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Chapter 1
Chapter One


The dice fell slowly, so slowly I could count the nicks as each
edge flashed in the smoky light then spiraled around and out of
sight.   They clinked onto the ivory table top.  Even
then, the dots seemed to hesitate before deciding on a number;
blurring from 3 to 4, then sitting there pleasantly, obdurately
fixed.  

 

“Seven,” said Creche.  “I win.”  

 

I looked up.  Her fingers closed over a small pile of
bewitchingly golden coins and drew them back. They were
silver.  I'd never seen anyone with silver hands before. 
Far-Roaming scowled down at the betraying dice.  Their smug
dots glittered up at him.  He coughed, deep and hoarse, and
turning his head, spat.  

 

“Fine,” he said dourly.  “You cleaned me out, buy me a
drink.”

 

Creche shook her head.  “No,” she told him.  “I don’t…
"  She looked up and eyed him from behind the fringe of heavy,
dark hair; her face still and shadowed in the dim flickering lights
of the tapers.  “All right. A drink.  One.”  She
felt for the edge of a coin with one finger and separated it
skillfully from the stack, flicking it towards him.  

 

Another cough shook Far-Roaming's emaciated frame.  He was
too thin.  I know ledgers are never fat, not any of
them.  But this one was thin.  Bones poked
through his skin so sharp I was afraid they would tear it.  At
least Creche didn’t look like her insides would start coming
outside any minute. Far-Roaming laid his palm flat over the bit of
gold, extinguishing its seductive glimmer.  His other hand
waved for the housekeeper.  

 

Creche watched him dispassionately.  “You ought better to
spend that on food,” she noted.  “You don’t need to be
drinking any more.”

 

Far-Roaming shot her a dangerous glare.  “Don’t,” he said
softly, “be telling me how to spend my life.  I’ve nothing and
no one with claim on me, I can do with it as I please.”

 

“Suit yourself.”  She shrugged and turned her eyes to
stowing her newly-won wealth away in leather pouches.  She hid
her money about her person as some men hide knives.  Ten coins
in a slender packet slid into one boot, ten more tucked into the
other.  She bent down, her hair falling in a silken screen
that hid her clever, shining fingers, and when she straightened,
half the pile, near enough, was gone.  Methodically, she
counted out another ten, slid them into a small pouch that looked
like it had once held tobacco and pulled the tying-cord taut. 
That one went somewhere around her neck, I think.  A
scattering still remained on the tabletop when the housekeeper
arrived.  I edged out of his way as he came up to the table,
but he didn't see me.  No one ever does, unless I want them
to.  

 

He didn’t fit my notions of a proper housekeep.  His face
was chilly.  His nose was long and pinched, and thin, greasy
hair hung down over his ears.  Deep-set black eyes went at
once to the money that Creche was counting, and I think he knew how
much was there by smell or something because he had the sort of
awareness about him of a vulture for a dying stag.  

 

“Yes?”  He spoke to Far-Roaming, though his eyes studied
Creche.  She didn’t seem at all disturbed by his
regard. 

 

The ledger held out the coin.  “Wine,” he said, his voice
harsh; from the smoke, no doubt.  “And..” he darted a glance
at Creche, who still was not looking.  “..whatever you have
for supper.”  

 

“Yes.”  The innkeeper took the coin, holding it gently
between two very long, very white fingers, and turned
away. 

 

“You didn’t have to do that,” Creche said when he had gone. “Why
don’t you just go ahead and drink yourself to death?  You’ve
got a good start.” 

 

Far-Roaming shrugged.  It was a single motion up and then
down, without ever seeming to involve any of the rest of his
body.  I stared at his shoulder.  Everyone else I’ve ever
seen shrug at least looked like it belonged to them.  Or they
belonged to it, one way or the other, but not as if the shrug was a
thing completely disconnected from their awareness. 
Far-Roaming didn’t belong to his shrug, or his arm at all as far as
I could tell. 

 

“I felt like it,” he said, and shut his thin lips tight.
 

 

I yawned and decided I would follow Creche when she left. 
Far-Roaming didn’t interest me, except I would like to know if he
didn’t belong to the rest of his body too, or if it was only his
arm that acted detached like that.  But he was just a skinny
old drunk, who was going to die from never eating anything; even I
could see that.  His eyes were yellow around the edges and his
skin looked dry, like paper or dust-bark. Also I wanted to know
about Creche's hands.

