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Adrift

Arien stood on the hilltop, in the dwindling purple light, her hands raised to the dark clouds above. She chanted in the old tongue, the one now reserved for magic.

“Hold,” she asked. “Please hold onto the rain.”

The clouds rumbled in response and raindrops spattered her face.

She stood in the blustery wind trying to weave energy together and make the rain stop. It didn’t.

Finally, Arien lowered her hands. Pulling her hood up, she walked down the hill, towards the wagons. The villagers would be unhappy and she wouldn’t get the food she had hoped to trade for.

Sarai, one of the Elders, squatted by the fire, frowned as she looked up at the clouds, apparently trying to decide whether to add more wood or simply let it go out. She stared at Arien as she plodded past the sputtering fire.

Arien told the Shishaw woman, “I do not know. The elements will not listen to me and they will not speak either.” She walked to her brightly painted wagon and sat on the step, feeling frustrated and angry.

Sarai said, “The Black Opal will have her own way.” She poked at the fire to spread out the coals, the heat sizzling with the spattering rain.

Arien had lived with the Shishaw for four cycles, since she was twelve, but still didn’t understand them completely. They stood half her height with cream colored skin and were completely hairless with two dark eyes like her own people, plus a third one in the center of their foreheads. She had never gotten them to explain exactly what the extra eye was for, but understood it had something to do with seeing the essence of things.

They could see the spirit of a piece of dragonswood and carve it into the most exquisite sculpture. The Shishaw also had six, long fingers on each hand which instead of making them clumsy, made them extremely dexterous. They were true artists, able to take the raw materials of nature and shape them into pieces of breathtaking beauty.

Arien travelled with them from town to town. They fixed things for the villagers and bartered for food and raw materials: black pearls, dragonswood, seal tusks and precious stones. Arien had learned weather magic from Tuay, an elderly Shishaw weather-worker, who had died last turn. She brought rain to areas which needed it and stopped it when there was too much. Except for lately. The villagers were trying to get their grape harvest in and the rain wouldn’t help.

There were no other weather-workers in their group, no one to help her understand what the problem was.

The rest of the clan pulled up in their wagons, having finished trading with the villagers. Raised voices told her they were moving out. Early.

Arien wiped rain from her face, picked up the harness and headed over to the herd of grazing horses. “Magnus,” she said, then whistled at the big buckskin draft horse. He shook his head and ambled towards her, licking his lips, the rain repelled by his oily fur.

He stood patiently while she reached up to put on his halter and harness, fumbling with the slippery, wet buckles, the top of her head only coming up to his back. Dragging the traces, she led the big horse to the wagon and hooked him up. Then she quickly stuffed everything inside, closed the door, folded the step up and secured it.

She moved around to the front and climbed aboard, drenched to her skin. At least it was a warm rain.  Around her the Shishaw scurried about, picking up their belongings and gathering everyone inside their wagons.

It was most likely her fault. If she’d been able to keep the rain away....

The villagers were probably scrambling to get their harvest in before the rain ruined the crop. She clucked to Magnus and they followed the line of wagons moving down the road.

The elders wouldn’t say anything to her. Arien knew she lived outside their rules and would never be one of them. But this was the third time she had failed. The proper thing for her to do was leave. Otherwise she would risk permanent exile.

She needed to be alone with the elements and work out why she could no longer communicate with them. And until she could, Arien had no place with the clan. She put at risk their tentative relationships with the settled people. Even she understood that much.

At the crossroads, the Shishaw headed towards the mountains and valleys which would eventually take them to Pearl Bay. Arien continued north on the road towards the Forest of Sorrows. Alone, except for Magnus.

She had never been alone, not like this. Magnus responded to the tension in her hands on the reins and started to trot. She took a deep breath and tried to relax. It didn’t work.

Humans had once travelled as the Shishaw still did. Under Queen Nakia’s encouragement, they had settled into towns and villages. People were easier to tax and control if they stayed still. Somehow, Nakia held the Black Opal within her power and the Opal had not challenged Nakia’s actions.

Arien grimaced with dislike. Queen Nakia was her aunt. But Arien had abandoned her family at twelve, choosing to live among the Shishaw. Her father hadn’t argued. When she was born, Arien had lost both parents. Her mother to death and her father to grief. She still felt anger at her father’s rejection. She knew her two brothers had argued with him about letting her go to the Shishaw. Her father had told them that Arien looked too much like her mother and he couldn’t bear to see her.

She told herself it didn’t matter, but buried deep inside, sadness bubbled up that she had never met her mother. Arien glanced back inside the wagon at the small painting of her mother which hung above her bed. As a newcomer with the Shishaw, she had followed their traditions and helped build her own wagon. The wagon itself was built quickly, so she could travel in it. Then she had done all the intricate carvings, furnishing and painting herself. It had taken her two turns to complete the wagon, which made her an adult in the eyes of the clan. All the while she trained to be a weather-worker. And now her magic was failing her. She felt pain and disconnection from the Black Opal in her chest, as if someone had untethered her from her source.

At the end of the day, Arien dove Magnus into a valley and stopped by a stream. She unhitched and brushed him, then turned the buckskin loose. “Stay close,” she said. “We’re all alone here.”

He immediately rolled, then snatched mouthfuls of grass on his way over to the stream.

Arien opened the door to her wagon, pulling out the small stool which sat in the doorway. She decided not to build a fire, but to eat cold food. This place didn’t feel safe. Not alone at least. There was no safety anymore. Not where she was going.

The light dimmed as she sat on her stool, eating dried meat and raw root vegetables until the purple darkness surrounded her. She missed the friendly banter of the Shisaw people. Could she have stayed?

