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1
D R E A M S A N D V IS ION S

R U L A L I N S T O O D B E F O R E the cavernous opening in
the side of the Mountain. The loose rock beneath his feet began to slide and he stepped forward, closer, to avoid slipping
downhill. He rubbed his sweaty fingers on his cloak, clasping
the thick rough fabric until his fingers hurt. A cool wind
blew out of the darkness, air that was foul and stale. It was
strong enough to toss the hair on his forehead to and fro,
and Rulalin raised his hand to sweep some of it out of his
eyes. Sighing, he relaxed his grip on his cloak and walked
into the cave.
For a while, he was aware only of darkness before him
and light behind him, but as the light from the outside
faded, he was increasingly aware of dim but constant light
from pale blue stones evenly spaced along the base of the
wide tunnel’s walls. Their light seemed to grow stronger as
the light disappeared. He looked back over his shoulder, and
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the gaping hole in the side of the Mountain was but a pinhole of light in the distance. He turned and kept going.
The wind kept blowing in his face, and though the foulness
remained, he grew almost accustomed to it. He was glad of the
coolness in the air as it struck his face, for the tunnel seemed
very warm. Sweat was beading on his brow, and he could feel
it spreading out in damp circles on his cloak. He thought he’d
been here before, but he didn’t remember this heat.
He turned out of the large tunnel into a smaller corridor
and kept moving forward. He had been walking for some
time, it seemed to him, and yet he had seen nothing and no
one. It was eerily quiet and empty, and the only sounds he
heard were the sound of his feet echoing on the rock and the
sound of his exhalation, abnormally loud in his own ears.
He passed by turns through larger tunnels, smaller corridors and spacious halls where the ceiling and sides were beyond his sight. All of it was dimly lit. All of it was vacant. All of
it seemed both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.
Looking down, he watched his feet move, one after the
other. He was strangely conscious of the fact that they seemed
to be self-propelled, moving without direction from him. He
had felt this way before, as though he were sleepwalking in a
dream, moving without willing to move, but never as strongly
as he felt it now. His feet had entered the cave, and he followed. His feet turned a corner, and he followed. His feet felt
their way along the smooth stone floor, and he came after, always, ceaselessly after.
Suddenly, his feet came to a stop before a wide, solid wood
door. His hand, as completely beyond his control as his feet,
reached out and pushed the door open. It swung back with a
loud creak on rusty iron hinges, revealing a large room,
though by no means a cavern like some of those he had just
passed through. No, this room had walls and a ceiling that Rulalin could see, though it was large. It was like the large halls
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through which he had passed in at least one respect: It was essentially empty. It was essentially empty but not completely
empty. In the middle of the room was a staircase ascending
through a hole in the ceiling into darkness.
He walked to the foot of the staircase and paused. It
seemed at last as though the will directing his feet had disappeared. He did not move. He stood and stared upward into
the darkness. The room in which he stood was semi-illuminated by a pair of faintly burning torches to the right and the
left of the door he had entered. As he peered upward, he
could see no such light shining above. There were only the
stone stairs going upward, ending, and then nothing.
A chill swept down Rulalin’s spine, and he felt instantly
cold. The heat of the exterior corridors was gone here. The
sweat that had poured from him clung uncomfortably to his
shuddering skin. He had been to this place before. There
could be no doubt of that. He had been up these stairs before,
and though he did not wish to ascend them again, he felt his
right foot lift off the ground and come down on the first step.
His foot felt as heavy as if it were made of lead, and its echo
on the stone bounced around the chamber. His left foot, likewise heavy and awkward, left the ground below him and came
back down, equally heavily and with an echo just as deafening.
Step by step he ascended, until first his head and then his
torso and then his whole self was swallowed in the darkness of
the room above. He stepped from the stairs onto the solid
floor rimming the large hole through which he had just
passed. He saw a chair beside the wall and stepped over to it.
As soon as he placed his hand upon it, the light below was extinguished, and he was left in utter darkness.