 

The housekeeper returned with a tray.  A glass of wine sat
on it, and soup that steamed in a dark blue bowl, and a plate with
some very small meatballs in some kind of gravy.  They didn’t
look good, not to me, but then I wasn’t the one eating them and
Far-Roaming didn’t look like he cared.  He held out a shaking
palm for the bit-coins that the housekeep gave as change and
dropped them onto the table, where they clattered and spun - though
nothing like the gold coins he had lost dicing. 

 

Far-Roaming took the glass in both hands and lifted it to his
lips.  I think he drained half the wine in that first long
swallow.  He set it down, carefully, carefully - you could see
how his muscles strained as at an unfamiliar task, guiding the
heavy glass towards the table’s top - and reached for a fork. 
His hands weren’t shaking so badly now, and he took a bite of meat
almost with pleasure.  At least, he looked happier, I
thought. 

 

Creche was watching him too, from shadowed, expressionless
eyes.  “So,” she said after he had taken his third bite. 
“What are you doing after this?” Far-Roaming swallowed fast, almost
choking, and started coughing.  He gasped for air, grabbed the
wine and drank again; this time to soothe his throat instead of his
soul.  

 

“I… ” he wheezed after a moment.  “I… don’t know.  I
hadn’t made any arrangements.”  The words had an odd dignity
to them. 

 

Creche nodded.  “Then,” she said, as if she had expected
this all along, “why don’t you come with me?”  She lifted her
hand, the fingers smooth and straight together, counting off the
reasons.  “You haven’t any more money so you can’t stay here…
”

 

“I can sleep in the stables,” he muttered defensively.

 

She went on as if she hadn’t heard him, though one eyebrow
twitched slightly.  “… I have more money than I need, as I’ve
won all of yours, so I can afford to feed us both, and… ” For the
first time, her self-possession wavered.  “… I would like
company,” she ended, and regained herself.  “I weary of riding
alone.  I am tired of hearing only my own breathing in the
night, of talking to rivers and trees just to hear the sound of a
voice.  Also, I need a mage.”

 

I stared.  A mage?  There were none.  And hadn't
been for years.  Eons, maybe.  Far-Roaming stared too. “I
am no mage,” he managed to say, finally.  

 

“I know,” she replied with a quirk of her mouth that could
almost have been a smile.  “But you can appear to be one, and
that will be sufficient.  Will you come?”

 

The ledger looked dazed.  His eyes didn’t quite focus,
though that could have been the smoke in the air: it was enough to
set anyone to dreaming.  “I… ” he began, then stopped again.
“What's in it for me?” he asked in the end, almost
belligerently.

 

Creche twitched her shoulder in a shrug.  It was much
different from when Far-Roaming had done the same; on her, it
looked owned.  Even though her arms were not what she had been
born with, they belonged to her as the ledger’s, which were flesh
and blood and bone, did not.  “You will be fed,” she
said.  “Regularly.  And it will be good food, hot when we
can get it.  You will get ale without begging.  And
perhaps you will find a reason to live.”

 

Far-Roaming studied her for a long time.  His hands moved,
carrying the last of the meat-balls to his mouth, then started on
the now-cool broth.  Spoonful by methodical spoonful, it too
disappeared, and still his flat black eyes never left her
face.  With his eyes framed by white, straight hair, and those
drink-yellow edges, he looked like a painting, done on silk so long
ago that the fabric had turned amber with age.

 

The wooden spoon squeaked like a mouse against the smooth
bowl.  The ledger looked down at it. At last, he looked up
again and nodded.  “All right,” he said.  “I will come
with you and appear to be a mage for you, though I have no idea
how. Where is it we are going?”

 

“West.”  Creche scooped up the bit-coins, standing at the
same moment and shoving her chair backwards.  “Take
these.”  Far-Roaming held out his hand automatically, and took
the little silver bits.  He shoved them into a pocket, and I
rolled my eyes with disgust.  It was good for him that he was
going with her, I thought.  He wouldn’t last a week alone, not
being careless like that.  My fingers twitched a little, but I
looked at them sternly and they subsided into obedient
stillness.  I didn’t need those bit-pieces. And although I
could argue that he didn’t either as he clearly had her and all of
her gold to feed him, I wasn’t going to steal them. Even though it
would have been as easy as sliding down an otter-run. 
 

