everyone by one name all his life and then suddenly for everyone to have a new one.

“Yes, of course,” he answered.  “Have you seen... Pai’llk or Meiwa?”

“Not recently,” the man answered, sitting down upon the stone.  The boy moved over to give him room, glad that his brother didn’t seem to be rushing off again in that great hurry everyone had been in lately.

“Ebrar’rn,” the man said, saying the boy’s new name. “One who loves.  Have you learned much of your Jewel?”  

The boy Ebrar’rn, who still thought of himself as little Eln, lifted his Jewel up from his chest where it was hanging on its chain.  It was green and smooth with a sharp point and set into a round disk.

“I can speak with the animals,” he said, “And I have learned a lot.  Some of the frilled lizards have a venomous bite.  And the goats that run the plains have different numbers of horns because it gives them different powers.  Kind of like us all having a different Jewel.  The one horns are good at communication because they can send messages in the air, and so they collect information and save it in their heads, and the ones with two curly horns are warriors, and the three horns tend to be loners who travel between different clans and tell stories, and then the four or five horns are really rare and they are wise in everything and hold the memory of their clan.  I know most about goats because they can talk properly.  And they are curious about us.”  Then he began to feel like he was rambling so he stopped talking.

“Is to speak and be understood all you have discovered of your Jewel?” T’ein asked, smiling at his younger brother’s long speech.

“I don’t think so,” the boy answered.  “It is to love I suppose, like my name.  Pai’llk says it is a baby sort of power anyway.  Not strong like his or yours.”  He looked slightly troubled when he said this.

“Love, a weak power?” T’ein asked.  “A warrior’s folly, perhaps, to think talking weaker than fighting.”

“He can fly,” Eln said. “He’s been practicing a lot.  He took me into the air once, to see if he could.  I wish I could fly.”

“To love,” T’ein answered, “that is one of the strongest powers you will ever find.  There are tales I have found, within the Stone, of great battles fought and cities ruined, all for love.  A dangerous power.  Love is what unites us, what causes us to stand where all common sense would tell us to flee.  A warrior without love is no warrior but only a murderer and plunderer.  The Others were such warriors.  No.  To love is a great power, and I see that you shall perhaps become the greatest of us all.  Never give up love.”  

Eln felt a cold shudder at the mention of the Others.  He knew them only in stories, for he had been a baby when they had come to his own village.  It was Mother who had raised him, and the other children.  She had raised all of Eln’s siblings, brothers and sisters, though not by blood.  Through something deeper than blood T’ein had often said.

The two brothers, the youngest and the eldest, sat together in silence, staring out at the river.  A bird called from the tree tops.  It was shouting at some other animal trying to invade its territory.  If Eln listened very carefully, he could hear the vague dreams of the swimmers in the water, as they hunted or grazed near the shore.  He could feel the single-minded search enacted by the insects.  He almost fancied he could track their movements in his head.

It was a strange feeling, to know that he could hear these things so clearly, but T’ein could not.  Perhaps it was not such a baby talent as Tsil had said.  As Pai’llk had said, Eln corrected himself.  Pai’llk had said that Eln should have gotten Meiwa’s talent of being super strong, and she could have had his.  Meiwa had thought this stupid, because of course the Jewels chose who they went with best.  Eln considered this and decided he was glad that he had such a strong power as love.  

“And why is Meiwa’s power strength?” he asked suddenly turning towards T’ein.  “Meiwa means ‘poet’, does it not?”  T’ein laughed again, his kind cheerful laugh.

“It does not seem to quite match, does it?” he asked.  “Perhaps not any more than flight being a power of a warrior’s Jewel, or the Inventor being able to shoot fire from her eyes.  But if you think upon it long enough, each fits rather well.  You see, you are looking only upon the most obvious of their powers.  You must see the more subtle, smaller things they are given to do.  The Warrior has the power of movement, swift and sure, to go beyond any obstacle in his path.  The Inventor might see through all things and find or make solutions others would never know.  And Meiwa, though of course she can use her strength upon the world, she might also lend it to others, to stand fast and resist the world or to embrace as needed.”