He froze at first, but when nothing else happened, either
good or bad, he sat down in the wooden chair and waited. He
sat for a long while, hands folded together in his lap, his head
erect, looking straight ahead though he could see nothing in
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this place. He unfolded his hands and rubbed them on his
arms, trying to erase the chill that had driven away all memory of warmth. It remained.
He sat until his eyelids grew heavy. They drooped dangerously close to shutting, and his head started to fall forward before he jerked it upright again. His eyes opened wide, and his
body tensed. He was very awake, very alert. Something was different. A voice echoed in the room, but it wasn’t his, You are
sworn, and you are mine.
Rulalin looked up at the roof of his tent. He could tell by the
amount of light above him that it was midmorning. The
Mountain again. For a long time he had not dreamed at all,
at least not that he could remember. He was merely restless,
tossing and turning, and according to Soran, sometimes talking as well. Now he was dreaming again, but when he
dreamed, it was always the same. There was always the gaping
opening that led into the Mountain, always the long lonely
walk, always the same dark chamber, and always the inescapable voice.
He rolled over and faced the tent wall. To turn the other
way would mean to look at the wooden cage in the far corner,
but he didn’t want to do that. Of course, it wasn’t so much the
cage as the figure hunched inside it, but fresh out of his
dream, or nightmare, or whatever one would call it, he didn’t
really want to see Benjiah peering through the slats of his
cage at him, not that Benjiah had done much other than sit
motionless in the back corner since being brought into Rulalin’s quarters.
Outside of their initial brief exchange, Rulalin had neither
approached the cage nor addressed Benjiah. It had been his
plan to unnerve the young boy with his silence. He had
learned the power of silence to throw a man off his guard.
Fearing silence, the nervous always said things they ought not
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to say and later wished they had not said, and Rulalin wanted
any and all information he could pry from the boy about the
enemy, and about Wylla.
He heard the rustle of the tent flaps opening, and morning light streamed in. Along with the light came a gust of cold
air. It might be Spring Rise, but the air still had the chill of
winter. He sat up on one elbow, failed to hold back a yawn,
and looked over at the silhouette of Soran, framed against the
bright outer world.
Rulalin motioned Soran to the small wooden table that sat
a span or so from his bed and stretched as he got up himself.
Despite his new rank and the benefit of the tent, his muscles
were stiff and sore, and he longed for the distant pleasure of
a bed and fireplace.
He took a seat across from Soran, who seemed distracted
by the cage. His young friend was eyeing it while trying to appear like he wasn’t, and Rulalin fought his own desire to look.
If young Benjiah was inside, watching them, he might notice
Soran’s curiosity, but the boy would see none from Rulalin.
“So,” Rulalin said.
“So.”
“A cold morning.”
“Yes,” Soran nodded, “very.”
“Good thing spring is here,” Rulalin said tersely.
“Yes,” Soran answered, nodding knowingly to acknowledge
the sarcasm, “though it isn’t the cold that you notice when you
first go out.”
“No?”
“No.”
“Really,” Rulalin said, peering at his friend’s face. “What do
you notice first?”
“Come out and see,” Soran said, standing.
Rulalin rose from the table and followed Soran. He pulled
his cloak tightly around him and tied it firmly, stepping through
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the flaps. The cold of the morning stung his face, but Soran was
right. Immediately, all thought of cold or anything else was replaced by the overwhelming realization that it wasn’t raining,
not even drizzling. Even if the soggy and saturated ground beneath his feet still sloshed with water, the air was dry and nothing fell on his head or face.
He looked up and held out his hands, opened wide. Nothing. The sky was dark and the clouds as thick and sinister as
they had been all the way along their long and unending
march, league after league, but there was no rain. Rulalin
looked from the dark sky to Soran.
“Amazing.”
“Yes.”
“I’d given up hoping we’d wake up and find the rain
gone,” Rulalin added, remembering how many mornings
he’d risen, bitterly disappointed to find yet another long,
soaking day ahead.
“Me too.”
“I’ll take it though.”
“As will I.” Soran almost laughed. “As far as I’m concerned,
I don’t care if it never rains again. I can do without it for a
while.”