 

See? I said silently to Anyor, I'm being careful,
like you told me. 

 

After Creche and the ledger had turned to smoke and dreaming in
the thick hazy air, I stepped away from the table and
stretched.  I looked once, to be sure.  They had left a
plain enough trail; I wouldn’t lose them, and I wanted something to
eat myself.  I was hungry for the taste.  Bread, I
thought.  I hadn't had bread for - I couldn't remember how
long ago that had been.

 

It wasn’t much easier to see in the kitchen; smoke from the
cookfires replaced the smoke from pipes, but finally I made out a
scrawny form that I figured was what I wanted.  Well,
who I wanted, although in places like these, that boy was
just as much a ‘what’ as he was a ‘who’.  Maybe more.
 

 

The boy flinched when I appeared in front of him.  “Who’re
you?” he whispered.  “Y’oughtn’t to be here, you’ll get me a
whipping.”  

 

I shook my head.  “Don’t worry,” I said.  I can make
myself heard, when I want, as well as seen.  “Here.”  I
held out two tibs I'd acquired earlier, letting him see them, but
keeping a tight hold.  “I just want some food.  Bread and
cheese will do.”  

 

His eyes fixed themselves on those two ill-made lumps of lead as
if they were the gold that had flickered so promisingly on Creche's
table a little while ago.  He swallowed, looked around, and
shook his head, almost crying.  “I can’t,” he said, as quietly
as he could and still maybe think I would hear him.  “They’ll
see me… I can’t!”  

 

I looked over my shoulder.  There was a fat figure yonder,
and several others gabbling frantically at him.  “No, they
won’t,” I said firmly.  “No one’s looking at all.  If you
won’t do it, I’ll just take what I want, and keep my money.” 
The boy swallowed again, hard.  He looked at the cook, back at
the coins I held out, and slid a skinny, bruised arm towards the
table.  “Not like that,” I said impatiently.  “Act like
you’re doing something you’re supposed to be.”  

 

“But I’m not supposed to be doing this,” he whimpered.
 

 

I sighed.   “Pretend,” I told him.  “It doesn’t matter
if you are or not, pretend you are.  If you look all sneaky
and furtive like that, you just look like you’re waiting for a
beating and everyone will fall all over themselves to be the one
who gives it to you. Stand up, be quiet, and take a loaf down as if
that fat man over there just told you to.”  It probably
wouldn't do any good, but at least I'd tried.

 

The boy gulped, blinking his eyes a few times very fast, and
pulled his skinny frame up as tall as he could get it.  It
wasn’t all that tall.  He barely came up to my chin.  I
waited.  He walked a step towards the table, took a loaf down
and turned around.  That was good.  Because when the cook
turned and looked for his kitchen whelp, he only saw the boy’s bony
back, and not the stolen bread.  He glared for a second, then
turned back to the fray.  I took the loaf, gave the boy the
coins and left.  I didn’t bother reminding him about the
cheese; instead, I helped myself to a leg off some unidentifiable
bird on my way out.  

 

It was cool and grey and damp outside.  I breathed in a
great lungful of misty air and broke a piece of bread off.  It
wasn’t bad.  I had expected it to be next thing to inedible,
but while it was a little dry and rather chewy, there was a nice
nutty flavor to it, and it was much better than the last loaf of
bread I’d had.  Then I’d almost broken a tooth. 
 

 

The path was clear ahead of me and I wasn’t in any hurry. 
Sodden leaves covered the ground with a matted carpet of black and
moldy yellow. Water ran down bark, shivered round and mesmerizing
at twig-tip, fell and landed in a shatter of illusion. 
Blue-grey mists swirled around mossy trees that appeared and
reappeared by turns.  And it was quiet.  Away from the
heat and noise and chaotic smoke of the inn, I felt my soul start
to smooth out.  My ears stopped always listening for… .

 

“… .and then she snapped, 'Don’t sit like that, you idiot. 
Haven’t you ever ridden a horse before?  What kind of roamer
are you, anyways?'"  The words jolted me.  I started,
staring around, but it was the same windy clearing I'd been sitting
in from the beginning, and there was Quaral across the fire,
listening as Anyor had sent me to listen.  I relaxed, and
waited for the words that would send me spiraling back into the
rain.