“And we can each do different things that are needed.  Like those goats,” Eln said and this made T’ein laugh again.

“Yes, we are like the goats, I suppose.  You shall befriend this world and Pai’llk defend it and A’jha mold it and Meiwa hold onto it and all worlds.”

“Meiwa is like the trees,” Eln agreed.  “Strong and with those parts going underneath the earth.”

“Roots,” T’ein said.  “Yes.  These trees are a strange part of this world.  They do have strength.  They would be a sad thing to have end.”  T’ein’s voice grew strangely quiet and thoughtful as he said this and Eln turned to look at him.

“You would not end them,” he said.  “You end things that are bad, like the creature with teeth or the poisonous vines.  You help to carve away the stone as we need it.  You are like Eidin, a healer.  And a warrior.  The kind that loves.  You are all of everything.  Strong like the trees.  You are like...Mother.  You end things and she creates things.  Sometimes, it is funny, but sometimes, it almost seems to be the same thing.”

“Perhaps it is,” T’ein said.  

Eln hoped that he would smile and laugh again, and after a moment he did make a faint sort of smile but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.  Then T’ein rose up again, standing upon the stone.

“Must you go, T’ein?” Eln cried, and then, seeing the raised eyebrow and twisted smile, Eln corrected himself, saying, “Ess’ba.”

“Yes, little brother, one who loves,” said T’ein, “I must go.  If I see Pai’llk or Meiwa I will send them your way.”  He smiled again, a real smile this time, laughing to see Eln’s downcast expression.

“Don’t look so, as though we shall never meet again.  Go on, little brother.  Have long talks with the goats, climb among the trees and meet all the birds and lizards you might find.  If nothing else you might find Evrion, or one of the others and see if you might help.  If not, run free while you can.  Soon we shall have this great land conquered and settled, and you’ll see more of us than you ever cared to.  At any rate, I will see you soon at mealtime.”  Then he turned and disappeared again among the trees.  

Eln sighed as he was left alone again.  The forest was busy around him, almost too busy.  The insects felt like a judgement.  They were so busy, building their home or finding food or waging wars.  What right did he have to sit idle?  After a bit, he got up and walked through the woods again.  He still didn’t see his young playmates.  He did find someone else who wasn’t busy working.

“Vaia!” he called up into a tree, pleased that he remembered her new name and not her old.  “Mother called you a guide, but I think you should have been named ‘Dreamer’ instead.  Are you sleeping again?”

The girl sat up, not at all appearing annoyed, and her bare feet dangled over the edge of the tree branch.  She smoothed the wrinkles in her dress and pulled at a cord about her neck.  It had a yellow Jewel hanging upon it, but it wasn’t at first evident because it had swung around to her back while she was lying there.

“And you should have been called ‘Mischief’.  That’s what you are.  You interrupted me.  I was having the most interesting dream.”  

“And what dream was that?” Eln asked, his eyes lighting up with interest.  “The one about animals sliding down the pointed mountain?”

“No,” she answered him, “There was a tree.  It was a huge tree, even bigger than these, and different.  Like three trees together, each a different color.  Silver, like Ess’ba’s Jewel, and clear like Mother’s, and green, like yours, only lighter.  All the universe lived in its branches, it was that big.  It sang a song to me, like a story, I think.  It was sad, but beautiful and I shall never remember it now.”

“Never mind your dreams,” Eln said, because dreams about trees weren’t as interesting as animal dreams.  “It’s time to play.  I believe you would sleep a hundred thousand years if we let you.”

“I wouldn’t, no one can sleep that long,” she answered him, “And I like my dreams, even the dark frightening ones.  They feel important.  I see people in them and I think I know them but I can’t ever remember afterwards.  You were there once but you didn’t look like you at all.  And someone who looked like T’ein.  Ess’ba I mean, except it wasn’t.”

“Daytime isn’t the time to dream,” Eln insisted.  “Have you seen anyone else about here?”

“No,” she answered, “They’re all inside working on lights or outside working on the forest.”

“Never mind then,” Eln said.  “Well, you could be doing something too.  If not play, then work. Or ask to the Stone about those dreams, if they’re so important.”

