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The worried face of the moon, high in the branches of the great oak, mirrored the apprehension in Jakan’s mind. He shuddered and pulled his deerskin cloak closer about his shoulders. It made no difference. The cold he felt had nothing to do with the night air.
Ahead of him, a column of men, women and children trod their way up the moonlit path in solemn silence. The only sound came from their soft shoes amongst the leaves and the scuffling of small animals hurrying away to hide in the darkness. A thin mist settled on the ground, swirling in the torchlight and the scent of damp earth wafted on the breeze.
Gritting his teeth, Jakan tried to centre his mind on the ritual to come. At the front of the procession, frail Kattanbek, Chief Elder of the Fifth Tribe of Arrakesh, swayed in a sedan chair. Beyond him, further up the hill, three fires burned in the glade in front of Padhag Klen, promising the villagers warmth and light as they attended the SpringSpeak.
Jakan fixed his gaze on the sedan chair and sighed to himself. He had little doubt that this would be the last Speak for Kattanbek. The old man’s poor, tired soul would not last another season. Who would succeed him? It was a question that had plagued Jakan for many months now. Amongst all the Elders, there was no one who he could discern had the strength, determination or leadership that had characterised Kattan. The tribe had run smoothly under his care, without ill will or strife. Jakan hoped that tonight Arrakesh would name a successor, for he alone could know the true heart of his people.
As the procession entered the glade, the sedan was set upon flat ground between two of the big fires. Jakan pushed back the hood of his cloak to rest on his shoulders and stood beside the Chief Elder. The other villagers edged around the fires and faced Padhag Klen, The Tree, a huge, dark shadow in the firelight. The moon peeked between the still-bare branches, lending a silver glow to one side of the gnarled trunk.
With everyone settled, Kattan signalled that he wanted to stand. Jakan eased him forward and around to face the people. The old man managed a weak smile at Jakan then, with difficulty, raised his grey head to speak.
“People of the Fifth Tribe of Arrakesh,” he said, his face ashen, his voice shaky and thin, “we’ve survived another winter without hunger, for which we must all give thanks.”
There were mumblings of “Arrakesh be praised,” and Kattan waited for them to stop before continuing. “Indeed, Arrakesh be praised and thanks, also, to all of you for your hard work and dedication in preparing for the winter. Though we’ve just endured one of the coldest winters in living memory, as Arrakesh foretold, our storehouses are still partly stocked and the woodpile is not fully depleted. You can all be proud.”
There was a polite applause. At the front of the group, Kattan’s wife stood, her hands clasped in front of her, sadness glowing in her brown eyes.
She knows, too, thought Jakan as he helped the Chief Elder to sit once more. Then, with a respectful nod, he turned on his heel and strode towards Padhag Klen.
He climbed over the thick roots at the base of The Tree and made his way into a hollow between two huge roots that rose to two feet above the ground. There, he swung around to face the people. Focusing his mind on his role as Treespeaker, he raised his arms above his head and spoke, his rich, deep voice echoing against the trees on the far side of the glade.
“We seek the Will of Arrakesh.”
As one, the people replied, “We seek the insight of Arrakesh.”
“We will do the Will of Arrakesh.”
“By moon’s silver water and sun’s golden fire, we will do as he wills. He is our strength and we his.”
Jakan gave a solemn nod. He lowered his arms and faced The Tree. Already his heart thudded in anticipation. Making an effort to show more calmness than he felt, he reached out his hands and placed them on the trunk. Then, putting his head back a little, he shut his eyes and waited. Not a sound came from the people around him, nor from the forest. Everyone and everything awaited the knowledge, the will of Arrakesh.
Forcing himself to take slow breaths, Jakan concentrated on the silence, waiting for the voice in his mind to tell him of the coming season. Arrakesh did not reside here in The Tree as many believed. As Treespeaker, Jakan could pick up a fresh fallen leaf and know the weather for the next day, or turn a stone and know which animal had passed near it in the last day. It was an intuitive knowledge from Arrakesh that he could not explain. Here at Padhag Klen though, the voice of Arrakesh came stronger. To the people, it was a focal point on which to centre belief. It held them together, reminding them of who they were.
Jakan had taken over this ritual as Treespeaker from his own father when he was sixteen years old. Over time he had learned to completely relax, to let the soft murmuring and gentle images wash over him, without trying to understand them. When it was all over, he found that he understood without thinking.
Tonight he approached the ritual with unusual apprehension. He felt an uneasiness that he couldn’t explain. There was no clear premonition in his mind. Yet he felt afraid for the people of Arrakesh. He had tried to tell himself that it was his preoccupation with the problem of leadership that bothered him, but no matter how much he had subdued his thoughts, the niggling fear persisted.
He could hear the thumping of his own heart and fought to calm himself, to let the images start. He sank further and further into himself until at last he found the soft, quiet centre he sought.
The images came, fuzzy at first, as if he were seeing them through a mist. He fought against the mist and it began to clear. His throat constricted in fear. He saw the village of his people. Darkness had fallen, but the whole village was aglow with fire. Every building burned, flames like ravenous wolves rising amongst the trees. He could feel the raging heat on his skin; hear the crackling of flaming timber. Then he became aware of the sounds. Not the usual soft murmuring of Arrakesh, but screams and wails so loud he reeled mentally away.
He resisted the urge to try to understand and the image faded. In its place he saw Padhag Klen. It stood in the sunlight, black and spectre-like. Its branches were bare, though the rest of the forest wore its summer greenery. As he watched, two of the branches reached out to him like huge hands held out in supplication. He watched in horror as the trunk of the tree split and bright red liquid poured from its centre onto the earth below. The liquid flowed away into the forest. Everything it touched turned black and withered away to dust.
On impulse, Jakan closed his eyes tighter, clutching so hard at the tree that the rough bark grazed his hands. Behind him, he heard the uneasy shuffling and murmuring of the villagers. He could do nothing to reassure them. Arrakesh held him.
The image of Padhag Klen faded once more and Jakan found himself in a forest meadow. It was summer and deer filled the meadow. They appeared unaware of his presence, but stood chewing at the long, green grass. Jakan relaxed. This was more like the usual visions. Suddenly he cringed. A dark shadow, like a cloud passing over the sun, crept across the meadow. As the deer were overshadowed, they disappeared as if an invisible hand had wiped them from the scene. The lush grass turned brown and shrivelled away, leaving nothing but a patch of barren earth.
A noise like wind came from above him. Jakan looked up and cowered away from the ferocious talons of a gigantic black hawk. It turned one huge yellow eye on him and screeched as it veered away and flew off into the distance.
Please, Arrakesh, I can’t bear any more.
Arrakesh had more to show. The image faded and another took its place. Now Jakan sat in his own home. It was evening and he and his family had settled for dinner. Jalena smiled as she handed their son, Dovan, a bowl of roasted yams. Jakan couldn’t relax. He knew that something was going to happen. The shaking of his body had become uncontrollable and he rested his head on the trunk of Padhag Klen for support.
The image turned to chaos. The house disappeared into blackness and the huge talons of the hawk descended. With a mind-rending scream, it scooped up both Jalena and Dovan and reared away. At that moment, Jakan became aware of another scream, his own, as the bird disappeared, dropping his son with a sickening thud to the ground and taking his wife with it into the night.
Jakan reeled as his mind plummeted into a circling darkness, surrounded by the most horrendous noise he had ever heard. An imploring, mournful cry seemed to shatter every fibre of his body and carried him away into the emptiness.
He clutched his bloodied hands to his head and collapsed amongst the roots of Padhag Klen.