No. She’d only seen it happen twice. Exile. It had been horrible to watch someone pushed to that. To not even be willing to admit they messed up so badly, so often, that the group forced them to leave, or left them behind in one case. Sadness gnawed at her and Arien wondered if she could set herself right with the world again.

Morning came sooner than she expected. Once on the road, the landscape changed from treeless hills and valleys to woods. She had entered the Forest of Sorrows, named in ancient times.

When humans had still traveled, several families had entered there, never to be found alive. Much, much later all forty-six of them were found encased in wood, having been absorbed by the trees. Arien had heard that the locals periodically burned the outskirts of the forest to keep the evil contained.

The old forest road, paved with large, flat stones, hadn’t been used since then, so nothing of the sort had ever happened again. No one ever found out why it occurred although there was much speculation. Some said it was a horrible sorcerer, others that the trees were offended because someone had tried to harvest them. There were as many ideas about the trees as there were people.

She felt sure the people had meant to harm the trees in some way. The trees sensed the threat and reacted. Surely she would be safe.

Arien’s destination was the fabled Golden Forest which lay deep inside the Forest of Sorrows. There grew the torat trees whose golden bark was priceless because everyone was afraid to enter the Forest of Sorrows anymore.

She needed to understand why her magic had failed. Maybe she could turn things around. If she brought back some of the bark as a gift, perhaps the Shishaw would give her another chance. She could take bark from dead trees without harming the forest.

Her other magical gift, the ability to discern when someone was lying, felt intact, but she wasn’t worried about that one. She didn’t anticipate meeting anyone.

But the failure of her weather-working disturbed her greatly. She had never had such a problem before. It had been clear since childhood that she was a weather-worker. Living with the Shishaw had refined her skills and given her a way to be useful in the world.

Still, the Black Opal controlled the world and she had a reason for making everything that happened in it.

Arien just needed to find out what that was and adjust her life accordingly.

The tall, thick, gnarled trees crowded close to the road. Magnus, steady boy that he was, ignored them and kept on going. She trusted his instincts, if he wasn’t afraid, they were safe. Arien breathed deep and looked into her center. She sensed no danger here, even though the forest looked frightening. Vines dripped down from the trees which stretched over the road. The woods felt gloomy and sad. A scent of earth and dried mold filled the air. Unlike other forests she had been in, this one felt dead, filled with decay.

Toward the end of the day she came to the place where the people had become trees. The individual trees had all died many turns ago, but the dead wood still stood. Even time had not erased the faces of the people. They looked terrified, their screams frozen in time.

Smaller menacing trees had grown up, surrounding the dead ones. They made her want to move on and she clucked to Magnus. The farther they went down the road, the more overgrown the woods became. Several times she had to stop and move saplings which had fallen across the road or cut boughs to create a space large enough for the wagon to go through. She apologized to the trees each time she did so.

They responded by scratching branches against her wagon and making scraping sounds. Other than that the forest sounded eerily silent. She couldn’t hear birds or other animals. Just Magnus’ heavy hoof fall against the ground, which was no longer paved with stones, but had become a dirt road.

It was dry here, apparently little rain fell in this part of the world. A creek ran on one side of the road, but the high, bare stream banks showed it to be a shadow of its normal self this late in the turn. The leaves were beginning to turn colors and drop. The air felt crisp. Arien needed to be gone before the snows came. Her wagon didn’t do well in the snow.

She stopped near a meadow, but didn’t move her wagon off the road. No one else would be coming down it.

She unharnessed Magnus and let him go without brushing him. The creek widened here and Magnus rolled in the shallows and shook, spraying her with frigid water.

“Thanks,” she said, laughing.

She dug mallow and burdock roots which grew happily by the stream. After building a fire, she fried the burdock up with the last of her sausage from the village.

Arien woke in the middle of the night to scratching on the side of her wagon.

“Who’s out there?”

No one answered, but the scratching stopped.

Eventually she went back to sleep.

In the morning, she awoke and quickly dressed, putting on her cloak and still damp boots while shivering in the cold. Opening her door, she gasped.

Her wagon was surrounded by trees!

They had relocated during the night. Arien had never heard of trees moving. They stood far enough apart that she could slip through them, but short of cutting them down, there was no moving her home. The air felt filled with malice.

Magnus was nowhere to be seen. She whistled for him and he emerged from behind some shrubs, trotted across the meadow and stood outside the ring of trees which encircled her wagon, eyeing them warily and snorting. He couldn’t squeeze between the trunks and she could tell he didn’t really want to.

Arien sat on her stool by the ashes of last night’s fire. She stared at the trees trying to puzzle things out. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, slowing her heart and clearing her mind.

She caught the strand of energy which belonged to Black Opal and asked, “Why are the trees doing this? Have I done something to offend them?”

A subtle message, which she just barely caught, said, “Ask them.”

She nodded and said, “Thank you.”

Arien stood, looking at the trees. She’d never spoken to trees before. She was not a plant speaker. How did one do that? Should she talk to all of them, or was there one who spoke for all of them?

They all looked roughly the same size, their grayish-brown bark deeply ridged and contrasting with the scarlet leaves. She stood between two of them and held her hands out, not quite touching their trunks, not wanting to be disrespectful. She slowed her heart even more and asked “What do you want with me?”

She could hear leaves rustling and deep voices said, “Stay with us, we need you.”

“Why?”

“We need water. We need the music of voices and laughter. We need the color and energy and life of other beings. And we need blood.”

She felt panic begin, deep within herself and asked, “What happened to the other creatures in this forest?”

“They have left us.”

“Why?”

“Because we ate the humans.”

“Why would you do something like that? Trees need water, light and minerals, not blood.”

“The people were evil. They killed us, taking our skin and hearts. To burn and to make their things from our bodies. They brought their evil to us.”