“Agreed,” Rulalin said, but his thoughts were drifting away
from the conversation even as he said it. “I suppose if I’d really thought about it, I should have seen this coming.”
“How so?”
“The Kumatin,” Rulalin answered. “If the rain was meant
to bring flooding, to turn the rivers into roads for the Kumatin, that mission has been accomplished. Now that the enemy has crossed the Kalamin into Enthanin, the river is a
barrier to our pursuit. Cheimontyr is holding back the rain
even as he summoned it, all to aid his own purposes.”
“Do you think the rain will return once we get across?” Soran asked, the disappointment evident in his face and tone.
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“Maybe not,” Rulalin said, trying to be hopeful. “After all,
we realized long ago the rain couldn’t go on forever unless
Malek meant to drown the world entirely, which wouldn’t
make sense. He’s a destroyer all right, but he means to rule
something. Maybe the rain was always destined to end once
the Kumatin made it all the way inland. Maybe this was always
the plan, and the setback facing us now at the river is just a coincidence, a momentary delay of little note.”
“Well,” Soran said, pointing at the mobilized camp, scurrying with activity in the direction of the river, “if it is of little
note, there are certainly a lot of hands and heads at work
down there trying to figure what our next step is.”
“Yes,” Rulalin conceded, “I can’t see how we are going to
get across quickly either, but I’m sure Malek and Cheimontyr
and Farimaal will think of something. I’m just glad it’s their
problem, not mine.”
“What do you think will happen?”
“I don’t know. I think the Vulsutyrim will cross the river
and bring the abandoned boats back. That would be the logical first step, but most of the vessels are small and will only
carry men and wolves. The giants can swim across, though the
waters are deep and rough. It’s the Malekim that are the problem, the Malekim and our supplies. Even if we could start
right away, it would probably take a couple of days to get everything across. So, I think we can relax a little bit. We’re probably going to be right here for the foreseeable future.”
“I’m not complaining. We could use the rest.”
“We could.”
“Besides, it isn’t like the head start will do the enemy much
good anyway. They are still outnumbered and overmatched.”
“Perhaps.”
“Perhaps? Do you doubt it?”
“Did you see the wall of earth that shut us off from them?”
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“Yes,” Soran started, seeming a little frustrated by Rulalin’s
point, “but I fail to see the relevance.”
“Why?”
“Why? Because, as you said yourself, the wall of earth, as far
as we know, was the work of that boy in your tent with the help
of Valzaan’s staff.”
“I think it was Valzaan’s staff. I don’t know for sure.”
“Perhaps not, but it makes sense that it would have been.
How else could the boy have done it?”
“I don’t know. I’m just saying it might not have been
Valzaan’s staff.”
“Even so, the boy is our captive now. If he could wield great
power at will, why is he stuck in a wooden cage? Surely you’re
not afraid of him?”
“Soran, I don’t know what to make of him or of any of it,
and that is what scares me. When the wall of earth collapsed,
revealing only the boy and the shards of the staff, it made no
sense. How could that boy, a child really, hold back Cheimontyr? How could the Bringer of Storms be thwarted by a boy not
yet of age? Even if he was holding Valzaan’s staff, how is it possible? Valzaan himself could not do this. At least, he didn’t.
When we overran Zul Arnoth, he could not hold us back.
Even on the beach above Col Marena, the power he wielded
couldn’t save his own life.”
“No, and Benjiah has yet to save his. He is here after all
and as likely as not his life is already forfeit, even if he keeps it
yet a little while.”
Rulalin didn’t answer. He had thought already of the possibility that he might not be able to save Benjiah, and it worried him. How would Wylla react if Benjiah was dead or
beyond Rulalin’s power to save when they reached Amaan
Sul? He had not planned for this, and while he saw that Benjiah’s capture could ultimately be the very thing he needed to
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help his plan succeed, it could also be the very thing that
brought his dream tumbling down.
“Look,” Rulalin eventually said, “all I’m saying is that what
the boy did was remarkable, staff or no staff. If power equal to
Cheimontyr’s remains, either in him or in a staff or in anything, who knows what else can happen? If it can happen
once, perhaps it can happen again.”