 

"Creche hated to see any kind of incompetence, and watching
Far-Roaming try to sit a horse was as burning irons flaying her
soul," Quif told us confidentially, pausing the tale for a
minute.  I said ‘us’ because he was talking to both of us,
even if he wasn’t aware of it.  

 

Quaral rolled his eyes.  “Yes, yes,” he said
impatiently.  “I get it.  Just get on with the story will
you?  All these editorial asides, I don’t know how you ever
got your license, I don’t.”  He was leaning forward now,
physically contradicting his grumping, complaining words.  His
eyes glowed yellow in the light, fixed on Quif’s face as if each
word that spun out into the dimly-lit darkness was a drop of the
cloud-god’s own nectar, and he a cracked and parched bit of
earth.  He drank them in, soaked them up, and grew fat and
swollen.

 

Quif stopped speaking and looked offended.  For a minute, I
thought he might not say anything more out of sheer pique, but then
he saw how Quaral listened, and a self-satisfied smirk spread
slowly over his face.  “I am,” he said placidly, and
continued.










Chapter 2
Chapter Two


I watched Creche try not to watch Far-Roaming.  It wasn’t
that he was really all that bad at riding, but he wasn’t all that
good either.  He hadn’t any balance to speak of up there, and
he never remembered if he was supposed to move his leg into the
mare’s side or away from it when he wanted her to turn.  He
held the reins in a death grip, his knuckles so white that they
seemed to bulge through the skin.  

 

I winced and turned away when I saw that.  I don’t /want/
to see his insides coming out, I thought plaintively to
myself.  Why couldn’t he have stayed behind in that dicing
house, drinking until he fell into a stupor and lay on the floor
with the other bodies and mouldered into a sort of rug.  I
pictured his body like the leafy forest floor; half himself, half
something-becoming and all inextricably entwined with the greasy
dicehouse.  

 

“I didn’t ride,” Far-Roaming replied, shaking me out my thoughts
to wonder - until I remembered - what question he was answering. “I
walked.  Or ran.  Or swam.  Why does it matter
anyways?  If you would just let me walk, I wager I can keep up
with your horse any time.” He eyed the beasts, his own and hers,
with a jaundiced eye.  

 

Quif eyed Quaral with a mischievous twinkle.  “Wasn’t that
a good pun?” he asked and then hurriedly went on.  I
giggled.  Creche stiffened and tilted her head.  

 

“Did you hear that?” she asked, and suddenly she was
blade-dangerous - every muscle intent, her hands with their strange
silver fingers flexed and waiting - only her eyes, focused and
bottomless, moved.  They searched the empty woods, marking
each tree, sifting each shadow.  I watched her move from the
present into a fugue of death where nothing is seen but all is
gathered in and tasted and set aside again.  She saw the
forest as a whole now, and would feel a stranger’s presence as a
dog might feel a flea scurry along his scruffy haunch.  Then
she relaxed, and I saw her snap back into herself. 

 

“What?” asked Far-Roaming, only now looking up from his beast.
 

 

“Nothing,” she replied, but a small note of perplexity jangled
in her voice.   “There is nothing in these woods save the fog
and ourselves.”  She turned her attention towards him, but
part of her was always aware, always watching, always listening;
even if only to the perpetual plp… plp… plp of raindrops splatting
onto the ground.  

 

Creche only nudged her horse a step sideways and leaned over
Far-Roaming’s stirrup.  She twitched his foot to a different
angle; reached up and adjusted the reins in his careless
hands.  “Ride behind me,” she said.  “If you think you
can… should I put a lead-rein on?” 

 

“I am not that incompetent,” he told her, annoyance brittle in
his tone.  

 

She shrugged.  “Fine.  Ride behind me.  Try not
to confuse the horse.”  To no cue that I could see, her mount
stepped out, heading for a barricade of vines. They opened into a
long, twisting tunnel of twilight.  It was narrow and winding
and often I lost the sight of where they would go next, but she
never did.  Once, she reined her horse almost in a right
angle, bending him around a slender pine as if he was something of
rope and not an animal with bones as inflexible as mine.  And
despite Far-Roaming’s spectacular clumsiness, he always was with
her; his horse only a head-length behind.  

