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One

Elkan sat cross-legged in the meadow next to the barley field, watching as Father came to the end of a furrow and guided the plow horses around. He pulled a slender green blade of grass out of its sheath and nibbled on the tender end. It tasted like spring.

Father raised a hand in greeting and halted the horses. They hung their heads and blew, grateful for the rest. Elkan scrambled to his feet as Father came over. He accepted the jug of water Elkan had brought from the house and took a deep swig. “Thanks, son,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his arm.

“It’s so warm today, I thought you might want some,” Elkan said. He snuck a glance at the plow. Parsley, the younger and friskier of the two geldings, was tossing his head and snorting. Marjoram, the older and steadier, flicked an ear at him and tore up another mouthful of grass.

Father followed his glance. “Oh, no you don’t. It may feel like summer’s nearly here, but it’s still a month until Springtide. You can learn to drive the plow when you’re officially my apprentice.”

Elkan stared at his feet, his face hot. He’d quit begging Father to let him take a turn behind the plow when he was nine. He was thirteen now, for the Mother’s sake, only a month away from formally adding Farmer to his name. You’d think Father could let the matter drop.

Father set the jug down and turned back toward the plow, but hesitated. “Then again, it is only a month…”

Elkan caught his breath. He didn’t dare say anything, but he put all the intensity of his desire into his gaze.

Father laughed. “All right, all right, you don’t have to use the begging puppy look on me. It may work with your mother and grandmother, but you know it only makes me more stubborn.” He tousled Elkan’s hair affectionately. “Come on. I’ll let you do a furrow or three. After that you’ll be happy to wait until Springtide to put in a full day’s work. It’s harder than it looks.”

“Thank you, Father,” Elkan murmured, unable to keep his delight completely off his face. Ever since he could remember he’d wanted to walk behind the plow as it cut into the earth and turned over the rich black soil. He knew he could guide the horses with a few quiet words and sounds, the way he’d spent hours watching his father do. He loved all aspects of farming, from his mother’s extensive vegetable gardens to his aunt’s walnut orchard to his cousin’s acres of blueberry bushes, but his father’s golden barley fields had always been his favorite. There had never been any question of where he would choose to apprentice. He’d half-heartedly explored other crafts the way children his age were expected to, but submitting the papers to the Farmers’ Guild declaring his intention to apprentice with his father had been only a formality.

He trailed after Father to the plow and took his place between the handles as he was directed. Father gathered up the reins and stood beside him. “I’ll drive the horses until you get a feel for the plow. It’s a bit tricky to manage both at the same time. Lift up to keep it on the surface until we’re even with the start of the other furrows.”

Elkan obediently applied upward pressure to the handles as Father clucked to the horses and guided them into the field. As the blade of the plow reached the appropriate spot, Father said, “Now push down so the blade bites into the soil.”

He put all his weight onto the handles. The blade sliced through the tough vines of the cover crop and deep into the dirt. Parsley threw up his head and whinnied. Even Marjoram flicked a disgruntled ear backward.

“Not so hard,” Father cautioned. “You don’t want it too deep or too shallow. Ease up a bit. A little more…”

Elkan let up on the handles. The plow bucked out of the ground and swerved to the side. Father said, “Not that much!”

It was much harder than Father made it seem, but Elkan set his jaw and worked to figure out how to apply exactly the right amount of pressure. At first his furrow wavered up and down and swayed left and right so much it looked like a snake, but gradually it improved. By the time they reached the end of the field and Father had him lift the plow from the earth, sweat was dripping into his eyes and his hands were raw and starting to blister. But the last third of the furrow was reasonably straight.

“Not bad,” Father said as he turned the horses around. “Now see if you can keep closer to the last furrow.”

Elkan nodded and focused on easing the plow smoothly back into the earth. This time he kept it straight right from the beginning. Parsley, who’d been so bothered by the varying pressure on his harness that Father had needed to keep a firm hand on the reins, settled down. The narrow strip of sod lifted and turned over smoothly, leaving a long dark stripe across the field.

“Much better,” Father said approvingly. “Ready to stop?”

Elkan would have loved to stop. His shoulders ached and his hands burned. But if he was going to be a farmer he needed to toughen up, and the only way to do that was to keep going. He bet Father hadn’t been exhausted after the first furrow he’d ever plowed. He shook his head.