“I just can’t see it,” Soran said softly, almost whispering.
“As we couldn’t have seen what he just did a few days ago.”
Rulalin thought back upon his first glimpse of Benjiah after the chaos and confusion of that day had begun to settle
down. He had looked so small and pale, a limp body being
carried by a couple of men like a fallen soldier being moved
from the battlefield. His fair hair was soaked with sweat and
matted to his head, and his dangling hands were being
dragged across the slick, wet grass. Who could have believed,
even then, right after the fearful display of power, that its like
could have come from him?
Rulalin suspected that the whole discussion of whether the
power had been Benjiah’s or the staff’s was wrong-headed.
Such power was almost certainly too much to attribute to either or even both working together. Such power pointed beyond its user to its maker, beyond Benjiah to Allfather.
It was a chilling thought, disrupting any notion Rulalin
had, whether conscious or not, of Allfather as a distant figure
unconcerned with the unfolding events in Kirthanin. If He
had bequeathed such great power to Valzaan and then to Benjiah to oppose Malek and his forces, then why could He not do
so again? Even as Malek had given Cheimontyr power to control the weather, maybe Allfather also could grant to others
the power to defeat His enemies.
Rulalin, however, quickly countered this in his own thinking.
If Allfather had the power to defeat Malek and end his quest to
rule Kirthanin, why hadn’t he done it years ago? Indeed, why
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had Malek been allowed to live at all once his rebellion had begun and his intent had been made known? Perhaps Allfather
was not stronger than Malek, as had been commonly taught and
believed, and perhaps even if Allfather was more concerned with
the affairs of Kirthanin than Rulalin had previously thought,
maybe it didn’t really matter. Surely Allfather must lack either
the power to stop Malek or interest in what he was doing, or else
He would have squelched this uprising long ago.
Rulalin was largely comforted by all this, but not entirely.
Valzaan had talked to them of this all those years ago in Sulare, saying that Allfather had both the power and the desire
to see Malek defeated but had reasons of His own to let the
foretold ages of the world come to pass. Valzaan said that the
end was not in doubt, even if the events between now and
the end might be. Valzaan’s belief and conviction, as confident as it was, didn’t necessarily make these things so. After
all, the old man had been blown helplessly into the sea. Still,
Rulalin found it impossible to dismiss his words entirely, because for him, given what he had done and was doing, it
would be especially painful if Valzaan turned out to be right
in the end.
“I wonder,” Rulalin said, realizing as he did so that Soran almost certainly would have no context to understand the question he wanted to ask. “I wonder if our betrayal of Kirthanin is
forgivable. I mean, in an ultimate sense, not just if the men and
women we’ve betrayed can forgive us.”
Soran looked sharply at Rulalin. “What do you mean, ‘in
an ultimate sense’? I don’t follow you.”
“I mean,” Rulalin answered, trying to be patient even
though his natural tendency would be to react to the challenge in Soran’s tone, “if it really is true that one day we’ll
have to give a reckoning, an accounting for what we’ve done,
you know, to Allfather or something, could we be forgiven?”
“I don’t need to be forgiven,” Soran said.
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“You don’t?” Rulalin asked, surprised at the coldness in Soran’s voice.
“No, I don’t. I did what I had to do to save my city. If Allfather even cares about any of this, what right would He have
to condemn me? He had His chance to save Fel Edorath. He
had His chance to stop Malek if He really cared to. It would
be a bit hypocritical for Him to leave Malek alive and well in
the heart of the Mountain and then to get bent out of shape
when we joined Malek to keep Him from destroying our city,
wouldn’t it?”
“Maybe we were supposed to value Allfather’s commands
and our faithfulness more than our lives,” Rulalin answered,
his quiet, sober tone increasingly at odds with Soran’s growing
vehemence.
“That’s just stupid.”
“Is it?” Rulalin answered, not entirely concealing his anger
at the insubordinate speech.. “I mean, you talk as though we
actually saved Fel Edorath. Fel Edorath isn’t saved. Fel Edorath is divided and by now, probably empty and abandoned.