 

I wasn’t tired, not precisely, but I was starting to get
bored.  It was nice out here, I reminded myself.  I liked
it… I tried to find that place again where I liked it here, but my
feet scuffled against the stones in the path and dragged ruts in
the leafy mould to show the damp black earth beneath.  It
crawled with life: blind white grubs, slim pinky-brown worms;
wreathing and wriggling around each other.  A tangle of
reincarnation: the only kind I’ve ever believed in.  

 

You die and your bones go to feed the worms (If you’re lucky, a
half-bitter voice in my head reminded me.  I ignored it.) and
your skin turns into dirt and maybe a tree grows out of the spot
where you were planted.  I wasn’t paying attention, when they
stopped, and I nearly ran Far-Roaming down from behind.  He
might have been who knows how old, and wraith-thin, and have drunk
himself near to death, but he wasn’t stupid.  And it wasn't
cold enough out yet, either.  I’d have to be more careful.
 

 

It was almost dark now.   Creche had led us to an opening
in the snaky path.  She and Far-Roaming swung down from their
horses and she led them to the edge of the tiny clearing, holding
her cupped hands filled with rain-water for them to drink, then
hobbling them against the coming night.  

 

Far-Roaming moved as if he hurt.  He bent over the ground,
doing something with his hands, and I slid around to watch. 
He was scraping leaves away, piling them into a little rim; and
digging dirt up to mound against them.  Carefully, he kindled
a mouthful of fire in the center of his dug circle. Small orange
tongues danced, consuming themselves and their fuel.  Faint
blue shadows hovered just above the red base where coals were
already beginning to glow.  

 

I edged a little closer.   I can’t feel fire like other
people - living people - can, but I still like it.  It licks
along my bones and warms something inside me in a way it can never
warm my flesh.  For a little while, I can bask in the illusion
of life, while the color of the fire tinted the greyness with the
reds and oranges and yellows of a dragon’s heart.   

 

I noticed Creche eyeing the flickering light on the bush behind
me and reluctantly scooted back a pace.  I didn’t want to.
  I wanted to pile wood on top of it until it blazed
up and leaped and roared and danced higher than I am tall.  I
wanted to stand in the middle of it and hold my arms out and throw
my head back, eating fire and breathing fire; until I was made of
fire and not this cold grey stuff once called body.

 

“Here,” Creche said, tossing Far-Roaming a pouch.  “I’ll
find some dry wood,” she looked at the wet leaves and wet bark and
wet trees and shook her head.  “Somehow… Get the metal pot
from my pack.  I don’t know about you, but I’d like a hot meal
before we sleep.”  She straightened up from her crouch and
slid wraithlike into the dark woods.  

 

Far-Roaming caught the pouch without even looking up. 
Maybe he wasn’t such a naught-worth as I’d thought.  His gaunt
fingers were almost nimble as he untied the pouch, spilling the
contents out into his palm.  I edged closer, leaning over to
see better.  The ledger shivered, and dumped the handful of
whatever-it-was back into the pouch before reaching a long arm to
Creche’s pack.  He worked the pot loose and set it carefully
on a sort of grate made of woven green twigs set right in the
flames, putting a pinch of the pouch stuff into it.  Then he
laced his fingers behind his head and stretched.  

 

“Ought to be water around here somewhere,” he said, and stood
up.  I snuck back towards the fire when he turned around, but
then, back in the woods, a prickle of light caught my eye.  I
hesitated, looking at the flames.  Creche and Far-Roaming
would eat and then sleep and the fire would still be here. 
And I really wanted to know what that light was.  I walked
into the trees towards it.










Chapter 3
Chapter Three


Quif burped delicately, and covered his mouth with mock horror
and apology.  Quaral laughed.  “This is your story then?”
he asked.  

 

Quif looked at him sideways.  “Perhaps,” he said.
 

 

Quaral watched him for perhaps a minute, then smiled.  “All
right,” he said.  “Have it your way.  But when you’re
done… ” He let the sentence trail off, leaving the friendly threat
unspoken, and Quif grinned back at him.  

 

“When I’m done,” he agreed. I leaned forward, seized with an
urgent desire to know.   But Quif started to talk again, and I
spun inexorably back into a tiny, rattle-down hut in the middle of
an endless, weeping forest.

 

“..always, always,” the frail cracked voice said.  