Arien nodded. “I understand. But why are you attacking me? I have taken no living wood. How many others have you attacked?”

“All that enter here,” said the trees.

“That is why you hear no voices or laughter and never will,” she said.

“We have contemplated that, but it is beyond our control. Our ancestors killed the humans. We, their children, have paid the price. We are starving, but are powerless to break that cycle.”

Arien thought about this. Life needed other life in order to thrive. “Will you agree to take no more lives if I agree to try to persuade people to return here?”

The trees whispered among themselves, their dry leaves rustling in the breeze. “We must think on this,” they said. “We have little trust for people. They still come during our flowering time and burn us. Why should we believe you will be different?”

She nodded and asked, “Because I took the time to listen to you. And I might be able to bring the rains back to you. While you’re thinking, will you please move away from my wagon and let me tend to my horse?” Arien didn’t really have any confidence at all that she could bring the rain. That connection felt severed and irretrievable. She didn’t even try.

They said, “We cannot move that fast.”

“Fine,” she said. She felt duplicity and rage coming from them. Fury at the humans who tried to destroy the forest.

Arien got Magnus’ halter, lead rope and brush, then sidled through the trees. He snorted at her as she approached, the whites of his eyes showing.

“I’ll do what I can to get us out of this, boy,” she whispered to him, rubbing his neck under the mane and slipping his halter on and attaching the lead rope. As she began brushing him, he relaxed slightly, but continued to eye the trees warily.

She needed to get out of the forest. The trees didn’t trust her, but Arien knew she couldn’t rely on them not to hurt her. Their menace hung heavy in the chilled air. She didn’t want to leave her wagon behind. It was her home. She had carved every decoration and painted every brushstroke. In it lay her last connection to the Shishaw, to her human family, to anyone really. She had Magnus, whom she loved, and although some people could hear horses, Arien wasn’t one of them.

She sighed, leaning her head on Magnus. They would have to leave quickly or they wouldn’t get out at all. She brushed his back and when she got to Magnus’ other side, knotted the end of the lead rope through the halter ring. She’d never ridden the massive horse before and hoped he’d take it well and move out quickly. Arien didn’t believe the trees when they said they couldn’t move fast and she really didn’t want to find out. She felt their rage and fury growing and was afraid they would act soon.

A large rock was behind her and she circled around Magnus again, still brushing and whispering to him. She pushed him and he slowly side stepped away from her. She pushed him again and he moved his bulk over until he stood next to the rock. He still acted nervous and she knew he understood something was going to happen, but not what. She slipped the brush into her pocket.

Once he was in position, she stood on the rock and vaulted onto his back. She clucked at him, squeezing her heels in and turned him toward the open meadow. He didn’t move at first. Just stood, confused. She clucked again, jabbed her heels into his sides and got him to turn and finally move out.

A little more clucking and he began to trot. Arien had grown up riding horses, although not bareback. Trotting on such a big horse was challenging, his huge gait made her bounce up and down like a dead rabbit being carried by a hawk.

Arien felt uneasy that she had lied to the trees, even though she had a suspicion they had never considered her offer.

The trees surrounding her home, screamed at her in anger and she heard the crashing and grinding as they crushed her wagon. Her heart wrenched with the loss.

The dark shadows of trees on the far side of the meadow began to close in, scrabbling over the grass and bringing with them an overwhelming feeling of malevolence. Arien noticed they didn’t cross the stream, so she headed for that. If she kept Magnus in the stream, they might make an escape. Until they could get to the section of the road where stones had been laid. Magnus couldn’t trot forever though.

At the stream, he hesitated, then trotted down it. The trees slapped at Arien, trying to knock her off and nearly succeeding. Magnus reared up once as a tree struck his face. She slid backwards, hanging on to his mane. The only reason she kept her seat was because he gave a little buck after his front legs came back down and her body slid back into place. Then he began to gallop down the shallow creek. She felt afraid that he’d put his foot in a hole and injure himself in his fear.

In her need, Arien went deep within and connected with the earth and the sky and Black Opal. “Please,” she whispered, “please, bring rain, wind, snow, anything to distract the trees.” She put all the energy she could into her plea.

A few moments later, rain spattered onto her face.

She felt the trees gasp with surprise. Those in front of her drew their limbs upward and aligned their leaves to catch the moisture. The splattering of rain on their upturned leaves grew until it sounded deafening.

Thunder rumbled above them and a few minutes later, light flashed around them. Magnum galloped faster.

Arien moved him over to the road as soon as she spotted it. She didn’t want to risk his slipping in the stream or miscalculating the depth.

He steamed from the exertion and the pelting rain. They were both drenched.

The thick, gnarled trees seemed unable or unwilling to move out onto the road, but she knew they could reach it with their branches.

She willed the rain to continue, knowing that the Opal did this in answer to her pleas. It was not her weather-working. The rainfall came harder now. Magnus slowed to a trot, winded, and she let him. He needed to rest. They weren’t out of the forest yet.

The stone road was slippery and once or twice he almost fell, his hard hooves clacking against the rocks. Each time her throat and body tightened with fear.

The rain turned to snow and the trees sighed, shuddered and let go of their leaves. White snow strewn with blood red leaves. The leaves floated around her like downy cottonwood seeds. The air smelled fresh and clean, clearing the dry moldiness out of her nostrils.

Arien wouldn’t be rejoining the Shishaw with wood or bark of the torat trees. She couldn’t rejoin them at all. Her home was gone.

The trees widened out and grew scarcer, ending in the black shapes of the burned forest. She had reached the end of the woods. Slowing Magnus to a walk, they both breathed a little easier. Here they were exposed and soon covered with snow. His breath became a white mist and Arien’s teeth chattered. All her clothes were drenched and quickly froze. At least she had a cloak. The cold wind seemed intent on blowing right through her skin. Her gloves and everything else she owned, including food, were back in the destroyed wagon.