Some follow Malek, and some follow Aljeron. Some died with
us, and some died against us. The city is empty, and its unity
broken. What kind of city have we saved, exactly? We’ve saved
nothing so much as our own hides.”
“You’re just in one of your moods again,” Soran said.
“Maybe I am,” Rulalin answered. “Then again, maybe
I’m not. Maybe what we’ve done, what I’ve done, maybe it
is so reprehensible as to be beyond forgiveness. Maybe when
I walked into the Mountain I walked beyond the reach of
mercy. Maybe when I swore that oath, I gave Malek more
than my allegiance.”
Soran didn’t answer. He didn’t even look at Rulalin. He stood
with his arms folded, staring in a different direction, as though
he hadn’t even heard what Rulalin had said. Rulalin sighed.
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“I won’t bother you with my thoughts on the matter anymore,” Rulalin said at last, letting the anger that had briefly
seized him go. He put his hand on Soran’s shoulder. “I’m
sorry. Most likely, I’m asking questions without an answer anyway. What we have done, we have done.”
It was a strange day for Rulalin. He wanted, almost above all,
to keep well away from the hustle and bustle of the parts of
their encampment closest to the river. He didn’t want any
part in the brainstorming, planning, or work that their new
predicament would mean for them. As long as he was successful in having no role in any of these things, he could bear
no responsibility for any failures along the way.
The easiest way to stay out of that mess would have been
simply to stay in his tent. Ordinarily, he would have taken
a seat at his small wooden table with his back to the tent
flaps so as to appear busy and unavailable, just in case anyone would come by with anything but a direct message for
him. He could have justified this seclusion all the more easily since the cage with their recently taken captive of war
was also in his tent. Who could have questioned his loyalty
to duty if he had shut himself up all day to keep an eye on
the boy?
The boy, though, was just the problem. Rulalin had no
idea if his own silence was succeeding in unnerving Benjiah,
but Benjiah’s silence was unnerving him. He couldn’t help
but imagine that Benjiah was keeping careful watch on him.
He didn’t plead for his life or beg for water or food. He didn’t lash out at the cage or his captor. He just sat, quietly and
as far back in the shadows as he could.
Consequently, Rulalin found it impossible to remain inside the tent. The day, then, was an endless succession of
movements out into the camp and then back into the tent
when he thought he had been spotted and might be called
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upon by Tashmiren, Farimaal, or one of the other captains.
While outside, he moved briskly from one place to another,
trying to look busy and preoccupied. While inside, he sat at
his small table, ill at ease and dying to go to the cage to see
what its occupant was doing.
By late afternoon, he finally realized that the situation
was untenable. Benjiah needed to stay under his care, which
meant he needed to stay nearby, but he could not stay in the
tent. That much was certain. He would have the cage removed after dinner, but first he would speak to Benjiah.
As darkness fell upon the camp, Rulalin approached his
tent with dinner in his arms. He had procured two loaves of
bed and some salted meat that wasn’t too far gone. Once
cooked, the smell of being slightly off had gone away, and
compared with what many in the camp would be eating that
night, Rulalin knew he couldn’t complain.
He paused at the entrance to his tent and waited for the
man behind him to step inside first and place the pitcher of
cold water and cups on the table. He followed, setting the
food down carefully.
“Thanks,” he said to the man, who bowed and exited.
Not waiting for nerves to set in, he picked up one of the
loaves and a hunk of the meat and carried them to the cage.
He stooped and peered in. The pair of torches now burning
on stands sent flickering rays of light through the slats. Benjiah sat in the back corner, watching Rulalin.
“Dinner,” Rulalin said calmly, placing the food between
the bars and setting it down on the floor of the cage.
Benjiah didn’t answer and didn’t move.
Rulalin walked back to the table, picking it up and moving
it over to the cage. He set it down and returned for his chair.
When he had settled in, he started to eat his food, pouring a
cup of water and setting it likewise between the slats.
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“See,” he said a few moments later as he swallowed a
mouthful of bread, “the food is quite all right. If I wished to
kill you, I would have done so already.”