 

“But… Creche said no one was out here, I heard her myself,” I
protested.  “I /felt/ her, she went through the whole woods
and knew everything and there wasn’t anyone here.”  I would
have sworn myself that there was nothing here… had I so lost my own
self?  Was I suddenly transformed into someone foreign and
strange, with none of the quirks and faults and abilities I knew so
well in myself? Frightened, I looked down; held out my hands and
examined them, palm side, top side…  

 

“No, no.” The man who said he lived here shook his head
gently.  “You are still yourself, never fear,” he said. 
He was the smallest man I had ever seen.  Small and wrinkled,
and swift in his motions like a spider is swift as it scuttles
towards a trapped fly.  The comparison didn’t exactly comfort
me.  And when I realized not only was he talking to me, he
could /see/ me, it unnerved me even more.  

 

I backed up against the wooden door.  It felt as frail as
the old man looked; as if it would crumble into sawdust if I so
much as sneezed.  I didn’t.  But I did stand there,
pressed against the ancient wood, my eyes wide and staring. 
The tiny person before me shook his head sadly.  “Young people
these days,” he sighed.  “No trust.  No faith.” 
There was a sudden gleam from under the thick, heavy eyebrows as he
glanced up at me, then went back to what he was doing. 

 

He sat in front of a cold, black hollow of a fireplace, with a
board balanced on his bony knees.  In the light of the single
candle, his gnarled fingers pieced something together.  Every
so often, he would shake his head a little and take a  piece
out of whatever-it-was and set it aside.  It was some sort of
wire, I thought, or metal scrap.  It glittered.  Once, I
saw him pick up the very same piece he had discarded and use it
again.  

 

Unbidden, I found myself taking a step towards him.  I
could see what he was doing now, but it didn’t help.  I
couldn’t make head or tails of the things on the rough board. 
That they were hooked together was clear.  There were stones
in among the wires, all of different sizes and shapes.  They
even made a pattern of sorts, but it was no pattern I had ever seen
before, and it didn’t suggest anything either.  In fact, the
longer I stared at it, the more puzzling it became, sucking my eyes
into its dizzying spirals and whorls.  At last, I dragged my
eyes up, and noticed the smug smile that was playing about the old
man’s mouth.  

 

I forced myself to stop looking, and asked again.  “But who
are you and how long have you been here?”  All my
words ran together fast and frightened-sounding.  But I didn’t
care just then. I felt like I was standing on a frozen pond with no
idea of where the ice was warm and rotten under concealing blankets
of snow.  It made me twitchy.  "And why didn't we know
you were here?"

 

He just shook his head again and murmured, “Patience… ”   I
gritted my teeth and tried not to shuffle.  He continued
working, the pile of unused fragments slowly growing smaller. 
At last, I shut my eyes and concentrated.  People don’t see
me, ever, unless I want them to.  I have to think about it to
want them to.  Only Anyor had ever looked at me and known I
was there.  I stifled a sudden pang of longing.  But here
was this person who could see me.  Without me doing
anything.  Without even trying.  So I thought very hard
about being NotSeen.  

 

“Don’t bother.”  His withered-up voice was sardonic now,
but still not without a note of gentleness.  I opened my eyes
and glared at the back of his head.  Without turning, he
continued talking, even as his nimble fingers picked up the last
bit of twisty wire.  “That I can see you is nothing of your
doing, or non-doing.  And thus, nothing you do or don’t do
will change it.  If you want to continue to try, by all means,
do so, but you will get nothing from it except a headache.” 
At long last, he turned around in his chair, lifting his …
sculpture - I can only call it that, for it was indeed a work of
art, whatever else it might have been - in both hands and holding
it out for my inspection.  

 

“Very nice,” I said grumpily.  “Now will you tell
me..” 

 

“Yes."  He twitched the sculpture over my head.  It
slid down around my neck before I could duck away, and settled
there.  I grabbed it - or tried to.  My fingers just slid
off.  I clawed at it, feeling panicky, but only managed to
scratch myself.  The old man's voice trickled back into my
awareness.  “But do sit down, child.  You fret me,
standing there like that.  So very prickly.”  

 

Trembling, I stared at him.  "What have you done to me?" I
wailed.  I was dimly aware that I sounded like the child he
called me, and that made me mad; but mostly I was just scared. More
scared than when I'd realized he could see me.  Who was this
man and what was the thing he'd put on my neck?  My fingers
scrabbled over it, still unable to find a hold.  