For hours, Jakan swirled in murky darkness, struggling to find his way back. At last, a small dot of light wavered in the distance. Immediately, he knew he had to reach it. Everything depended upon him getting to that light.
Fighting weakness, he pushed himself through the dimness. Cold cobwebs of doubt and fear caught at him, pulling him back, but he pushed on. As he got closer, the light grew bigger and he felt stronger. Then a voice made him push himself even harder. It was soft and gentle, like salve on a wound, and he struggled with all his might to break through. At last the blackness passed away and a cool cloth was placed on his head.
“Jakan,” the voice soothed, “it’s all right.”
He reached out to the hand with the cloth and opened his eyes. Jalena’s soft hazel eyes glistened in the candlelight as she smiled down at him. He tried to raise his head, but the room spun and his mind felt as though it were being twisted. He sank with a groan back onto the pillow. Jalena pressed the cool cloth to his forehead.
“Shhh!” she said. “Lie still. Rest.”
“What time is it?” He wished the daylight would come.
Jalena jumped to her feet and opened the shutter. “The sun’s just rising.”
“I must see Kattan.”
“He said he’d come at dawn. Dovan’s gone to help him.” She knelt and took his hand. “What happened last night?”
Looking at her sweet face brought back memories of the talons taking her away into oblivion. He shivered. “I don’t know yet. The visions were…I felt as if I was going mad. I don’t understand any of it.”
A worried expression crossed her face. He wanted to comfort her, but the words eluded him. There was no comfort in what he had seen.
“I thought we were going to lose you, Jakan. You looked absolutely terrified!”
Yes, he had been terrified. He was still terrified. Whatever Arrakesh had been trying to tell him, Jakan felt afraid for his people. Yet he had no idea what Arrakesh willed. He sensed his mind slipping away again and reached for Jalena to stop himself from passing out.
“Stop thinking about it now,” Jalena said. “Just relax. Kattan will be here in a while.”
She took a cup from the dirt floor and lifted his head so that he could drink. Warm and smooth and sweet with honey, it slid down his throat with ease. He gave a weak smile when he’d finished and she leaned forward and kissed his forehead.
“Kattan’s ill. I should go to him.” Jakan tried to sit, but Jalena eased him back. As she did, the door of the cottage creaked.
“He’s here now.” Jalena straightened the fur across his chest and smiled. “I’ll get you something to eat.” She rose and slipped through the leather curtain surrounding the bed.
Jakan laid with his head back, eyes shut. The images kept reappearing and his mind struggled to comprehend what they meant, no matter how hard he endeavoured to stop it. Why wasn’t there the usual unconscious understanding? What was he doing wrong that he couldn’t meld what he had seen into an intuitive knowledge of the Will of Arrakesh?
Jakan opened his eyes and sat up, so suddenly that his head spun and the pain made him retch. He leaned back on his elbows and took a deep breath. Of course! This was not about the Will of Arrakesh. The visions were a warning of something to come, but what? The normal SpringSpeak images Arrakesh gave were rarely clear and simple, but cryptic messages to be deciphered. His brain had become so used to the patterns of these messages that the answers came to him quickly and simply. Not this time.
Movement at the door startled him from his thoughts. Jalena reappeared, carrying a tray. Behind her walked Dovan, holding Kattan’s elbow as he shuffled in. The Chief Elder concentrated on his own feet, as if willing them to move. At last Dovan lowered him onto a cushion beside the bed.
Jalena placed the tray, containing a warm drink and a thick slice of buttered bread, on the floor where Jakan could reach it. She kissed him again, nodded a farewell to Kattan and left the room.
Jakan reached up a hand. “Dovan, help me sit, please.”
His son rushed to help, putting an arm under his shoulders to lift him, at the same time pushing cushions behind him to lean on. Jakan contemplated Dovan’s waving hair and hazel eyes, so full of concern. He has his mother’s gentleness and her looks, he thought. Fear left a taste in his mouth as the images of the hawk flashed through his mind.
Dovan finished, pulled the covers up to Jakan’s chest and smiled at his nod of thanks. Then, with another quick smile at the Chief Elder, he left.
The old man eased himself around on the cushion to face Jakan. “Well, young one, that was quite a performance last night.”
Jakan couldn’t help a wry smile. Kattan had called him ‘young one’ when he was a boy. Now that he had reached his fortieth year, it had become a joke between them. “How are you, Kattan?” He noted the tremor in the old man’s hand where it rested on his knee.
“I am well, considering I was almost scared to death hours ago. Are you trying to send me to Arrakesh before my time?”
“I thought I was on my way to Arrakesh, old one. Believe me; nothing that happened was of my choosing.”
Kattan moved to let his shaking hand rest on Jakan’s arm. “Do you feel like talking about it?”
“I can talk, but I doubt that I can explain anything.”
The old man patted his arm. “Perhaps, if you can, you should start at the beginning and tell it through to the end. Don’t try to make sense of it as you go, just tell it. Then perhaps together we can come to an answer. But first, take something to eat and drink. You must keep up your strength.”
He watched in silence as Jakan ate the bread and drank the warm fruity drink that Jalena had made for him, giving a polite shake of the head when Jakan offered him some bread. Jakan relaxed, if only a little. Kattan was right. He did feel better for having food in his belly. In the room beyond the curtain he could hear Jalena and Dovan talking together. There was a third voice, a woman’s – probably Megda, Kattan’s wife. She and Jalena had been good friends for a long time.
When Jakan had finished his meal, he leaned back and closed his eyes. Kattan waited in silence. Jakan appreciated the time the Chief Elder always gave him to contemplate before he spoke. At last, he cleared his throat and took a deep breath.
He began with confidence, as if in a trance, telling the story with little emotion. But as he went on, a tremor took hold of his voice and he had to keep swallowing to continue. The images still plagued his mind, every bit as horrifying as the night before. He could see from Kattan’s demeanour that he was tempted to stop him, but he knew he wouldn’t. The Chief Elder knew well enough that it had to be done as early as possible, before everyday life and emotion wedged themselves between the visions and memory.
By the time he’d finished, Jakan breathed heavily. Kattan sat in silence, his face thoughtful. For a few minutes neither of them said anything.
Finally the older man spoke. “I know that you’ve had a lot on your mind lately. You know better than I do how little time I have left.” He lifted a hand to silence Jakan’s attempt at denial. “You’re the Treespeaker and the healer, Jakan. You know many things that others don’t, and you sometimes think it best to keep your silence about what you know. But you and I have been friends for too long for you to be able to keep my ending from your face. And my brain is not so addled that I can’t sense it coming.”
“I’m sorry.” Jakan shifted on his bed.
“I know that, but it’s the truth, and you, as Treespeaker have a difficult task ahead of you in naming a new Chief Elder. I know it’s been playing on your mind. I’ve seen you watching the other Elders, seen the frustration in your face. Could all this have affected what you saw up there at the Speak? Could the visions sent by Arrakesh have been contorted by the worries of your own mind?”
Jakan shook his head. “I don’t think any thoughts of mine could be strong enough to affect the thoughts of Arrakesh.”
Kattan stroked his chin. “Well said.” He gazed at Jakan for a moment. “Could the visions perhaps have been predicting my death?”
Jakan shuddered. Kattan seemed able to talk with such calmness about something that he couldn’t bear to think of himself. The old man was more than just the Chief Elder. He had been his own father’s best friend and had become a true friend to Jakan, mixing wisdom with kindness. He’d always been there when he needed an ear, never judging. Jakan didn’t want to contemplate the end.
“Why would Arrakesh give me visions of what I already knew?”