Benjiah didn’t move at first, but as Rulalin continued to
eat, saying nothing further, Benjiah crept over and took the
things Rulalin had set down. He took them and returned to
the corner, where he set about tearing into the food hungrily.
Rulalin finished his dinner and sat back, watching the boy
eat. Benjiah remained as he had been, sitting quietly, eating,
staring out of the cage at Rulalin. Rulalin felt the uneasiness
coming over him. He was irked. It was the boy who was supposed to be feeling unnerved, not him.
Rulalin leaned forward, across the table. “The wall of earth,
did you raise it?”
Benjiah chewed on his supper and didn’t answer. Rulalin
returned his stare. He had known he might not get answers
or cooperation this time. He would still ask the questions,
though. Who could know which question might be the question, the question that would open the flood gates and get
the boy talking?
“Was the staff Valzaan’s? I thought I recognized the shattered fragments as they were being burned.”
He emphasized the last few words clearly, and yet, if the
boy was at all disconcerted by the fiery fate of the staff’s remains, he didn’t show it. He lifted his cup and drank.
“How’d you come by it, anyway? No one else want it?”
Silence.
“I don’t suppose it matters anymore, though, does it?
The prophet’s staff is gone, just like the prophet. What
power it might have contained is now lost forever, like its
former owner.”
Benjiah put the last piece of bread in his mouth and
chewed. When he had finished eating, he drank what was
left of the water and set the cup down.
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“Would you like some more?” Rulalin asked, raising the
pitcher and filling his own cup. He lifted the cup then and
drank.
Benjiah neither answered nor moved.
“Aren’t you afraid for Amaan Sul and for your mother?”
Benjiah shifted his position somewhat, but Rulalin couldn’t
tell if it was his question that had gotten to the boy. He thought
that perhaps he had seen a bit of Benjiah’s interior wall come
down, but if he had, Benjiah’s quick recovery had kept him
from being certain of it. To be sure, the boy regained the same
look of calm he had worn all the way through the brief dinner
and interview.
“If you are afraid,” Rulalin said, slipping out of the chair
and stooping by the slats of the cage, “Don’t be. As far as it lies
with me, I will see that no harm comes to her, or to you—if
you help me.”
Benjiah had followed Rulalin’s move from the chair to the
ground beside the cage, but still he did not reply. He sat, and
he watched.
“Think on it,” Rulalin finished, standing again and moving
the table off to the side. He walked over to the flaps and called
to the soldiers waiting outside. He then turned back to the
cage. “Don’t worry, you aren’t going far away, but I thought
some fresh cold air might help you to think clearly so you can
be more helpful the next time I ask you my questions. Enjoy.”
The soldiers entered the tent, and securing the cage carefully on all sides, they lifted it from the ground and carried it
out into the night.
Benjiah felt the cold keenly as the men carried the cage outside. He had heard Rulalin talking about it with the man he
called Soran that morning and felt it sweep in as the flaps
opened, but the tent had been a relative refuge. Now he was
outside, and he felt for himself the chill as it penetrated his
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thin tunic and pants. He had lost his cloak somewhere in the
process of being moved into the enemy’s camp, and he
doubted that his captors would be very sympathetic to his
current predicament.
The cage bounced up and down as the soldiers carried it,
and he worried that too much of this might make him sick. He
needn’t have been worried though, as his ride was fairly brief.
Not thirty spans away from the front of Rulalin’s tent, a couple of supply wagons sat empty. The soldiers set the cage down
beside these, and all but a pair of them moved off through the
camp. The two that appeared to have been given the task of
guarding him took seats on the edge of one of the wagons
nearby, turning their backs on him.
Sitting, he drew his knees to his chin to try to stay warm.
At least he wasn’t wet, he thought. Then he realized what was
different. There was no rain. Under the cover of the cage’s
solid roof, he hadn’t noticed it at first. He held his hand out
of the slat and felt the beautiful absence. No raindrops spattering on his skin or drumming the wood. The night was cold
but dry, and he hoped that the rain had ceased to fall on the
other side of the river also.