 

"Sit down," he repeated.  There was something calming about
his voice.  Calming and compelling.  I looked around the
tiny room.  There was the empty, ash-strewn fireplace, the
rickety chair that he himself sat upon, the board with its leaning
candle on his knees, a pile of dirty bowls in one corner, and a
much shorter pile of bowls, shining with cleanliness nearby. 
A bucket, missing one stave and half its handle.  Piles of
books, so many piles I gaped at them and forgot my fear.  They
teetered in ominous stacks, at such perilous tilts I couldn’t
figure out why they hadn’t toppled over long ago.  Bottles
littered the floor, and wire spooled in messy tangles.  

 

“Ah… where?” I asked.

 

He looked surprised, both eyebrows shooting upwards. 
“There, of course,” he said, and pointed past me to a chair. 
I could have sworn it hadn’t been there seconds ago.  But it
was there now and untenanted, no matter how worm-eaten it
looked.  I sat on it, doubtfully.  The legs creaked, but
it held.  The man watched me.  Not threateningly, not
angrily, just… watching.  I lifted my chin and looked back at
him, and a twinkle of a smile flickered through his light grey
eyes.  “Yes,” he said again, but for some reason he sounded
pleased.  I glowered.

 

“So.  I am here and you think you should have known it, yet
you did not.  And this upsets you.  Yes?” 

 

I just stared at him.   

 

“So,” he repeated.  “Can you think of no reason why this
should be?  You told me that your friend, Cratch, was it?”

 

“Creche,” I mumbled. “She's not my friend.”

 

“Creche.  That she ‘felt’ the forest and knew what was
there and what did not belong, is it not so?”  This time, I
nodded.  He nodded too, as if he had laid open the whole of a
magical trick for me to see.  But I didn’t see!  He
looked at my face, and sighed a very little.   “Do you not
see, child?  If Creche sensed what does not belong in this
forest, and she did not sense me… ”

 

“You belong?” I asked, doubtfully, and that pleased little smile
found his face again and widened.  

 

“Very good,” he said, his thin voice warming.   

 

“But who are you?” I asked again.  “And why can you see
me?  Do you know Anyor?  And what..” 

 

He raised a twisty hand.  “One at a time.  Who am
I?  Tis a good question, but I am not certain I can entirely
answer it for you.  Perhaps one day you will know. 
However,” he stopped me with my mouth open and more words on my
very tongue.  I shut it again and waited, impatiently. 
“I will tell you what I can.”  










Chapter 4
Chapter Four


I could hear Quif’s voice still, but it wasn’t saying what I was
seeing.  It was still saying the story of Creche and
Far-Roaming, and then suddenly I could see that one too.  And
hear it, and Quif, and the man who said he was the woods.  I
squeezed my eyes shut and felt sick.  Dizzy, like when you
look down over a very high cliff and have to stand back so you
don't fall over.  

 

Creche dumped her armful of wood … am the woods,
see? … . the fire caught at the new tinder and roared …
always will be, or so I … was waiting … Yes, Far-Roaming
replied, I am not… I jammed my fingers into my ears and bent my
head over my knees.  How many places was I at once?  I
wasn’t sure any more, I wasn’t even sure who I was, no, no I know
who I am.  But bits of me swirled out here, spun into long
webs there, were sucked, pulled, dragged away.  The words grew
faster and closer together, while I huddled over my drawn-up legs
and rocked back and forth and prayed to all the gods I knew, and
the ones I didn’t know too, that I would not lose myself in this
whirlwind of time. Or that Quif would somehow choke on his tongue
and be forced to stop his telling.

 

Creche held her … am the woods am the woods am the
woods … silver hands glowed dully … chewed idly on a
peeled stick … was no time …   The words spun
through my mind in black ribbons, twisting and flapping in a
hissing silver wind, braiding themselves together and unplucking
themselves to twine about my hands, my fingers, my tongue.  I
opened my mouth to cry out and couldn’t speak.  