Magnus continued walking, but still flinched at every sound, his ears swiveling on alert. Arien could tell he still felt afraid and wanted to get as far away from the forest as he could.

The stream meandered back beside the road and Arien stopped Magnus and pointed him to the water. He snorted and lowered his head to drink. She didn’t dare get off until she was close to a big rock or something else. She would never be able to get back on him again. They still needed to get farther from the woods. She didn’t trust the trees not to move the forest overnight.

Darkness approached, but she didn’t want to stop. She let him graze for a while, pushing the snow away and uncovering the grass. Then they went back to the road, she could tell where it was only by the clacking of his hooves. Magnus walked on through the twilight. Her belly rumbled in hunger, but she ignored it. Instead, she drank the snow as it fell, white in the descending nightfall.

A flickering glow appeared in the darkness. A fire, she realized. A horse whinnied in the distance and Magnus called out in answer. Arien wished she knew what was said.

She could see no one near the fire. A saddle and bedding lay stretched out beyond it. Between the road and the fire sat a huge log. Arien could get back on Magnus there if she got off. If she dared to get off. Magnus’ ears showed her the other horse stood just beyond the fire in the darkness, and perhaps its owner was in the same place.

“Hello,” Arien called out, tentatively.

“Are you alone?” asked a man’s voice.

“Are you?” She didn’t trust the stranger and felt particularly suspicious after her experience in the Forest of Sorrows.

He laughed. A man who was used to laughing, her gift of truth-telling told her.

“Yes. I am alone.”

“Well, then I am too. I have had an awful day, though. So if I were you, I would not make me angry.”

“Okay,” said the man, stepping into the firelight, the bow and arrow in his arms, dropping to his side. He had long, dark hair, pulled back. And deep set eyes which reminded her of someone. Her mother, in the portrait. Tears threatened to flow, but she pushed them away. She needed to be strong.

“I’m freezing. May I share your fire for a time?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said. He came back toward the fire and dropped the weapons on his blanket. Then pulled his hood up against the cold.

She clumsily slid off Magnus; pain shot through her feet and legs as her frozen limbs slammed against the ground. Arien removed his halter so he wouldn’t get caught up on anything. She patted his icy fur and said, “Thank you, my friend.”

She limped towards the fire and tried to pretend she hadn’t been on horseback the entire day for the first time in longer than she could remember. Standing in front of the big log, she stretched her frozen fingers towards the fire. The man squatted on the other side of the fire, gnawing on a leg of something he’d roasted. He motioned towards a small, flat rock. A cooked carcass lay there, partially covered with snow. “You are welcome to some of the hare if you like.”

“Thank you,” she said, moving slowly toward the food, her mouth watering. Every muscle in her body ached.

The hare tasted sweet. The man watched her intently, but she felt no malice, simply curiosity.

“My name is Ronan,” he said.

“Arien,” she said, between bites. Ronan was a very common name. She hadn’t seen her brother since leaving home. This man didn’t look like the young carefree brother she remembered. But the eyes....

He was silent for quite a time and stared at her beyond the point of being rude before he spoke. “I am wondering, what brings you out on the road, on a night like tonight, with no gloves. Both you and your horse seem exhausted and starving?”

She stared at him intently and asked “And I am wondering, what you are doing out in the rain and snow, alone and so far from a village?”

“I was on my way to Black Opal City from the coast. I got lost in the blizzard and gave up. I found this spot and the firewood storage was full. So, here I am. I decided to wait until day and I could find my way again.”

She nodded. His words held truth. “I was in the Forest of Sorrows and the trees crushed my wagon and attacked us. We fled.”

“What were you doing in the Forest? Nothing or no one goes there.”

“Stupid of me, I know now. I had hoped to make it to the center. To the torat trees.”

“Ahh. You have been with the traveling people.”

“How would you know that?” she asked.

“Your halter and lead rope. Only the Shishaw weave leather in that pattern.” He threw the hare’s bones into the fire and licked his fingers.

She stared at him with interest. He clearly knew more than he was telling her. “So tell me something about yourself,” she said.

He drank out of a skin bag and said, “Not much to tell. Except that I did have a sister. She would be about your age. She left us when she was twelve to live with the traveling people. I have not heard of her since, although I have asked about her whenever I came across a clan.”

She cried, “Ronan. It is you!” She hobbled to the other side and embraced him. He held her in his arms, lifting her feet off the ground.

“I have often wondered about you and thought about meeting you again, but this was not quite what I imagined.”

She laughed. “Me neither. You have changed.”

“Four turns changes people a lot at our age. You look like Mother.”

“I have no memory of her,” she said. Arien felt sadness about her wagon and the portrait. She could never again look in her mother’s eyes.

“Of course not. You were barely born when she died. So why did you leave the Shishaw?”

“I made a mess of things. My weather-working failed us and our clan was chased from the last village. The rain ruined their harvest. I felt that I needed time alone to understand why it happened.”

“Hmmph,” he said. “So there is nothing you can do about the snow?”

“I asked the Black Opal for help; she provided the rain and snow. The Forest of Sorrows needed the moisture and the trees needed calming.”

“I think they probably have enough now,” he said.

“I would very much like the trees to remain asleep. We are still close enough to be attacked.” She shivered, not entirely from the cold.

“Ah. Now that I think on it, the snow is just fine.” He threw another log on the fire. Coals shifted and the flames leapt up. Smoke blew her direction and she dusted snow off the big log and moved to sit on the newly bare spot.

“What will you do now?” he asked.

She shrugged.