“True. But you’ve been worrying about other things too, haven’t you? Something else has been on your mind?”
Jakan’s eyes opened wide. How could the old man know that? He’d spoken to no one of his foreboding before the SpringSpeak, not even Jalena. His feelings had been far too abstract to discuss with anyone.
“You missed your vocation, Kattan. You should have been Treespeaker, not I.”
“I know your mind because I know you, Jakan,” Kattan answered, “and you’re not good at hiding your thoughts. Couldn’t I always tell when you were hiding something as a child?”
Jakan laughed, remembering the time when, as a boy, he had been playing with a flint with other boys. The fire they started burnt away half the wood stockpile for the whole village, before it could be put out. They had run off, and no one would have been any the wiser, had not Kattan taken Jakan aside one day as he was on his way to lessons. “Jakan, I think you have something to tell your father. It won’t please him, and you won’t enjoy the consequences, but you won’t be able to wipe the guilt from your face until you have it off your chest. You’re a handsome young man. It would be a shame to spoil your good looks with a permanently guilty expression.”
Jakan didn’t argue or deny anything, but tried to ignore him. Every day, however, Kattan would raise a questioning eyebrow at him until, at last, Jakan could bear it no longer. He told his father what he’d done. He suffered his punishment, many hours of wood gathering, in silence and never told anyone who had been with him, though he always suspected that Kattan knew.
He blinked at the old man. “I can’t explain my thoughts. They defy description. All I can say is that I feel a strange foreboding for this place. I try to tell myself that it all links to my feelings about you, but I’m not sure. It’s all so confusing.”
Kattan chuckled. “And you’re not used to being confused.”
Jakan smiled, then rubbed his face with his fingers, avoiding the palms of his hands, which were still stiff and sore. They sat in companionable silence for a few minutes, listening to the chatter in the next room. Jakan could smell the dry pine needles in the mattress beneath him, mixed with the faint scent of calming lavender.
At last, he spoke. “What should I do, Kattan?”
His old friend didn’t answer at first, but frowned and inspected his shaking hands. “I think that maybe there’s nothing you can do yet. I think that Arrakesh was merely warning you. He tried before the Speak, but couldn’t get through to you clearly. At the Speak you were more receptive. Now you must wait and see what comes about. Best to have an arrow in your bow, so to speak.”
“As protection against what?”
Kattan smiled his gentle smile, his soft blue eyes twinkling. “Have patience, young one. And have faith that Arrakesh will give you the insight you need when you need it.”
Jakan sighed. “And in the meantime, what do we tell the others?”
“Do we need to tell them anything?”
“They’ve just seen their Treespeaker go mad before Padhag Klen! We must tell them something.”
With an effort, Kattan pulled himself up to sit straight on the cushion. A pink glow rose on his pallid cheeks. “They did not see their Treespeaker go mad! They saw him receive the Word of Arrakesh. Obviously it wasn’t the usual message of a SpringSpeak, and they’re all concerned – about the message, but mainly for you. They trust you implicitly and know that you’ll tell them all they need to know when it’s necessary. So calm yourself and get some rest.”
He flopped back on his cushion, obviously exhausted by his show of emotion.
“I’m sorry,” Jakan said. Then he smiled. “You’ve already given much of that speech, haven’t you?”
Kattan winked. “You do your job, I do mine.”
“I only hope you’re right.”
The old man’s eye’s narrowed. “Do you question your Chief Elder?”
“No, I question my own sanity.”
“There is no saner man in the village. Now rest. If we're in danger, we will need a strong Treespeaker.”
Jakan paused to take a deep breath before he knocked at the door of Kattan’s cottage, where the Elders gathered. Three days had passed since the SpringSpeak and he still felt shaky. His mind churned over the things they might want to know. He had no answers.
Inside, voices rose in heated discussion. They stopped as he knocked. After a few moments, Megda, the small, motherly wife of Kattan, opened the door. Her face broke into a delighted smile when she saw him and she stretched up to kiss him on the cheek.
“Hello, Megda.” He laid a hand on her shoulder. “How are you keeping?”
“Oh, I’m well enough.” She stepped out to him and closed the door behind her. She smoothed down her brown dress, her face strained.
“And Kattan?”
She shook her head and said nothing. She didn’t need to. Jakan slipped his arm about her and gave her a silent hug. She rested her head on his chest for a moment before pulling away.
“I’d better let you in.”
As she opened the door, the now hushed conversation inside came to an abrupt halt and the eight members of the Council looked towards them. Megda let him enter and then stepped out, leaving Jakan alone in the doorway.
The eight Elders sat on cushions in a circle around a low table. Jakan could feel the warmth of the fire and smell the faint hint of smoke. He swallowed. Never since he first became Treespeaker as a teenager had he felt nervous before these people. He was Treespeaker, their direct link to Arrakesh. His position afforded him respect. Even though he had little actual authority, that fact gave him assurance. Today, however, he felt uneasy. What could he say? They wanted to know the Will of Arrakesh, yet he felt like a child about to be tested on something he didn’t understand.
Kattan broke the silence. “Come in, my friend. Sit by me.” Gasps for breath punctuated his words.
Jakan strolled across to the empty cushion by Kattan’s side. He sensed seven other sets of eyes watching him and worked to keep his emotions from his face. To his left sat Kelsha, a woman about his own age. She gave a friendly smile of greeting as she pushed a wayward strand of grey hair behind her ear.
“Can we get on now?” Grifad barked as Jakan made himself comfortable. His face bore its customary look of impatience.
Jakan looked to Kattan and nodded his readiness.
“Very well.” Kattan wheezed as he took a breath. “We’ll get straight to the point. We know that you suffered a great deal from your experience at the last Speak. I’ve explained what happened, as you told it to me.” He paused to take another breath and leaned back against the wall, “…But some of us…are insisting that you need to undertake another SpringSpeak as soon as possible.” As he spoke he glared at Grifad, who sat on the far side of the circle. “How do you feel about that, Jakan?”
Despite the warm room, Jakan felt cold. Though he could see why they might want the SpringSpeak to be held once more, he dreaded what might happen if he went back to it so soon. What if Arrakesh had not finished giving him the images before he passed out last time? Could he endure more of that?
Grifad’s voice was icy. “What do you mean, how does he feel? He’s the Treespeaker and we’re the Elders. It’s his duty to do his job, and our duty to insist that he does!”
Jakan felt both Kattan and Kelsha tensing at these words. Though his throat was dry he intervened, so that Kattan could save his breath.
“I did my duty a few days ago, Grifadwyk. I am always willing to do my duty. Just as I always give due respect to those I speak to!”
Grifad bristled. No matter what he did, Jakan knew it would never be enough for Grifad. Though nothing had ever been said, Jakan felt sure his close friendship with Kattan must be the cause of the man’s antagonism. He could do nothing about that.
Kelsha held up her hands in a soothing gesture. “Please, let’s remain calm about this. Jakan, we do understand it will be a difficult thing for you. But without the SpringSpeak it will be impossible to plan for the coming season, and after the freezing winter we’ve just endured, it would boost the confidence of everyone to have some idea of what we’re facing.”
There were murmurs of agreement from around the circle. Grifad’s face still glowed with fury, but the others bore conciliatory looks. Jakan turned to Kattan. The old man’s breaths came slow and laboured, but he managed to nod encouragement at him. Jakan let out a long breath and sat back on his cushion. Kelsha had made a good point, but if he received more horrific visions, what would that do to the confidence of the villagers? They needed to have faith in Arrakesh’s will, not be terrified of it.