Benjiah’s heart rejoiced. He realized of course that it was
entirely likely that the cessation of the rain was Cheimontyr’s
doing, but he still took the end of the storm as a blessing. That
plus the coming of Spring Rise, even if it didn’t yet feel like
spring, were signs of hope no matter how small, and he
needed them now more than ever.
He peered up out of the bars at the nighttime sky. He could
see no stars. The rain had stopped but the clouds remained.
He sighed. He would have liked to see the stars, and even more
so the sun the following day, but perhaps he’d have to wait for
that. It would be worth it when it came, of that he was sure.
As he thought about the sun, shining brightly in the sky,
he found it hard to see the return of the sun as anything but
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defeat for the enemy. Perhaps the rain coming and going was
at Cheimontyr’s command and part of his plan, but there
seemed to be something antithetical about the sun to the giant’s being that made Benjiah doubt the Vulsutyrim would let
it show itself if he could help it.
He shook his head, leaning back against the slats. That was
silly. Whatever Cheimontyr desired, surely the Nolthanim at
least, if not the Malekim and Black Wolves, would desire the
return of the sun some day. Of course, Benjiah realized that if
Malek’s hosts prevailed in this war, the future of Kirthanin
would be charted according to Malek’s own personal desire,
not that of any of his servants. To that Benjiah could not speak
or even hazard a guess. What Malek might want or not want
with regard to the sun, Benjiah did not know.
Benjiah looked up at the solid roof of the cage. He
thought of all the days and nights he had walked, ridden and
slept without covering above his head. League after league, he
would have paid almost any price to have shelter, and now that
he was a captive in this cage, there was no rain.
Reflecting on being inside the cage brought to mind Rulalin’s offer: protection for Benjiah and for his mother,
though at a price. As he thought about what Rulalin had said,
he honestly didn’t know if the condition “if you help me” applied to the entire offer or just to himself. Rulalin might have
been saying he was going to help Benjiah’s mother, regardless.
There was no way of knowing now what the man meant, and
even if Rulalin’s intentions were clear, how could Benjiah trust
him? The man had killed his father in Sulare in cold blood;
why should Benjiah think his own life would be spared?
He thought of his mother and Amaan Sul. What remained
of the men under Caan and the others would arrive safely, he
hoped, but he would not be among them. That would be hard
for her, but she would have to be strong and clear her mind
for the decisions before them. Amaan Sul was not a city built
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for sieges, especially not of the kind Malek’s hosts would
bring. Benjiah couldn’t imagine how the city would escape, especially if he was here, rendered useless, seemingly without
any of the power and strength he had so recently wielded.
He tried again to summon some form of it to push apart
the slats of his cage, but he felt nothing. The light and heat
that had flowed through his body beside the river and in the
dragon tower did not come. Perhaps the power had come
from the staff, or at least through it. Whatever had happened,
he could not summon any miraculous deliverance. He hadn’t
even been as yet successful in connecting with a windhover to
see what was going on in the world. Perhaps he had served his
purpose. Perhaps Allfather was finished with him.
He lay down. Still cold, he curled up on his side. He didn’t
really believe, deep down, that Allfather would just abandon
him. He had known that staying on the southern shore of the
Kalamin might mean capture or worse, and he had stayed willingly. He would face what came next with courage and without
fear, knowing that Allfather could deliver him if He chose but
that He was not obligated to do so.
His mind drifted again to his mother. Rulalin had spoken
about her with a strange earnestness. Benjiah had felt the man
playing with him, testing him as he asked his questions. He
had known that Rulalin would like answers, but that he hadn’t
really expected any. Benjiah had known this before the men
came strutting in to carry him out, but his relocation had certainly confirmed it. His punishment for failing to respond had
been determined before the interrogation began. And yet,
when Rulalin had slipped from his seat and stooped by the
cage, staring in, Benjiah had seen in his eyes something else.