“Ride with me for a while,” he said. “Winter is coming, you will be cold without a wagon. You can stay at one of the villages and build a new one. Or you can come home with me,” he said.

“It is not my home,” she said.

“How do you know? You haven’t been there for four years.”

“Roderick has never been a father to me.”

“But Ewan and I were brothers, were we not?” he asked.

“But you will marry and leave. Or Nakia will have you killed. Or perhaps both.”

“Well, those are possibilities. Until then you could have a home. You seem adrift.”

“That is not necessarily a bad thing is it?”

“No. Not for a short time. But it can be deadly.”

“I will think about it. I am so tired.” She put her hood up and lay in front of the log next to the fire, curled up in her wet cloak. She barely felt it when he lay a blanket over her.

Arien slept fitfully, the frozen ground was uncomfortable and throughout the night trees attacked her in dreams of dark, brooding forests.

She woke the next morning to the popping and crackling of the fire. Her body cramped and sore from the cold, her spirit felt depleted. A pan of oats bubbled away over hot coals.

Arien sat up, moving a small mountain of snow off the blanket as she did so. The sky was clear. No more blizzards would be coming today.

Magnus and Ronan’s bay grazed nearby, blanketed in snow. She couldn’t see Ronan, he must be behind some shrubbery or one of the small hills. She took the spoon which sat in the snow and stirred the oats, then stood, shaking out the blanket and folding it.

Arien climbed the rocks to the top of the nearby hill. The Forest of Sorrows lay still with fresh snow and crimson leaves on the ground; the trees bare and quiet. In the opposite direction the snowfall disappeared not far beyond where they camped. The road was clear.

She sat on a boulder and thought. Ronan was right. She was in no shape to rejoin the Shishaw. No wagon and no understanding of why her magic had been waning.

It felt as if she had been going the wrong direction, so her weather-working magic had disappeared. Was it time for her to leave the Shishaw permanently? She had taken a wrong turn by going into the Forest of Sorrows. Her teacher would have said her life was opening onto a cross roads. And it was up to her to choose the direction to travel.

Ronan returned from behind an adjacent hill and they took turns eating the oats out of the pan with his spoon.

After breakfast she haltered and brushed Magnus, then mounted him using the log. His fur was wet, so her nearly dry pants would be soaked again soon, cloak or no. Ronan watched as she got on the giant horse. He was already on the bay and the horses walked until they reached the end of the snow, then moved up to a trot.

At midday he took a fork in the road which led closer to the Black Opal, the center of the world. After while they stopped to water the horses. He got off, but she said, “I can’t get off here. I’ll never get back on.”

“You are so used to being independent. I will help you, of course,” he said.

She slid off Magnus and the horse wandered knee deep into the water.

Ronan tossed her a container of nuts and she grabbed a mouthful and handed them back. He waved back at her to keep them longer. She alternated eating nuts and drinking handfuls of water. After the horses had rested and grazed a while, they continued on.

Arien spent the time trying to connect with the Black Opal, searching for that strand of energy which wove through everything. While the Opal’s power comforted her, but she felt no resolution surrounding the last several days. She sighed and let the events remain a mystery, for now.

By the end of the afternoon, the city of Revas was in sight.

“I was trying to get there last night when I got lost in the blizzard and gave up,” said Ronan. “I need to speak with Lord Somerville. Perhaps we can stay a day or two and rest.”

Arien nodded.

He continued, “One thing though, I do not trust the man’s oldest son. Do not reveal much to him about anything, especially our family.”

“Do I know anything to tell about our family? I left four turns ago, when I was still a child.”

Lord Somerville’s manor lay on the edge of the city. Golden grain fields surrounded the stone walls and glowed in the purple light of the Opal. The gate guards nodded at Ronan in recognition and looked suspiciously at her, riding a huge work horse. As the two of them made their way to the front entrance of the manor, seven riders thundered past them from behind, leading two heavily laden packhorses.

By the time Ronan and Arien arrived, the men had dismounted and stablehands had taken the reins of their horses. Kitchen staff were unloading the two packhorses, which carried deer and boar carcasses.

Ronan slid off his horse smoothly and one of the young men came over and clasped hands with him.

Arien dismounted as smoothly as she could and stood by Magnus, rubbing his cheek beneath the halter. The man continued over to her.

“And who have we here?”

“This is my sister, Arien.”

“I did not know you even had a sister,” he said. “Nice horse.”

She disliked him instantly. She could feel the condescension and arrogance that filled his words.

“Arien this is Krispin Somerville, Lord Somerville’s oldest son.”

“Do, I get an introduction as well?” asked one of the other men.

Ronan continued, smiling, “And this is Jerrin Somerville.”

Arien nodded to him. He was a complete contrast to his older brother. The younger brother, Jerrin, was dressed in well used hunting leathers, his dark hair cut just below his ears. He stood rubbing Magnus’ forehead, whispering to him. Magnus snorted and sighed. Arien guessed Jerrin was an animal speaker.

Krispin the elder brother, his long, blond hair down, wore elegant clothes even for hunting. He seemed a man full of his own importance. He stood speaking to Ronan, almost conspiratorially. But something on her brother’s face told her there was an insult involved. She watched as Ronan’s face shifted, the insult ignored.

An older man came out of the front door. Clearly, Lord Somerville. He was dressed regally in velvets and satins, his long, white hair tied back. “Ronan, this is a wonderful surprise,” he said, descending the stairs. The older man hugged Ronan and demanded to be introduced to Arien. Clearly the two were good friends.

He and Ronan led the way up the steps, followed by the other men, except for Jerrin.

Lord Somerville turned and said, “Jerrin, you will join us.”

“I will be in shortly, father,” he said, taking Magnus’ lead rope and the reins of his own horse. “I will take care of your horse,” he said to her.