“Good boy.” After Father maneuvered the horses around, he stepped behind Elkan and tucked the reins under his hands on the plow handles. “Marjoram and Parsley know what they’re doing. They don’t need much help. If Parsley starts to get frisky just lift your hand for a moment and give him a little reminder.” He demonstrated, taking the rein from Elkan, giving it a small shake, and returning it. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Elkan swallowed and nodded. He clucked to the horses and they dug their feet into the earth and leaned into their collars. He concentrated hard on keeping the plow straight and level. Only once did Parsley act up, shying from the shadow of a flying bird, but Elkan was able to transfer his grip to the rein, not as smoothly as Father had but well enough, and get him back under control. Father grunted in approval.

They traveled to the end of the field and back. Again Father offered Elkan the chance to quit, and again he refused. Three furrows would be sufficient, he decided. A respectable first effort. Then he would go flop in the haystack until time to help prepare the evening meal.

Father stepped back and gestured to the field. “Go on. I’ll watch this time.”

Elkan wasn’t at all sure he liked the idea of venturing across the long field without Father’s reassuring presence at his back, ready to rescue him if he got into trouble, but he gulped and nodded. The horses turned obediently at his command, and he started the new furrow at nearly the perfect place.

All went well on the outward trip, and he managed the turn at the far end pretty smoothly. But as they got underway again, and Elkan steeled himself to endure the rough wood and tough leather grinding against his blistered hands for one more length, disaster struck.

Marjoram’s foot came down into a hole, and he lurched to the side. His weight dragged against the harness, pulling on Parsley, who panicked at the unfamiliar sensation. He reared and plunged, throwing Marjoram further off balance.

Elkan grabbed for the reins, but Parsley’s tossing head jerked them out of his hands. He scrambled to reach them, dimly aware of Father racing across the field, still much too far away to help. Parsley put his head down and bolted, dragging Marjoram with him. Elkan heard a horrible snapping sound. Marjoram screamed and fell. His thrashing legs tangled in the harness. Parsley was jerked to a halt. He reared, becoming tangled in the harness as well.

Elkan’s pulse roared in his ears as he ran to Parsley. He lunged for the flying reins, missed, then snatched them on his second try and dragged Parsley down. The gelding’s eyes were white-rimmed with fear, but he calmed as Elkan held him still and crooned comforting words.

Father charged up and went straight for Marjoram’s head, avoiding his thrashing legs. “Get Parsley free!” he barked.

Elkan fumbled with the harness buckles for a moment, then cursed and snatched the knife from his belt. He sawed through one tough leather strap after another, sneaking furtive glances at Father and Marjoram whenever he could. Father soothed Marjoram, then felt along his leg with deft hands.

Finally the harness came loose. Elkan led Parsley to a safe distance. The noise had attracted attention, and people were converging from all over the vast sprawling complex of farms. Uncle Nicham, who’d been plowing a few fields away, was the first to arrive. After a quick glance at Elkan showed he had Parsley under control, he went to crouch by his brother at Marjoram’s head.

“What happened, Adrel?” he asked.

“Broken leg,” Father said bleakly. “He stepped in a gopher hole. Parsley panicked, and Elkan didn’t know how to keep them both calm until Marjoram could get his foot out.”

Uncle Nicham’s brow furrowed. “You let Elkan drive? Alone? He’s not even—”

“I know. It was my fault for trusting him with more than he was ready to handle.” Father swallowed and sat back on his heels. “Let’s do what must be done quickly.” He drew a knife from his belt. Not his little eating knife like Elkan’s, the long, wickedly sharp blade he used for cutting brush and other farm chores.

Elkan’s stomach plummeted. He couldn’t mean—

But clearly he did.

Elkan dropped Parsley’s reins and ran to throw himself across Marjoram’s vulnerable neck. “You can’t kill him!”

Uncle Nicham’s voice was gentle. “He’s in pain, Elkan. This kind of injury doesn’t heal.”

“You’re not a herder; you don’t know that. We can take care of him. Gilon has a dog with three legs, and he’s fine.”

“Dogs are different. I may not be a herder, but I’ve dealt with horses enough to be sure there’s no hope in a case like this. Do you want him to suffer for days or weeks, until in the end he dies anyway? Far kinder to send him back to the Mother now.”

Tears blurred Elkan’s vision. He knew Uncle Nicham was right, but he couldn’t imagine the farm without Marjoram. He wasn’t a pet, like the dogs or Sairna’s rabbit. More like a member of the family. One of Elkan’s earliest memories was sitting on Father’s shoulders as he looked over the group of yearlings at the herder’s ranch, finally pointing and saying, “That one’s strong and calm. He’ll do.”