If he had not known better than to trust Rulalin, he would
have called it sincerity. The more he thought about it, the
more he thought he was right. Rulalin had probably believed
that he was offering Benjiah comfort, but his comfort was not
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comforting. The last person in the world to whom Benjiah
would entrust his mother’s safety and well being was Rulalin
Tarasir. Surely the man knew that. Maybe that was why he had
added that Benjiah’s own well-being and possibly his mother’s
might depend on Benjiah’s help. That part, at least, had likely
been intended as a threat. Rulalin must know that he need not
remind Benjiah of all people what he was capable of. If he
could aid Rulalin in order to save his mother and yet maintain
his honor, he would, but Benjiah couldn’t imagine such a scenario. He would need to be careful with this man, who seemed
to want to show Benjiah in successive moments that he was a
friend, and then remind him that he was the family’s greatest
enemy. He would need to be careful indeed.
The rain was pouring. Benjiah stood upon a plain, and all
around him the rain fell heavily. It wasn’t night, but the sky
was dark. Lightning flashed horizontally through the clouds
and thunder rolled across the sky.
The plain disappeared, as did the rain. Instead, Benjiah
found himself in darkness, total darkness. He was dry and
hot, his clothes soaked with sweat. A surge of unbelievably
bright light illuminated everything. His own eyes were almost burned by the intensity of it. Then, as quickly and as
the light had come it was gone, and Benjiah was no longer
in darkness.
He was squatting in a cage. He knew the cage now. Every
line on every slat seemed familiar. He reached over with his
fingers and felt the rough sides of the slats nearest to him. He
ran them down along it, and a sharp jab of pain erupted in his
fingertip as a long slender splinter sunk under his skin.
The cage also disappeared. The great white city emerged
all around him. It was always this way. Always the rain. Always
the light. Always the cage. Always the city. This time, though,
when he closed his eyes the city did not disappear. He waited.
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He was always given a glimpse and only a glimpse. Every time
he had tried to move or turn around, the city vanished. He
stood still now, his eyes closed, enjoying the incomparable feel
of warm sunlight on his face, wondering how long it and the
city would remain.
After a long time, he decided that he might as well try. He
turned slowly, looking at the buildings that rimmed the great
open square. They didn’t go away. He kept turning. Soon he
had turned so far that he could no longer see the portion of
the city revealed at first. He had his back to the square entirely, and off in the distance, rising above the other buildings,
he could see a great hall-like structure towering. He was curious to go see it, but he didn’t dare move. He was afraid that
he might lose this.
He couldn’t turn much more without moving his feet, so
he decided to risk just the smallest of pivots. He shifted his
weight and slid his feet ever so slightly. Nothing changed. He
kept turning so that he was now facing back onto the square.
A long, low wall ran in a gigantic circle in the center of the
square. It had probably housed a reflecting pool or something
like that once, or perhaps it would again one day.
Having turned all the way around, the vision of the city did
not disappear. He had moved his feet a little bit; dare he move
them more? He took a step into the square. His feet echoed
on the smooth, white pavement. The sound died away, but the
pavement remained, as did the city erected upon it. He relaxed and began to walk, slowly but surely, moving across the
open square to the low circular wall.
He bent down and felt the smooth stone. The splinter and
the pain were gone from his finger. When he looked more
carefully, he could see no trace of either, or of the blood that
must surely be flowing from the wound. The rock was warm
but not hot, and his fingers lingered upon it.
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He started to walk beside the wall. The pavement inside
the circle seemed just like the pavement on the outside. He
felt the urge to cross over the wall.
Do not cross over, a voice said inside of him.
“Why not?” he asked out loud.
Because you are only meant now to see this place. You are only here
in seeming. When you are really here, you will know what to do.
“But how can I come here? I’ve never seen this place before and don’t know for sure where I am.”
You will come here the same way you have gone everywhere your path has taken you.
“How is that?”
I will bring you.
“What am I to do?”
Here the sacrifice is to be made. Here the blade will be laid
down. Here the binding will be broken. Here will be both the
end and the beginning, and all things will be made new.
A rumbling shook the ground and Benjiah was thrown to
his knees beside the wall. The ground and the city quaked, but
neither was destroyed. Water exploded out of the earth beyond the wall and flowed like a great waterfall in reverse up
into the sky. Benjiah looked up as a wall of water fell cascading upon his face.
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