She noticed Lord Somerville frowning at his son, then the older man shook his head and entered the building.

She turned to Jerrin. “Thank you. He should probably be put out to graze, he’s not used to hay and grains, and he’s had a rough couple of days,” she said.

“So he told me,” said Jerrin, raising an eyebrow at her. “I look forward to hearing your side of it. His wasn’t particularly clear.”

She patted Magnus and followed Ronan inside.

Servants showed her to her rooms. A bath and clean clothes were soon arranged. She relaxed and took her time cleaning up, in no hurry to join the others.

Arien soaked in the warm bath and decided that rejoining the life she left behind four years ago was not what she wanted. Already it felt too restrictive. She could do it for a while. Long enough to build another wagon. Then she needed to be on her way again.

She couldn’t live inside the walls of a manor again. She needed to have the wind blowing around her skin, the smell of the night air and the heat or chill of the seasons surrounding her.

Dinner was full of empty talk with people she didn’t know. And didn’t want to. Saliena Somerville, a girl her own age, sat on one side. She was very sweet but wanted nothing more than to look pretty and marry a rich noble. The girl actually bragged about having no magical skills.

Arien stewed inside, feeling angry that her most innate skill had disappeared. Without weather-working, her emotions were becoming all jumbled up and she could no longer make sense of her world. Or her place in it.

On her other side, sat Jerrin, who made her feel nervous. He stared at her and she found herself trying to ignore his pointed questions.

“So, did your horse really get attacked by trees?”

She nodded, paying close attention to the soup and hoping he would lose interest.

“Where was that?” he asked.

“Forest of Sorrows.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she watched his mouth drop open. “What possessed you to go there?”

“Insanity.”

Her concise answers only brought more questions. She wasn’t so sure about what Ronan said, that Krispin was the untrustworthy son. Jerrin seemed determined to pry information out of her.

The next morning after breakfast, she walked in the gardens with Ronan.

“I want to build another wagon,” she said.

“Where will you go once it is ready?”

“I do not know.”

“You looked uncomfortable last night,” he said.

“I was. Painfully. I am sorry it was so obvious.”

“Only to me, I think.”

“How long will you stay here?” she asked.

“Five more days. We wait for a courier.”

She groaned and sank down on one of the benches. Five more days here.

“Perhaps we can find something for you to do,” he said, looking at Jerrin who walked towards them.

“Good morning,” said Jerrin.

“We missed you at breakfast,” said Ronan.

“I rise earlier than most. I was out riding,” he said. “I needed to think.

“I assume you have a woodworker here at your manor,” said Ronan.

“Yes, of course,” said Jerrin. “Would you like to meet her?”

“ I am sure Arien does. I will come along and arrange to purchase materials from Lord Somerville.”

“Really?” she asked. “I cannot repay you.”

He glared at her. “You are my sister. I will not allow you to pay me.”

She nodded and they went to visit the woodworker. Ronan and Jerrin stood by and watched as she talked to Mariah about what she needed. They examined the available wood, cut into planks and dried, left over from building shelving. Mariah had never built a covered wagon before and was excited that Arien could teach her how. They arranged to meet again after lunch.

Arien returned to her rooms and changed back into her own clothes. Perhaps the Opal had pulled her away from the Shishaw people to meet her brother again. But why? To give her the choice of returning to the human world again? She still wanted to travel. To be free out on the land. This was no longer her world.

All afternoon Mariah and Arien measured and sawed boards to the right sizes. By dusk they had put together much of the box for the wagon. Jerrin helped them, seemingly fascinated by the process. Arien found she quite liked him.

The days passed quickly and the wagon came together. The smith pitched in, making axles and wheel rims. Arien knew it wouldn’t be completely finished by the time Ronan was ready to leave; the carving, painting and finishing would take a cycle at least. But the wagon would be covered and ready to move by then.

On the way back to the manor to dress for dinner, Jerrin asked her, “May I come with you?”

She was puzzled. “To get dressed?”

“No. To wherever you and Magnus are going.”

“Why would you want to do that?” she asked.

“Why would I not want to? I’m not the eldest. I have no place here. My brother will inherit. If not him, then my eldest sister, who you have not met, since she is traveling.”

“But why would you want to come with me?”

He laughed and said, “So many reasons. If you have paid any attention to my brother, you would have noticed that family is unimportant to him. As soon as he can, he will try to have me killed again. My eldest sister is out of his reach hopefully, but I am next in line behind her and even though I have no desire to inherit, in his mind I am still his rival. He will not give up.”

“He tried to kill you?” asked Arien. She had heard of such things as a child, but had never known any families where it actually happened.

Jerrin rolled his eyes. “My count is four times, that I know of. Poison, ambushed by thugs, he tried to drown me when I was six. About a month ago, he tried to shoot me with an arrow when I was hunting. I always bring friends when I hunt now. It is a bother. I prefer to hunt alone.”

“All right that counts as one reason,” she said, appalled at his brother’s behavior.

“Also, I like you. A great deal. I want to get to know you better and I cannot do that if I never see you again. I can bring my tent and all my own gear. I can hunt so there will be food. I am an animal-speaker. If you return to the Shishaw, I will at least be worth something when they barter with villages.”

“You do realize that my building this wagon is a choice. It means I have no intention of returning to the Black Opal City or anywhere ‘civilized’ for a long, long time, if ever,” she said.

“I did figure that out,” he said. “And you may have noticed that I am not exactly at home here. I would much rather be on the road. It is good my brother or sister will inherit before me. I hate politics.”

She thought about what he said. She trusted him; her magic could read him well enough to know he told the truth. “I will have to think on it.”

“Thank you for considering it,” he said, bowing.