“I suppose,” she answered him, with a sigh, “I will never get back to the dream now.”  She paused a moment searching for her discarded shoes before she hopped down from the low branch.  The moment they were on, she suddenly erupted into movement.  Her hand darted out and tapped Eln on the head.

“Catch me if you can!” she called and she ran deeper down the forest path.  With a whoop, Eln ran after her.  She was older by four years and had longer legs, but Eln knew the forest better.  It was a good game.
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​Chapter 1 – The Voice of Evrion
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A tall woman walked swiftly down a hallway inside the mountain.  A yellow Jewel flashed from around her throat.  The woman Vaia was not alone.  In her pocket was a feathered creature.  Behind her, a girl holding a baby four-horned dinosaur and a boy holding nothing followed.  Between them walked Gouge.  Gouge looked very much like a small horse, or perhaps a goat, with a single horn upon his forehead.

The group was silent.  Of course, the animals couldn’t speak, though Ras liked to chirp and Gouge could understand human speech.  But even those who could have talked were silent.  This was only partly due to the fast pace.  They arrived at the transport and stopped.  Still no one spoke.  Vaia opened it and they entered.  The small room began to move towards the mountain’s heart.

“This isn’t so bad,” said the boy, Trey.  He was speaking to Gouge.  Neither of them liked enclosed spaces.  “It’s quite roomy this time, without everyone else jammed in here.”

Silence answered him.  Gouge couldn’t speak, and the others seemed disinclined.  After a moment, however, the girl, Jane, did respond.

“I wish it were more crowded.”  

There was nothing to say to that.  They were all thinking about their missing companions.  Those they had just left who had departed in the starship and those who had been kidnapped.  Jane rocked Ras in her arms as the small dinosaur tried to eat her shirt sleeve.  Every time Ras got a good hold on it, Jane would move her back again and the dinosaur would lose it.  

The transport stopped at last and the opening materialized out of one of the walls.  Vaia led the way again, but it was only a short walk until they reached their destination.

Before them was a space so enormous that at first glance it seemed to be outdoors, but in fact it was completely enclosed at the center of the mountain.  It wasn’t the vast, cavernous space, however, that made this space spectacular.  At the center of the room was a tree.  This tree climbed and climbed the entire height of the mountain, the tallest of its branches just brushing its roof.  There were three parts to the tree, twisted together up the vast trunk in green, silver, and crystal so that it didn’t seem possible it could be alive rather than crafted, yet it grew great leaves and star-like fruit that sang softly over the room.  It was the Tree, the final creation of Evrion, such that her very life had left her to make it.

“Evrion,” Vaia whispered as she beheld the great tree, “Mother...”  

The way she said it, the almost painful longing in her voice reminded the two children that Vaia was one of the original children of Evrion, that she had truly known this person.  Centuries had passed since Evrion’s death but to Vaia it was only weeks.  She had slept for those centuries so that she might be able to help those of the future stop the destruction to come.

“Something is different,” Trey said to Jane, frowning as he stared up at the tree.  He and Jane had hung back as Vaia stepped forward, wanting to give her this moment alone.  Jane stared harder at the tree after he said that, and for a moment she couldn’t see what he was talking about.  Then, as she watched, a single leaf broke from its branch and came fluttering towards the ground, and she saw what it was.

“It’s like Autumn,” she said.  Now that she was really looking, she noticed that many leaves already lay upon the ground.  They were huge leaves; one by itself could easily have created a tent for two people, but it had seemed so natural to see leaves scattered at the base of a tree she hadn’t remarked upon them.  The leaves on the tree were green and silver and crystal like the trunk, but those on the ground were brown or gray or white, and they seemed dry and shriveled.  

“She’s dying,” Vaia said.  

“Was it Ess’ba?” Jane asked, “Did he do this?”  Vaia was silent for a long moment.

“No,” she answered, “He would not harm her.  It is simply time.  As we foresaw.  She, the Tree is what stands between us and the utter destruction of the worlds.  She begins to die, because we are running out of time.”

“How can that
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