He kept his eyes on Grifad as he spoke. “If that’s what the Council wishes, then so be it,” he said without emotion, “but I would ask one thing.” He addressed Kattan.
“What do you ask, young one?”
“The SpringSpeak will be held before the Elders only.”
Grifad huffed with disgust. “That’s preposterous. The Spring and Autumn Speaks are always held in the presence of the whole village.”
“They have been. But these circumstances have never arisen before.” Jakan could no longer keep his anger from his voice. “Do you want to start a mass panic if I should receive more visions like those three days ago?”
This time it was Kattan who held up a shaking hand for silence.
“The SpringSpeak will be re-held before the Elders only.” He frowned at Grifad as he made to argue. “I, Kattanbek, Chief Elder, have spoken. So shall it be!”
***
With the decision made to hold the SpringSpeak the next evening, the Elders left, Grifad still scowling. Megda hurried to put some water over the fire. They sat at the table in silence, listening to the soft bubbling of the pot as it came to the boil.
At last, Kattan turned a little on his cushion and put a hand on Jakan’s knee. “You’ll arrange the men to carry my chair to the Speak?”
Jakan contemplated his old friend’s pale face and heaving chest. “You can’t do it, old one. It will be the death of you. Stay here where you’re warm and comfortable.”
“If I die tomorrow, or the next day, what difference will it make? I want to be there. I will be there.”
“But what will it achieve?”
“I want…to be there!” Kattan began to cough, a slight tickle at first, which developed into an uncontrollable hacking and gasping for breath. The old man’s face turned from white to red and his eyes watered. Megda rushed to bring him water, but he shook too much to take it from her and she stood holding it, her eyes entreating Jakan to do something.
Jakan laid a hand on the old man’s shoulder, shut his eyes and willed the coughing to stop. In a flash, his mind whirled away from the room, the moment and into another time. He felt his friend’s life, his illness, his pain, knew his fear of the end and his longing for it. Within seconds he was back, with clear and certain knowledge of the imminence of Kattan’s death. He shuddered, but kept his hand on Kattan until his Treespeaker’s calming power took effect.
At last his old friend had control of his breathing once more. “Thank you.” He sipped some water and handed the cup to Megda. He waited until his wife had moved away before he whispered, “Don’t worry. I know it will be soon. But I will be at the Speak.”
Before Jakan could answer, he was interrupted by the sound of a group of people laughing and talking outside. He stood and opened the front door to look out. Some of the Elders, who had just left, along with others from the village, walked back towards Kattan’s house. With them came a stranger, a tall young man, dressed in clothes of fine cloth, not the normal leather or rough fabric of the Arrakeshi. He had a confident air about him and those with him seemed to hang on his every word.
As he approached, Jakan could see that he was a handsome young man, with a thick mop of dark, wavy hair and finely chiseled features. His dark eyes were deep-set and his nose was long and straight. His mouth formed an easy smile. He grinned at Jakan when he saw him, but Jakan felt a strange aversion. Something about the man made the hairs on the back of his neck rise.
“Jakanash, Treespeaker of the Fifth Tribe of Arrakesh,” said Grifad. His mouth drew into a tight line and he narrowed his eyes, obviously annoyed at finding Jakan still with Kattan. “This is Beldror Kardil, from Garuga.”
Jakan nodded a greeting. He turned to Megda who was standing behind him. “Please tell Kattan I’ll deal with this, and I’ll see him tomorrow.”
Megda nodded and went inside, shutting the door behind her.
Beldror Kardil laughed. “Jakanash, the Treespeaker? Could that be the same Jakanash that knew my Uncle Varyd?”
Jakan’s heart missed a beat. That was a name he had not heard in many years. Varyd Kohl had come to Arrakesh from Garuga in Carlika over twenty years ago. A scholar, he had come there to learn the ways of the Arrakeshi, and in the two years he stayed, became a good friend to Jakan.
“Uncle?”
Beldror shrugged. “Well, not a real uncle, you understand, but a very close family friend. He’s told me all about you. He asked if I met up with you that I would pass on his best wishes.”
“Did he?” Despite the man’s apparent easy-going nature, and his relationship with an old friend, Jakan still couldn’t warm to him. The visions of the SpringSpeak kept flashing into his mind. “What brings you this way?”
The young man waved his arm in a sweeping arc. “I’d heard so much from Varyd about your beautiful village that I wanted to see it for myself.”
“You’re welcome to stay in my home.” Grifad’s face flushed with enthusiasm. “There’s plenty of room.”
“That’s very kind of you,” Beldror answered, still smiling at Jakan.
Jakan’s face grew hot. The invitation of guests to the village was the role of the Chief Elder. Grifad knew that.
High above them, he heard the cry of a bird. He froze. He didn’t have to glance up to know what kind of bird it was. Its screeching cry had haunted him every time he shut his eyes for the past three days. He clutched at the doorpost to steady himself.
“I’m sorry.” Jakan fought to keep the tremor from his voice. “It’s not convenient that we should entertain visitors at the moment. Our Chief Elder is dying and it would be disrespectful to him to –”
Grifad stuck out his large chest. “I’m sure Kattan won’t mind. The people of the Fifth Tribe of Arrakesh are renowned for their hospitality, as you know. We can’t turn him away on such a pretext. If he’s passed through The Veil, then he’s to be welcomed. Let us see Kattan and see what he says!”
Jakan felt ill. This man couldn’t stay, but Grifad was using his authority as an Elder. He knew the law. He knew Jakan couldn’t override him on this matter at least.
Jakan spoke through clenched teeth to keep his voice from rising. “Kattan is resting right now. He can’t see anyone.”
“Then we must ask Hapirsol,” Grifad answered. “He has seniority over all except Kattan.”
Jakan let out a long breath. The gathering crowd turned to Hapir, the aged Deputy Chief Elder, who stared at them, his eyes blank. It was obvious he hadn’t been following what was going on, but Jakan knew that Grifad had sent his arrow straight. He couldn’t argue with him.
“So, Hapir,” Grifad raised his voice to the half-deaf old man, “what do you say? Do we turn this young traveller away or do we offer him hospitality?”
Hapir frowned, as if just being woken from a long sleep. “Don’t Arrakeshi always offer hospitality to strangers who’ve passed through the Veil?”
Grifad beamed. “Come along then, Beldror. My home is your home for as long as you want it.” With a smug expression, he turned in the direction of his house.
Beldror Kardil smiled once more at Jakan as he was dragged away by the eager Elder. “Goodbye for now, Jakanash, Treespeaker. We must get together sometime and talk about Varyd!”
Jakan watched him go with a sense of defeat. Cold dread had taken hold of his heart. He forced himself to look up. The large black hawk still circled overhead. As he watched, it wound lower and lower, until it landed on the roof of the cottage opposite. There it fixed a large, cold eye upon Jakan. He stared back at it. Without warning, it screeched and launched itself towards him. Instinctively, Jakan raised his arm above his head. He felt the rush of its wings as it passed above him and up, over the roof of Kattan’s house.
At that moment, Jakan knew with certainty that the evil of Arrakesh’s warnings had arrived. But how had it penetrated the Veil?
Dovan breathed a sigh of relief as he left the cottage. Since his father’s return from the meeting with the Elders the day before, a mood of irritation had lain over the house. Whether it was because of the call for another SpringSpeak, Kattan’s illness or the arrival of the stranger, he couldn’t tell, but his father’s querulous mood hadn’t improved since he returned from Kattan’s cottage. Dovan and his mother had spent the evening sidestepping any issue that might annoy him.