Brusquely Father said, “Get out of the way, Nicham.”

“Give the boy a moment,” Uncle Nicham said.

“He’s nearly an apprentice. He’s old enough to learn what being an adult means.” His hand fell on Elkan’s shoulder and pulled him up. “It means taking responsibility for your own mistakes.”

Elkan gasped as the smooth wood of the knife hilt slapped into his blistered hand.

Father’s hand closed around his on the hilt. “Together, son. We were both at fault.”

Elkan tore away and flung the knife to the ground. “No! I won’t! You can’t!”

“Your uncle’s right. It’s cruel to let him suffer. We don’t have any other choice.”

Elkan dashed away his tears with a shaking hand, glared at his father, and blurted out the unspeakable. “Yes, we do. A wizard could heal him.”

Uncle Nicham shot Father a wary glance. Father returned Elkan’s furious stare without emotion. “You know I won’t deal with wizards.”

“Why not?” Elkan balled his hands into fists at his sides. “Uncle Nicham said Marjoram could live for days or weeks. That’s plenty of time to find a wizard and bring him here. We could go all the way to the Mother’s Hall in Elathir if we had to. I know a wizard could fix his leg as good as new. They say the Mother’s power can cure anything, almost.”

He’d said the wrong thing. Father’s face was hard and uncompromising. “They lie. Wizards can’t cure anything that matters.”

“Just because they couldn’t heal Grammi—”

Pain flashed in Father’s eyes. “Get him out of here, Nicham,” he snapped. He stooped to pick up the knife.

Nicham gave Marjoram’s sweaty neck a pat and rose, walking toward Elkan with his hands outstretched. “Come, Elkan, let me take you home.”

“Go away,” Elkan yelled, and turned and ran. He didn’t care where he was going, as long as he got away from that horrible place as fast as he could.

He was vaguely aware of his mother’s and sister’s voices calling to him as he tore past, but he ignored them. The house was no good, they’d look for him there first. Same with the barn. Maybe he should run all the way to Arlith. There might be a wizard there; one usually passed through sometime in the spring. He could drag him back to the farm.

But even though he couldn’t bring himself to look back, he knew it must already be too late. Father wasn’t going to wait.

And everyone knew wizards couldn’t bring the dead back to life.


Two

Elkan ran down the road toward Arlith, finally taking refuge in one of his secret places, a copse of trees and bushes on the bank of a stream. It looked too thick to penetrate from the outside, but if you pushed through the branches in the right place you could reach a clearing where an eddy in the stream made a little pool and had washed the roots of the trees bare.

He perched on a root and threw leaves into the water, watching them swirl around and around before being swept into the main current. It wasn’t fair. Anyone else in Tevenar would have at least considered sending for a wizard. It was all because of Father’s stupid prejudice against wizards. All of Elkan’s friends told him how unreasonable it was. Out of loyalty to his family he’d always defended their strange views, but privately he knew they were baseless.

He’d only been six when it happened, but he remembered. It had been planting season; he’d been watching with the other children. Grammi Yazel, Father’s mother, had been striding through the field scattering seed with her usual vigorous motions, when suddenly she slowed, put her hand to her head, and collapsed. Father rushed to her and carried her into the house. As soon as he settled her into her bed he saddled one of the plow horses and rode to Arlith. A wizard should have been somewhere nearby, because they made regular circuits of the areas with no Mother’s Hall. But although Father searched for days, in the end he gave up and came home without the help that might have restored Grammi’s health.

She survived, but her body was crippled, her right side slack and useless, her speech garbled. For days she lay in her bed, refusing to eat, refusing to make any attempt to communicate. Elkan took turns with the other members of the family sitting beside her, sometimes showing off his new skill by reading laboriously out of the family record books, sometimes telling her about the progress of life on the farm, sometimes just sharing companionable silence. His siblings soon begged to be let off the dull duty, but he didn’t mind it.

Eventually Grammi started to mutter a few distorted words to him, asking for water, or a bedpan, or bidding him thanks when he left. She wasn’t that hard to understand once you got used to the way her words had changed. He told Father so, and together they worked to unravel her meaning and teach the rest of the family to understand her.

Being able to communicate again seemed to revive her spirits, and soon she was willing to be carried down to sit in front of the fire during the day.
OEBPS/elathir.jpg





OEBPS/deorepresslogojaggies.png





OEBPS/tevenar.jpg
{g%’

ol
ELATHIR %

FAVILITH |

JIANOLAN






OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ANGELA HOLDER.

FTEVENAR NOVELIEAS