They entered the manor and went their separate ways. On the way to her room, she ran into Ronan, coming down the stairs.

“Arien,” he said. “The courier has come. I will need to leave the day after tomorrow.”

She nodded.

“I am not going to Black Opal City, but am returning to the coast. So, I can ride in that direction with you for a while.”

She felt warmed by the possibility. “What do you know about Jerrin?” she asked.

He turned and walked her to her room, closing the door behind them. “Why do you ask?”

“He wants to come with me. Says he likes me and wants to get to know me better.”

“Is he telling the truth?” asked Ronan. He knew about her truth-telling skills.

“Yes.”

“I do not know him well, but have heard nothing but good about him. He pays his debts, hunts well, makes and keeps friends, and generally treats everyone well. Unlike his elder brother,” said Ronan. “I had noticed Jerrin spends his time wherever you are.”

“I noticed it too, but thought he simply wanted to learn how to make a wagon.”

Ronan laughed. “I will talk to him tonight or tomorrow and sound him out.”

“Is that appropriate?” she asked. She wasn’t used to having anyone try to take care of her.

“Entirely. I am your elder brother. Now, you better change before dinner is over.”

Arien felt relieved there were only two more formal dinners to sit through. She wasn’t used to being around people who talked so much. The Shishaw didn’t speak as much as humans did.

After dinner, back in her room and lying in bed, she searched her emotions. She quite liked Jerrin, but had always planned on spending her life without a man. Other than the villagers, she didn’t meet humans. And the Shishaw never stayed in one place long enough for her to form an attachment to another person. Jerrin’s desire to travel with her opened up possibilities in Arien’s life. Would she get a chance to love someone after all?

The next day, work on the wagon progressed at a hectic pace. The small iron stove Mariah had found was installed; the stovepipe got fitted and sealed in place. Doors and shutters were attached. The bed with drawers beneath it, and a sleeping mat were put in. Ronan had insisted on taking her to the village to buy clothing, bedding, dishes and food.

“I have decided that if you like Jerrin,” said Ronan, “you should take him along.”

“Why did you decide that?”

“He not only likes you, he clearly loves you. But he did not want to scare you away. It is obvious that the two of you work well together. You can trust him. I would feel better if he were with you; which I realize does not matter to you. I simply think that if you find him attractive, you will not find a better choice. Plus he is willing to ride to the end of the world and around and around, just to be with you.”

“I do not know how I feel about him.”

“He will not push you. He is a patient man. It may take time for you to understand what you feel. And if you should decide you do not want him, let him know and he has assured me he will leave.”

She nodded.

“Do you know where you will go?”

“I am not sure yet,” she said.

“Not to Black Opal City?” he asked.

“Definitely not.”

“Will you try to find the Shishaw?”

“I need to find my magic again first. Understand what went wrong.”

He nodded in understanding. “If you ever need me....”

“I will try to contact you,” she hugged him.

When they returned to the estate, she found Jerrin in the stables, holding Magnus’ lead rope as the farrier trimmed his hooves. Magnus nickered at her.

“Thank you,” she said, rubbing Magnus’ neck. “I had not even thought of his feet. I have visited him everyday, but forgot to have him seen to.”

Jerrin said, “You have been rather busy. I was not sure when you would come across a farrier again.”

“I came to tell you that I would be happy to have you travel with me.”

He smiled, widely. “I am already packed and my horse is ready.”

“You knew?”

“I decided to hope for the best,” he said.

“Then we leave after breakfast tomorrow,” she said.

“I will finish here, so you can finish packing your wagon,” he said.

“Thank you, again.”

After an early breakfast, the three of them left the estate. Ronan rode his bay, Pinecone, and Jerrin was mounted on a small, fast gray mare covered with brown spots. Magnus trotted, his knees high, eager to be on the road. This wagon was lighter than her last one, she knew. She had learned a few tricks from Mariah to keep the weight down.

In the afternoon, they came to the cross roads, one road of which led to the Forest of Sorrows. Arien felt something flitter through her mind.

The tiniest whisper of a thought. ‘You have work to do here. You must finish what you started,’ said the Black Opal.

But what had she started? She’d woken the trees from a long sleep. They had been starving and wanted to murder her. What was it she needed to finish with the forest?

‘Try,” she whispered to Arien.

“I must go back into the forest,” Arien said, suddenly, to Ronan and Jerrin.

Ronan looked at her intently, then nodded his head.

Jerrin asked, “Are you mad? After they attacked you last time? Magnus won’t go in there again.”

“I know. I am walking in. Alone. Tonight.”

“Why?” he asked.

“I need to do this. I need to....”

Jerrin stared at her, “You need to what?”

Arien took a deep breath and said, “I need to try to heal the forest and regain my magic.” Letting her breath out slowly, she marveled at her own arrogance.

Ronan raised his eyebrows in surprise.

Jerrin said, “I’m going with you.”

“No. I need to do this alone. Besides, are you a plant-speaker?”

“No, but are you?”

“No, but I spoke to them once.”

“And we can see how well, that turned out.” Then he realized what he’d said. “I am sorry. That was a horrible thing to say. I am worried about you.”

“I know. But I must do this alone. Please, tell me you will stay and take care of the horses.”

Jerrin nodded.

Ronan insisted on coming with them to camp where he had met Arien before, instead of continuing on to the coast that day. As they approached the big log, Arien realized the area surrounding the forest was still covered with snow. After they settled in, Ronan began cooking a meal, while Jerrin tended the horses.

Arien wrapped herself in her cloak and began walking toward the forest. The trees stood silent in the coming darkness. The white snow illuminated their inky trunks. Once scarlet leaves, which carpeted the snow, had turned black. She could see Aine rising above the trees, the lilac colored moon causing the trees’ long shadows to cover the road.