The morning air held the soft, musty tang of heavy dew on the forest floor. Between the trees, the sun cast beams that shimmered on wet leaves. Smoke from the cottages hung on the breeze. Dovan took a deep breath and let it out in a long slow sigh. He checked the fastening of his cloak as he relaxed into a gentle gait.
At last he allowed himself to think of the stranger without guilt. His father seemed aggravated by his arrival, yet to Dovan the man was the most interesting thing to happen in a long time. Dovan would take his sharesh, a year outside the Veil, after his eighteenth birthday in two moons and he hoped Beldror could answer all his questions about Carlika. He had pumped Salek for information when he returned last moon, but Salek had been coy, saying only that he had been glad to return. What sort of answer was that, when a man had just come back from the biggest adventure of his life?
Dovan whistled a quiet tune between his teeth as he trod the path to Maden’s cottage. They were due to check on rabbit traps. Dovan hoped his friend would have more news of the visitor. Maden seemed to have a knack for gleaning all the village gossip.
As soon as Maden opened his door, Dovan knew the morning would be interesting. His friend’s brown eyes held a glint of excitement. He cast Dovan a warning look and held a finger to his lips, until he had stepped out and shut the door behind him. If he meant to tell him something, it would not be until they were out of earshot of his mother. Dovan wasn’t surprised. Kelsha agreed with his father on most things, so she wouldn’t share the boys’ enthusiasm for the visitor either.
Dovan waited until they reached the main path. “What news?”
Maden grinned. “I met him last night – Beldror. He walked by our cottage as I brought in water and stopped to talk.”
Dovan stifled the envy that rose at Maden’s words. He himself had gone to bed early to get out of his father’s way.
“What’s he like?”
“He’s different, but he knows so much. He’s just travelled right across Carlika to get here. We’ll have to get him to tell us all the best places to visit during our sharesh.” Maden was already eighteen, but had chosen to delay his sharesh until Dovan and two other boys came of age in the next two moons.
“Maden! Dovan! Wait a moment.”
The boys stopped. Grifad waddled after them up the path, his face intent. He paused for a few seconds when he reached them to catch his breath. “What are your plans for this morning?”
“We were just on our way to check some traps in Firyn Glok,” Dovan said. “Then Father asked that we gather some wood to make a fire for the SpringSpeak tonight.”
Grifad tilted his head back. “Only one fire?”
“He said, as only the Elders would be there, only one fire would be necessary.”
Grifad gave a reluctant nod. His eyes narrowed and his mouth formed a thin line. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like you to take our visitor along when you get the wood. He wishes to get to know our way of life. I’d show him around myself, but I have Council matters to attend to.”
The boys grinned at each other and nodded. Maden tugged Dovan’s sleeve to get him moving as he answered. “We won’t be long at the traps, no more than an hour. We’ll be glad to do as you ask.”
“Very well. Beldror intended to take a stroll around the village after breakfast, so when you return you should be able to locate him easily round about.”
In less than an hour the boys returned with two rabbits each strung over their shoulders. They raced to hang them in the communal storehouse next to the Meeting Hall. On any other day they would have taken one to Megda and one each to their own parents, but today they had other things on their minds.
It didn’t take them long to find Beldror. A group of children had persuaded him to play a game and he leaned against a tree, tossing a leather ball with lazy ease for them to chase.
Beldror looked up as Dovan and Maden approached and gave a smile of obvious relief.
“Ah, Maden, I hear you’re to show me the skills required for the difficult task of wood-gathering.” He grinned at his own joke and pushed himself away from the tree.
The children complained at the sudden end to their game, but Beldror waved them away with a chuckle.
“Another day. Off you go.” He took the ball from a young boy and tossed it into the forest. The children chased after it with happy squeals.
“This is Dovanash.”
Dovan reddened at his friend’s formal introduction and grew even hotter when the visitor’s eyes widened with interest.
“Ash? So you’re related to Jakanash?”
“He’s my father. Just call me Dovan.”
Beldror regarded him for a moment, his brown eyes sharp with interest. “So, tell me, Dovan, are you following in your father’s footsteps?”
“What do you mean?”
“Are you a Treespeaker?”
That was what Dovan had thought he meant. “No.”
Beldror cocked his head to one side and cast him a quizzical look. Then he laughed. “So you’re your own man. It’s good to be independent. A man has to live his own life.”
Dovan warmed with pleasure. He was going to like Beldror. He pointed towards Padhag Klen. “We need to take the wood up there. I’ll go and get a cart.” He hurried off towards the storehouse.
With a cart from behind the storehouse in tow, the three young men sauntered up the hill, past Kattan’s cottage and into the forest. A tree had fallen by the stream last year and hadn’t yet been gathered. Branches from it would make a good tall fire for the SpringSpeak.
As they approached the stream, a black hawk flew down and perched on Beldror’s shoulder. Maden moved towards it, but it flapped its wings and screeched. He took a quick step back.
“Meet Jahl,” Beldror rubbed the hawk’s chest with his finger tip.
“Is he a pet?” Maden stayed back now, eyeing the bird from a distance.
Beldror’s lips curled into an enigmatic smile. “He’s a hunter.”
“What does he hunt?”
“Whatever I tell him to.”
Dovan pulled a hatchet from his belt. “We never thought to bring you an axe.”
“Oh, I’m happy to watch how it’s done.” Beldror strolled to a tall boulder and leaned against it, folding his arms. The hawk still clung to his shoulder. He raised his eyebrows, waiting for them to start.
Dovan and Maden laughed and began to gather wood. For their visitor’s amusement, they made melodrama of their chopping and exaggerated the difficulty of lifting the light branches. The time passed swiftly and soon the cart was piled high.
Dovan inspected the load, securing it with rope before turning to Beldror. “There are no trees in Carlika, are there?”
Beldror shrugged. “A few.”
“But what do you use for firewood?”
“Coal.” Beldror stood up from the boulder and moved away as he spoke.
Dovan stared after him. The man obviously didn’t want to answer any more questions about fuel, but what was coal?
“Are the girls pretty in Carlika?” Maden called. He dug Dovan in the ribs and gave a cheeky grin as he asked the question. Dovan shook his head and smiled. He should have known that would be Maden’s first question.
Beldror smirked. “Some of them. It depends what you like.”
“He likes anything with breasts!” Dovan dodged a mock punch from Maden and went to hold one handle of the cart. Maden took the other and together they lifted. The cart creaked and swayed a little as it moved forward, but the load stayed secure. Beldror strode ahead.
At last, they halted beside Padhag Klen. Dovan and Maden rested the cart and leaned back to stretch their muscles. Beldror already stood at the base of The Tree, staring into the branches, his hands on his hips. Jahl perched on a limb just above him.
“So, this is the tree that talks, is it?”
“No, it doesn’t talk.” Dovan untied the ropes on the cart. “It’s a tree.”
Beldror turned and raised an eyebrow. Then he looked again at the tree. “It’s a big tree. Lots of firewood in that, I’d say.
The two boys stared at each other, aghast.
“It’s Padhag Klen!” Dovan said. “It’ll never be firewood.” He tossed an armful of small branches where the fire was to be set.
“Sorry.” Beldror scratched behind his ear. “But I’m confused. Your father is ‘Treespeaker’. I presumed that meant he talks to trees. If this tree doesn’t speak, why is it so important?”
“It’s the centre of… I mean…well… it’s complicated.” Dovan’s ears burned. “You should really ask my father about it.”
“Perhaps I will. So, what is this thing tonight? Why the fire?”
“SpringSpeak,” Maden said, throwing a larger branch into the circle of stones in the centre of the clearing. “Again.”
