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Wanderers…
All who exist are wanderers…

Thus it has been since the dawning hour…

I

THE LAND BENEATH THE SKY

PROLOGUE: 

WANDERER

“Where are you?”

The soles of boots – bright orange boots, but faded and sullied with the dirt of travel – thudded into thick grass at the foot of the rock where they had stood a moment before.  They took a few steps forward, but their swishing in the grass remained the only reply to the whispered question.

Where are you?

The palms of orange gloves shaded blue eyes from the midday sun; deep, deep blue eyes that ceased to be blue if you stared into them long enough.  But no there was no person to stare and the birds passing overhead paid no heed to just another wanderer.  The eyes swept downwards, taking in the land ahead.  Cradled between crested ridges too small to be mountains yet too big for hills, the Way lay in the valley ahead as the blue eyes followed it up and over a smaller ridge in the distance.

The answer is further along the Way.

The folds of loose short sleeves and long loose pant legs whispered their own answer as orange boots swished and orange gloves fell back beside legs that once again tread further along the Way.  The almost-indigo-deep-eye-blue of the simple traveling clothes struck a stark contrast against the flowing summer green of thick grass.  But once again, there was not a person to watch, and the birds were uninterested.

Always further along the Way.

The shocks of long, tarnished gold hair sighed with the head that shook them.  Orange gloves adjusted the shoulder strap of a sheath from which protruded a slender shadow-dark hilt that vied for height with the golden-brown shocks alongside it.  No person was there to consider the solid sable-bound sword, and the birds did not take notice of bright orange boots, deep blue clothes, or long golden-brown hair in thick grass.  They only noticed the movement of shadow-dark shadow under trees almost stirred by the lazy summer wind.

~~~

“It’s been a long time since the day I was forced to leave my parents and wander the Way on my own.”

The deep blue eyes were closed and under the long fair hair, the wanderer’s forehead was creased with the weight of memory.  Crackling shadows played strange games of darkness across his face.

“It was also on that day that I last saw… her.”

The wanderer opened his eyes and flames danced deep, deep within them.  The young woman felt the intensity of his gaze and wondered vaguely if the distant blaze really was a reflection of the campfire.  The wanderer turned his eyes to the other, older woman who sat across from her, and she realized she had been holding her breath.

“Every passing day fills me with more anxiety.”  He stared into the fire and said, as if he had forgotten that he was talking to anyone but himself, “How can I be happy if I’m alone?”

“Nothing can replace her,” he continued in the same vain, “I’ve realized that now.  She is a part of me and her absence pains me greatly.”  The wanderer paused, gathered a breath and let it sweep away his wistfulness with a quiet sigh.

“I know that I will find her, someday…”  The woman noticed that he was speaking to them again.  “Or else I will never have any peace.”

The crack of a twig breaking like a spell snapped the woman’s attention to the figure of a man at the edge of the firelight.  For a moment he looked a stranger – foreign almost – in the afterglow of the wanderer’s story, but the sentiment passed as the man silently took a seat near the fire.

“And that’s why I’ve been asking around camp about her.”  The wanderer’s voice had changed; it was less direct, less intense; more matter-of-fact than evocative.  There was a slight pause, a silence almost as heavy as the words he had been speaking a moment ago, but counterbalanced against the echo of light words.  She knew she must say something, but the woman hardly knew the words that seemed to form themselves somewhere in her chest and rush out of her mouth without stopping to ask her head:

“Oh Rhue, I really hope you find her!  In fact, I just know you will!”

The wanderer smiled at her. “Hope,” Rhue said.  “That’s something I don’t have much of.”

“Don’t say that, Rhue.”  Her head was catching up with her mouth, even though the words still came from her heart.  “Trust the Purpose.  I’m sure that you and she are destined to meet again.”

Rhue shook his head.  “Even the Purpose has betrayed me.”

The man gave a sharp, reflexive laugh.  “Betrayed?” he scoffed, “I don’t think so! Something that doesn’t exist isn’t capable of betrayal.”

“No, you’re wrong!  It does exist!”  But behind her defenses, the woman couldn’t reconcile that fact that she and her father were arguing about this again.  She went on anyway.  “Sometimes I can even feel It’s call.”

“You’re just young,” the man said with feigned patience, “When you get as wise as your old man, you’ll eventually see the folly of such naïve beliefs.”

And in front of their guest, too!  The woman was shocked.  Admitted, he was just another wanderer, wasn’t he?  But there was no call for her father to insult her like that!  She glanced to her mother for support, but she just looked afraid to get involved – typical – and the wanderer looked even more removed, though indeed interested.  She was alone again.  “I don’t believe that for a second,” she tendered, her voice edging on shrill.

The wanderer looked at back at her with those deep eyes that asked Don’t you? and abruptly got up and walked to the edge of the firelight.

“Rhue! Where are you going?”  Really Alone.

“You need to rest…”

Slowly, he turned.  “No, I can’t rest any longer.”  The blue eyes looked inward and when he spoke again, he was no longer speaking to them. “She must be further along the Way”

Always further along the Way.

“Rhue!”  She jumped up and caught him by the arm, startling him from his reverie.  “Be careful Rhue, I heard that the Blue Scarves are prowling the area up ahead.  You shouldn’t travel alone.”  Alone.

“She’s right for once; those murdering bandits won’t think twice–”

He stopped the man with a glance, and adjusted the shoulder strap by which hung the blade with the midnight hilt.  “Don’t worry.”  Not about me, his eyes said.

“Rhue… don’t get taken by surprise.  May the Purpose guide you.”

“Thank you.”

He turned and was gone.  The man suppressed another snort.  And she was Alone.

 “That boy scares me,” her mother said, breaking the silence.

“He’s not dangerous…  Just…”

What: Lost?  Unhappy?  Alone?

“…Confused.”

“Oh well, it doesn't really matter.  I doubt any of us will be seeing the likes of him again,” her father breezed.  “He's setting quite a pace for himself.”

“Maybe he’ll become a Forerunner.”  It fit him, she mused.  Always searching; forging towards the Rolling Mists at the End of the Way.  And always Alone.

“You know, you might be right, though that’s a rarity for sure.”  She scowled.  “He seems the type though.  Them Forerunners are a crazy lot.”

Not at all what she had meant.

“You two can stand there agreeing all night – it’s better than your bickering – but I’m going to bed.”

“Yes, it’s getting quite late.”  Her mother and father moved away from the fire and she heard the rustle of the tent flap and then a bit more rustling and muttering and finally silence.  She sat Alone with her back to the fire, staring off into the star-speckled darkness after the wanderer; further along the Way.

It had been awhile, before she heard another noise.  It wasn’t a night noise – they were all around her – it was a whispering ring: metallic.  She turned to face the sound.  The fire had burned to embers, but she could see the shadow-dark figure precisely silhouetted against the starry sky.  Moonlight glinted along the edge of a long, sharp blade.

“Purpose help us,” she whispered.