Arien tried to sense the trees’ mood. They seemed to be dormant in the chilly twilight. She stopped in the middle of the shadows. Putting her arms out, she searched for the thread of the Black Opal.

The power pushed in through the top of her head. She felt it stream inside her body, filling her with energy. She imagined that strand of power flowing out her fingertips, touching all the trees around her and filling them as well.

As she watched the Opal’s force move through the trees, she realized that the trees were all connected by their roots. She focused her efforts downward beneath the frozen ground, feeling the energy pass through the root mat of one tree and on to the next.

The heat caused by the power traveling through the forest began to melt the snow and unfreeze the soil. Arien watched in amazement as tender green shoots began to emerge from the ground. ‘No,’ she wanted to whisper, ‘it is too cold for you. Sleep until the birthing time comes.’ But she didn’t. She simply let the Black Opal control everything, using her as a channel through which the energy could move.

The Forest of Sorrows came to life around her and she walked farther in, carrying the potency to the heart of the woodland. She stopped when she came to the dead trees who had absorbed the people. As the energy ran through the frozen trunks, the dead trees began to break down and disintegrate; the raw materials of the trees finally returned to the soil, nourishing the next generation of plants.

Now, the center of the forest stood open and bare, waiting to be filled with new life. Arien moved on, coming to the place where the trees had destroyed her wagon. She could feel them waiting expectantly, fluttering their branches. She spread the power among their roots and heard them sigh with relief. Green leaves sprouted from the tips of stems. From within their bodies she watched as tiny and large spots of light emerged and flew about.

Arien realized they were wood faeries who had been trapped by the trees, turns upon turns ago. Huge faeries with butterfly wings and goat faces, tiny faeries with dragon wings and doll-like features, each faery completely different than the next, began to whirl about her, grasping at the rejuvenating energy and moving it through the remaining forest. She simply had to stand in one place and let it flow through her. She laughed with delight at the life which was emerging around her.

When it was finished, one of the trees nearby bent a branch down to her. She saw that it held the fabric which contained her mother’s portrait, undamaged, other than the frame gone.

Arien bowed and took the painting, touching it gently, tears coming to her eyes. There was no other sign of her wagon, but this was enough.

She turned and walked back down the road, the faeries following her, weaving in and out of the newly leafed out trees. The forest felt warm and glowed with life. As she left the forest, the faeries swirled around her, caressed her face and sang with their melodic voices; then they swarmed back through the trees. Arien folded the painting and tucked it into her shirt.

By the time she returned to camp, Ronan and Jerrin had eaten and were sitting by the fire, transfixed by the luminescence of the woods.

She didn’t say anything, simply sat down and ate the roasted meat, whatever it was. Then she climbed into her wagon, pulled out the painting and spread it out on her little table. Crawling onto her mat and pulling the blanket over herself, she fell asleep for the first time in her new home.

It was midday before she awoke, disoriented. Once Arien finally realized where she was, she wondered if healing the forest had been a dream. She cautiously opened her door and climbed out. The land around her and in the forest beyond was green, vivacious and sprung with new life. Even in the purple light of day the forest glowed with vibrancy.

She became aware of the clatter of wagons and horses on the road. Arien turned to see them coming up the road. As the caravan got closer, Ronan and Jerrin joined her. Jerrin wrapped an arm around her shoulders, while Ronan had a wry smile on his face.

Arien recognized the first wagon, elegantly painted in purple, crimson and gold with a carved bear on top. It belonged to Ereon and his family. The Shishaw had come, which both pleased and puzzled her.

They stopped behind her bare wagon since it blocked most of the road. Ereon, one of the elder plant-speakers got down off the wagon and came toward her.

“Sister. It is good to see you again,” he bowed.

She bowed in return as did Ronan and Jerrin. Arien said, “May the wind ever blow in the direction you wish to travel. How did you come to be here?”

“The Black Opal said we would find our hearts’ desires here. How could we not come?”

By that time, other clan members had gathered nearby and Arien did what she could to introduce them all to Ronan and Jerrin.

One by one, they noticed the Forest of Sorrows and touched their foreheads above their third eyes.

Sarai had been the last Shishaw who Arien had spoken with before she left in shame at her magic failing. Sarai turned to her and asked, “You are responsible for this great healing?”

“I just did what the Black Opal asked me to,” she said, her cheeks flushing with heat.

“Has your weather-working magic turned in the right direction?” she asked.

“I do not know.”

“Try,” she said.

Arien closed her eyes and felt for the stream of power her magic had flowed with. She asked for a warm breeze to spread the fertility of the trees’ flowers.

A breath of air whispered past them drifting towards the woods. Sarai nodded and said, “Yes, the Black Opal has healed you while you brought the forest back to life and harmony.”

“This calls for a feast!” said Ereon. “And we must think of a new name for such a wondrous place.”

Everyone else agreed and the cooking fires were started and pots and food were dragged out of wagons. No one would let Arien cook, instead, they asked her to retell the story of what happened again and again.

Finally, as everyone sat around the big fire at twilight, listening to the telling of other tales, the forest was filled with the singing of the faeries again and lit up with their dancing.

Ronan whispered to her, “I must leave very early in the morning, but it has been wonderful to meet you again sister.

“I had forgotten how much I loved my brothers,” she said. “May our paths cross often.”

He nodded.

Ronan was gone before she woke.

The Shishaw had decided to travel onward to the Golden Forest and collect the bark from the fallen torat trees. Arien felt happy to be among them again and pleased that they accepted Jerrin as if he’d always been with them.

She felt at peace and at home within her magic again. At home in her life with all the new possibilities. And at home on the ever flowing road.

Her place in the world.
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