Dovan glared at his friend. The last thing he wanted was for Beldror to be told about his father’s strange behaviour at the last Speak. Dovan knew what people were thinking – his father had suffered some sort of madness that night.
It was too late. Beldror’s face lit with curiosity. “Again?”
Unperturbed by Dovan’s glowering, Maden went on to give Beldror a detailed account of the event, describing the Treespeaker’s reactions and his final collapse. Dovan cringed at Beldror’s keen interest. At last Maden finished, only then having the grace to cast Dovan an apologetic look.
Beldror studied Padhag Klen for a moment. “So, is he well again now?” His eyes seemed to burn into Dovan.
“Yes, he’s fine.”
“Has he told you what he saw?”
Dovan had been asked that question many times over the past fortnight, in quiet conversation, when the questioner was sure his father was out of earshot. Each time his answer had been the same. “No, he only spoke to Kattanbek.” He didn’t tell anyone of the nightmares his father had suffered since, or of the sudden concern that crossed his face at odd moments. He’d never seen his father like that before and it worried him. What the others thought worried him. Dovan became desperate to change the subject.
“Do people in Carlika believe in anything?”
“Anything they like, basically.” Beldror laughed at the look of incredulity on the boys’ faces. “We have gods for everything – health, wealth, love, you name it. We have them all covered. But most people just believe in whatever suits them, usually money.”
Dovan suddenly became aware that his mouth was open. He shut it and moved to grasp another branch from the wagon. “Don’t you have any god or spirit guiding you?” The branch splintered as it landed on the pile.
Beldror sat down on a root of Padhag Klen and shook his head. “We all pretty much do whatever we want. Until there’s some sort of catastrophe and then lots of people start looking to the gods or magic to save them.”
“Magic?” Maden stopped, leaning on the branch he carried. “What sort of magic?”
“Maybe our visitor can tell you of that some other time.”
The boys spun round. Jakan stood on the edge of the clearing, his arms folded, his face serious. Dovan swallowed and offered a silent prayer of thanks that his father hadn’t arrived a few minutes earlier.
“We’re almost finished.” Maden hurried to stack the branch he held onto the fire. “We were just talking about - ”
“Talking is fine, as long as you’re working at the same time.” Jakan regarded Beldror, who hadn’t moved from his seat on the root. He gave a curt nod. “I trust you’re being treated well.”
“Yes, thank you. Couldn’t be friendlier.”
Jakan’s face remained impassive. He kept his gaze on Beldror for a moment, then turned to stare at Jahl perched in Padhag Klen. His eyes narrowed. With another quick nod he strode off down the path. A few yards away he stopped and turned to Dovan.
“Don’t forget to deliver a rabbit to Megda before you come in.”
“No, Father.”
No one spoke until Jakan turned the corner into the village. Dovan blinked and laid a branch on the pile. His friend whistled his relief and pushed his long dark hair out of his eyes.
“Are you sure your father’s recovered?” Beldror asked, his voice low and solicitous. “He looks very pale.”
Dovan kicked at a rock that had rolled away from the fire circle. “He’s just got a lot on his mind, that’s all.”
“He must be worried about tonight, if he won’t let the villagers attend.”
Maden emptied the cart at last and stood with his hands on his hips, surveying their work. “We’ve never been banned from a SpringSpeak before.”
Beldror stood up and moved towards them. “Banned? Who’ll be there then?”
Dovan opened his mouth to explain, but Maden jumped in once more. “Elders only, he’s said. That’s why there’s only one fire.”
Both Maden and Beldror looked at Dovan with expectant faces. Dovan flushed. Why did people always expect him to be able to answer for his father, as if he could thoughtspeak with him? Sometimes he wished himself the son of the storeman. More and more these days everyone seemed to watch for Treespeaking skills to emerge in him, simply because he was the son of Jakanash. They continued to be disappointed. He had shown no sign of being able to communicate with Arrakesh, to thoughtspeak or to heal.
If truth were told, Dovan didn’t want to be Treespeaker. He wanted to take his sharesh, return to marry and become a great hunter, maybe an Elder in later years. Not to grow old before his time, beleaguered by other people’s problems like his father.
“He’s worried about a lot of things. That’s his job.” Dovan stalked away to the empty cart and turned it for home. “I’d better go get that rabbit for Megda.”
He moved off. The day had become warm and the beginning of a headache played at his temples. As he left, he sent another silent prayer to Arrakesh that tonight would hold no horrors for his father. Guilt teased at his mind. He knew the prayer was as much for his own benefit as his father’s.
Jakan threw the wooden comb onto the cupboard top and doused his face with cold water from the bowl. He scrubbed the moisture away with the rough cloth Jalena handed him, wishing he could wipe away his mood in the same way.
He screwed the towel into a ball and dropped it next to the bowl. His shoulders tensed as the day’s conversations ran through his mind. Not only had Beldror made a good impression on most of the villagers, they had all felt the need to tell the Treespeaker what a wonderful young man he was. Apparently he was intelligent, articulate and good-humoured, charming in the eyes of the women, stouthearted in the eyes of the men, and great entertainment in the eyes of the children. Even Jalena had proclaimed him to be ‘a very pleasant young man’. Seeing Dovan and Maden so engrossed in their conversation with Beldror that morning had further exacerbated Jakan's frustration. It seemed no one but he felt negative about the young man’s arrival.
He was beginning to think that Beldror held some sort of control over the minds of others that had no effect on him. Could it be that his own closeness to Arrakesh protected him? Or was he simply being paranoid because of the visions? He needed time to discern what Arrakesh wanted him to do. If, indeed, Beldror was the evil that Arrakesh had shown him, why had Arrakesh allowed him into the forest? The Veil should have held him out.
Jakan reached for his cloak and threw it about his shoulders. He muttered to himself as the bone pin slipped from his fingers. In a second, Jalena had recovered it and stood to try to fasten his cloak for him. He snatched the pin from her and jabbed it through the wooden loop. Straight away, he regretted his impatience. He’d been short-tempered with her all day, refusing to let her close. Tears sprang to her eyes and she turned away.
“Jalena, I…”
She twisted away from his outstretched hand and moved to throw some wood on the fire. Jakan watched her, pensive. She didn’t deserve this and he knew she didn’t understand it. How could she? She knew nothing about the visions or his unease about Beldror. Nor had he told her of what he felt yesterday when he laid his hand on Kattan. Jakan wished the night over, yet he didn't want to greet the next morning, for by then Kattan would be gone.
As he reached the door, he was startled to see her reach out for her own cloak.
“What are you doing?”
Her eyes flamed. “I am going to sit with Megda until you come back. She needs company. We both do.”
They went out into the cold night air. Though the days had warmed, the winter chill still hung in the air after dark. The Elders had agreed to gather at the Meeting Hall, which was on the way to Megda’s house. Jakan and Jalena walked together without a word. He reached out and took her hand. For a moment she didn’t respond. Then she squeezed his fingers and moved closer to him.
They walked like this until they approached the Meeting Hall where most of the Elders, including Kattan, waited already. While they were still out of earshot, Jakan stopped and taking Jalena’s arm, turned her around to face him. He stroked her cheek, oblivious to the watchful eyes of the Elders.
“I love you.”
She reached up and kissed him. “Be careful,” she whispered, before walking away towards Megda’s house.
As he reached the hall, the four sedan carriers, having seen his approach, raised the sedan in readiness. Kattan managed a weak smile. Warm cloaks and rugs covered him, yet his face looked blue with cold in the fading light.
Without a word, Jakan took his place in the procession behind the Chief Elder. He didn't look at the other Elders, but imagined that he could feel the eyes of Grifad boring into his back. He glanced at him over his shoulder, but the man’s gaze fell. They waited for a few minutes before Hapir, led by his wife, finally arrived. He seemed confused and had to be eased into his place. Then the small procession moved off.
Some of the villagers had gathered at the bottom of the path to The Tree to watch the Elders pass. They didn't make a sound as they went by, but regarded them with expressionless faces. Jakan concentrated on Kattan’s back, feeling the tension creeping back to his neck and shoulders.
The fire that Dovan and Maden had set glowed bright as they approached, casting dancing shadows on Padhag Klen. The men lowered the sedan and Jakan moved forward to stand beside it. This time, however, Kattan made no attempt to stand. He glanced at Jakan and nodded once. As Jakan turned towards the tree, he felt the old man’s hand grab at his, give it a gentle squeeze, then let go. He acknowledged the gesture with another nod, then strode to Padhag Klen before his nerves and emotions could take over.
In his usual place amongst the roots, he turned to face the Elders. The four sedan carriers were already on their way back down the hill.
“We seek the Will of Arrakesh.” Jakan’s voice did not carry its usual ring of confidence.
Grifad’s voice seemed to boom over the others in the response.
“We will do the Will of Arrakesh,” Jakan continued.
Again, Grifad’s voice dominated the reply.
Jakan turned and reached a trembling hand to touch The Tree. Please Arrakesh, he pleaded, no more nightmare visions. A simple SpringSpeak, please! The wind whispered through the high branches, which were just coming into leaf, and somewhere in the distance an owl gave a soft hoot. Reality faded as Jakan slipped further into himself and the mind of Arrakesh.
A scene emerged, a glade full of apple saplings. In the forest behind, he could see rabbits, hundreds of them, in obvious good health. Further into the forest, he saw a woman searching for yams in Triffin Glok, the usual place. Her basket was empty. Another woman approached from the east, her basket full.
The next scene came, reminiscent of his earlier visions, with a glade full of grazing deer. Jakan’s muscles tightened. It was a spring scene. Does nibbled shoots of green grass in the glade, yet they had few young. Those that were there looked sickly and weak. Jakan sighed with relief as the scene faded again without drama.
Now he stood by the stream. He saw nothing remarkable. The flow was as normal for spring, swollen by the melting ice in the southern mountains. Salmon swam upstream to their spawning hole. Ducks were plentiful and nests dotted the riverbank.
The scene began to waver. The Leader, Arrakesh, he urged. Give me the name of the Chief Elder! Everything went blank for a few seconds, as if Arrakesh needed to consider his request. Then Jakan found himself gazing at a procession of villagers walking up the path to Padhag Klen. At the front, a figure walked, his cloak pulled over his head, so that Jakan couldn’t identify him. He scanned the Elders. Grifad, he was glad to see, stamped along beside Capin. Kelsha led Hapir, guiding his elbow. All the other Elders were there, walking behind their leader. So who was the hooded figure?
Jakan surveyed the rest of the procession. As far as he could see, everyone was there who should be, except – No. That couldn’t be! He studied the hooded figure once more. The procession reached The Tree and the man put up his left hand as a signal for them to stop. The back of the wrist was tattooed with an interwoven chain design. Jakan didn’t need to see more to know that the band was the entwined roots of the tree tattooed on the inside of the wrist. The symbol of the Treespeaker! It couldn’t be. No Treespeaker had ever become Chief Elder. His mind must be playing tricks! He checked again where he should have been standing in the procession, but he wasn't there. Another figure began to appear in his place, but before he could ascertain who it was, the image faded. He concentrated, trying to bring it back, but it was gone. Once again he stood in front of Padhag Klen.
Jakan paused before The Tree for some minutes, his eyes closed. This doesn’t make sense Arrakesh. I can’t put this before the Council! Arrakesh remained silent. Jakan became aware of the watchful eyes of the Elders and turned to face them. They stood staring at him, as if afraid of what he might say. Kattan’s face was as pale as the moonlight.
Jakan put up his hands and nodded. “It is good,” he said. As one, the Elders relaxed.
Little was said as the procession made its way back down the hill. No one expected Jakan to speak. There would be a meeting the next day so that he could discuss what he had seen. He was thankful for the silence. The information about the season had been clear this time. He had no qualms about what he needed to say there. What to tell them of the leadership, however, was a problem.
How could he possibly expect them to accept his disclosure that Arrakesh had named him as the best possible successor to Kattan? For a Treespeaker to announce himself Chief Elder was unheard of. Anyway, he had never had any aspirations to become Chief Elder, not any kind of Elder. He was Treespeaker, and as no one had shown any signs of succeeding him, he expected to fill that role for a very long time to come. He couldn’t be both. The two were meant to balance each other.
By the time the group reached the Meeting Hall once again, Jakan had made a decision. He would tell them that Arrakesh had nominated no one as successor as yet. That would give him until autumn to assess what was happening and what his earlier visions might have meant. He knew it wasn’t good to be without a designated leader for so long, but the Elders were capable of leading in cooperation and there was no rule as to how long it should take. He needed to talk to Arrakesh in much more depth on the subject. He must have misread the image. He had no doubt that Arrakesh would soon show him if his decision wasn’t appropriate.
With muttered farewells the group began to break up and head off to their homes. Kattan still sat in his chair. The bearers had not put him down, but gave him chance to make his farewells before carrying him to his door. He cast Jakan a look that tore at his heart. It spoke of a desperate knowledge.
“I’ll come home with you tonight if I may, old one,” Jakan said.
Kattan bowed his head and the bearers set off once more.
At the door of Kattan’s house, Megda stood waiting, having seen the lights coming down the hill. At the sight of Jakan accompanying her husband, she closed her eyes and clutched her hands to her breast. She knew. Jalena appeared beside her and led her into the cottage. Kattan was carried inside and placed gently onto his bed. He sighed softly and reached for his wife’s hand. Jakan and the others backed from the room and closed the curtain. The four sedan bearers left without a word, leaving Jakan and Jalena alone.
Jalena put her arms around Jakan’s waist. “Are you all right?”
“It was fine.”
She rested her head on his chest and they remained silent for a few minutes. Megda had lit a fire this evening and it crackled in the fireplace. They could hear Megda’s soft voice in the next room. Jakan sighed.
“Is this the end?” Jalena's voice was a whisper.
Jakan nodded.
“You knew, didn’t you?”
He tightened his arms about her. “I’ve known for some time, so did he, that it was near. It was yesterday that I knew how near. But he insisted on going to the Speak tonight.”
They resumed their silent embrace. At last the curtain of the bedroom drew back and Megda appeared, her face strained and her eyes red.
“He wants to see you.” She brought a shaking hand to her lips.
Jakan stroked Megda’s arm as he passed. Her fear and sadness passed through him, compounding his own. He squared his shoulders as he walked through the doorway, praying for the strength to bear what was to come.
Kattan lay on the bed covered with a thick fur blanket. His breaths came in quick, shallow gasps, but he managed a wan smile as Jakan came in. Jakan lowered himself to sit cross-legged beside the bed and reached out to take his old friend’s hand. It was cold and clammy. In the candlelight, the old man’s face looked grey, almost translucent, and his eyes were clouded.
As Jakan regarded him, memories of his father’s death rushed like a cold breeze into his mind. He had been only seventeen when they had brought his father home on a makeshift stretcher. He had collapsed, clutching at his chest, while on a hunt. They brought him to Jakan, not because he was Jakan’s father, but because Jakan was Treespeaker. As such, he had the power to heal and he possessed the blue healing stone, which could magnify that power.
He’d spent the long night willing his father to live, forcing his own energy through the healing stone, to no avail. As the sun rose, his father clasped Jakan’s hand as if trying to pass his life to his son, and breathed his last.
If not for Kattan then, Jakan’s confidence may never have been regained, for what sort of Treespeaker couldn’t even save the life of his own father? It was Kattan who showed him that being a Treespeaker was not about being able to control life and death, but about being able to help guide his people from one end of life to the other.
“You can plant a tree, young one,” Kattan had said, “you can tend and water it, trim away branches and stake it against the wind. But you can’t make an elm grow into an oak. And no matter how strong it is, you cannot stop a lightning strike from splitting it in two, or age from making it fall.”
“Father wasn’t old, yet his heart failed him.”
Kattan had put his hand on his shoulder and looked him in the eye. “Jakan, you'll soon learn that the gift you received as Treespeaker was more a gift to the people of Arrakesh than a gift to you. Every time you use your healing power, every time you speak with Arrakesh, you lose a little of yourself. Your father hadn't lived many years, that is true, but his body had aged. You, too, will grow old before your time. But what you lose physically, you’ll gain in personal and spiritual strength. That's the way for the Treespeaker.”
The words both disappointed and angered Jakan at the time. He rebelled, vanishing into the forest for days. That time gave him a chance to grieve, to think, to come to terms with the situation into which he had been thrown. When he returned, Kattan had greeted him without displeasure or rebuke. His days away were never mentioned.
Now Kattan, this strong tree that had given him shelter for so long, was about to be felled by age and there was nothing Jakan could do. That knowledge sat like a stone on his chest and today he did indeed feel old.
With visible effort, Kattan spoke. “No drama tonight, young one.”
“No drama.”
Kattan shut his eyes for a moment, recouping some strength. Reaching out his hand and placing it on the old man’s chest, Jakan could feel the life ebbing and hated that he could do nothing to save him. He had to stand and watch the tree fall. He wanted to pull away, but forced himself to draw some of the pain into his own body, to ease his friend’s breathing.
Kattan smiled his thanks without opening his eyes. “Chief Elder?”
Jakan squirmed. He couldn't lie to Kattan, but what could he tell him? That he'd gone so mad that he even saw himself as able to take the Chief Elder’s place?
He was still struggling for an answer when Kattan spoke again. “Believe. It’s you.”
Jakan stared at him.
The old man gave a tiny smile. “I’m right, aren’t I?”
“How could you know?”
“I know it should be you.”
“It’s impossible, you know it is! I’m Treespeaker. There’s no one else. I can’t be both.”
The old man took a few deep breaths. “But Arrakesh has spoken…”
“I really do think I’m losing my mind. I don’t understand Arrakesh any more!”
In his determination to speak, Kattan struggled for breath once more. “Perhaps you…do understand,” he managed between gasps. “Just don’t… want…to believe.”
Jakan squeezed the old man’s hand. “I’m going to miss you, old one.” The words seemed so inadequate.
Kattan gave a slight nod. “Arrakesh!” he whispered.
Yes, Jakan thought, you'll be part of Arrakesh, but it won’t be the same. I need your friendship more now than I ever have, but you’re leaving. He began to fuss with the fur cover, straightening it across Kattan’s chest.
Suddenly the old man grasped Jakan’s arm. “Megda!”
Jakan nodded and began to move away to fetch her, but Kattan pulled him back. He beckoned for Jakan to move closer. “I heard it… the hawk… yesterday!” His whisper was almost inaudible. “Be careful…of the stranger…. young one!”
Jakan bent to place a kiss on the old man’s forehead. “I will.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Farewell, old one. May you fly swift to Arrakesh.”
His throat dry and tears stinging at his eyes, Jakan left the room and sent Megda back to her husband.
Two mornings later at sunrise, Jakan followed the stretcher bearing the body of his old friend up the hill to Padhag Klen. The grief of the whole village rested on his shoulders. Every sniff and sigh of the other mourners echoed in his ears and he was acutely aware of Jalena and Kelsha urging Megda on just behind him. He wished he could offer his help, but his focus must be on the Farewell ahead. He pushed his own grief deep down. He would have to deal with it later.
The time since Kattan’s passing blurred in Jakan’s memory. He had sat with the body while the villagers came to pay their respects. Most needed comforting, for Kattan had touched many lives. Usually, Jakan found this part of his role as Treespeaker rewarding. This time, he wished himself somewhere else, being allowed to grieve as he wished.
Last evening, he and Megda had made Kattan ready for his journey into Arrakesh with travelling clothes, knife and tool pouch, a labour of love and a welcome chance for them to be alone. He murmured his final goodbye as he covered the body with a bearskin, the symbol befitting the great leader Kattan had been, and let Megda shed the tears he so longed to let fall.
In Arrakesh, death made all equal, yet to Jakan, Kattan would always stand out from the rest in his memory. He wished for the thousandth time since Kattan’s death that he could have saved him, but Kattan’s journey had come full circle. No Treespeaker could change that fact. He had to keep telling himself that.
At Padhag Klen, Jakan and the stretcher stopped, while the villagers circled to surround them. With a signal from Jakan, the stretcher-bearers lowered their load to the ground directly in front of The Tree. As they stepped back into the crowd, he raised his hand for silence. Gradually the sound of coughing and feet stamping against the cold died down, and silence fell. Even the awakening birds seemed to stop their chatter. Jakan threw back the hood of his cloak. He glanced at Megda for a moment, joining her in shared grief.
“People of the Fifth Tribe of Arrakesh, we’ve come this morning to farewell a great man. A man who has led this tribe without fear or favour for over twenty years. A man who will be sadly missed by the whole tribe, especially by his wife, Megda, and by all those who loved him. He was a good friend as well as a great leader, and whoever replaces him will have a hard task to emulate him.”
The crowd murmured their agreement and Jakan felt the sting of his own hypocrisy. He had mentioned to no one, not even Jalena, his vision of himself as Chief Elder. He couldn’t.
“I have no doubt,” he went on, “that Kattanbek’s journey to Arrakesh will be swift. He has followed the Way of Arrakesh faithfully and without question. We will miss him…” Jakan’s voice began to waver and he swallowed hard, “but he will never be far away from us. Today he will be one with Arrakesh, who is always here and will always be here, long after we are all gone from this world.”
“Praise to Arrakesh!” the villagers said in unison.
Jakan beckoned for the stretcher-bearers to move forward. Two young men moved to either end of Kattan’s body and, on Jakan’s signal, lifted him from the stretcher. Two others quickly moved in and took the stretcher away. Gently Kattan was lowered, still covered by the bearskin, onto the soft leaves of the forest floor.
Jakan moved forward and stood over the body. One by one the villagers came, stooping to lift a leaf from the ground and laying it on the bearskin. Arrakeshi mourning ran like a slow moving river, quiet and deep. Faces were tense, restraining emotions with difficulty. Many were red-eyed and pale. Even Grifad’s usual ruddy complexion had faded. The children looked around wide-eyed with wonder at the spectacle of grief.
As the last leaf landed on the bearskin, Jakan raised his hands over Kattan. “Farewell, Kattanbek, son of Nipatbek, husband of Bekmegda, Chief Elder of the Fifth Tribe… good friend.” It took effort to keep the tremor from his voice. “Watch over us. Guide our way.” He closed his eyes for a moment in a vain attempt to stop the tears that welled. He could hear Megda’s sobs now being joined by others.
Swallowing hard, he continued,
“Arrakesh,
You are wind,
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