 

A raindrop spilled itself onto my tongue, and I gasped in a
great breath of damp cool mist. Creche was talking quietly to
Far-Roaming.  They sat huddled together on the far side of the
fire.  I stared at them for a long time.  Why were they
so close together?  They hadn’t seemed that fond of each
other… oh.  I looked around.  The mist had thickened, and
now was plastered heavily over our little clearing.  The
ground smelled dank and dirty, like something was rotting
underneath where we sat.  Ice crystals clung to twigs that had
been dripping with rain not very long ago.  I tipped my head
back and looked up.  Between the distant tops of the trees, I
could see an impossibly black sky; the fog thinned above us as it
sunk further towards the ground.  In that tiny fringed circle
of ebon midnight, a few stars glittered coldly.  They were as
remote as life.  

 

It was cold.  That was why they were sitting like that, all
curled next to each other and with a blanket over their
backs.  The fire was still small; I looked at it yearningly
and wondered why they didn’t build a bigger one.  Creche
surely could tell there was nothing in the woods that would be
drawn by the flames.  And if they were already cold, why not
build it larger?  I had a selfish motive in thinking
this.  If it was bigger, I could come nearer.  

 

I glanced at Creche and Far-Roaming again, and edged closer to
the fire.  I held one hand out to the flames, letting them
lick at my fingers and sighed like a contented dog.  I
wouldn’t go any closer, I promised myself.  Not even a
step.  Just my two hands.  That wouldn’t cause any
trouble; they weren’t looking anyways.  With these words, I
soothed my conscience, silently re-pledging my best behavior to
Anyor.  

 

I was so lost in the warmth, the tickle of the fire as it
lingered in my palms and caressed my skin that I didn’t notice
right away when Creche’s even voice ceased.  When I did, I
looked up, but only out of curiosity.  I didn’t expect to see
her staring into the flames.  She nudged Far-Roaming while I
watched, poked him in the ribs with an elbow.  He started and
yelped, his dreaming head jerking up.  “What’d you do that
for?” he asked her grumpily.  

 

“Shh!” she hissed, and nodded towards the fire.  I looked
down too, wondering what she saw.  There wasn’t anything
there, nothing unusual anyways - blackened sticks that poked from a
bed of smooth round coals and turned red and ragged at their
ends.  One broke in the middle, eaten through by the greedy
flames.  It fell, littering the air with dying sparks, to
lodge in the coal-bed.  

 

Far-Roaming looked too, obedient despite his ill-humor. 
“What?” he asked.  

 

“Don’t you see them?” Creche whispered.  Odd as it sounded,
I thought there was an edge of panic to her voice, and I looked
closer, letting myself flow into the flames as I did so.  I
didn’t see anything strange at all; I didn’t understand at all why
she was sounding so frightened.  Surely she didn’t have some
phobia about burning?  I looked at her face more closely,
trying to puzzle out the lines that turned motion of skin to
expression.  “The hands!” she said, more urgently. 
“There are hands in the fire.”  

 

Oops. I snatched my hands back.  Creche’s eyes widened, and
the panic that had been in her voice roiled in their glassy
depths.  I bit my lip, berating myself.  Oh, Anyor was
right, I wasn’t steady enough, wasn’t calm enough, leapt before I
looked and always, always landed in trouble.  I could hear his
voice in my mind, its strident tones covering affection… I
hoped.  I had always hoped, even though there was little
enough reason to. 

 

‘You’ve got to pay ATTENTION, boy!  This isn’t some
fun-ride, for thrills, you know.  Do you think I’m up here
telling you this for my own enjoyment?  No.  I’m
not.  I’m telling you this so that hopefully you will open up
the ears of that rock-hard skull of yours and listen, listen just
to just enough so when you DO go out there, you won’t be turned
into dust the first place you stop!  I’m trying,” he
would stop, put his hands on his hips and glare at me, “To keep you
alive.”  In all the times, the thousands of times I got that
lecture, he never once heard the incongruity of that.

 

Far-Roaming stared into the fire, confused, and finally turned
his head to look at Creche’s face.  “I don’t see anything,” he
said slowly.  “What do you mean, hands?” 

 

Creche turned away from the fire too, her agitated gesturing
letting the blanket slip free to slide down her back and puddle
there.  “I saw them!” she insisted, a little wildly.  “I
SAW them!”  She must have seen the doubt in his face, because
she turned again to the fire, pointing, and her voice went flat and
hard sounding.  “I did.  Don’t look at me like you think
I’ve gone insane.  I am not prone to visions, nor do I
hallucinate or play jests on my companions.  I saw two hands,
right there in the flames. They were reddish orange and I could see
the bones in them and the veins and tendons too.”  

 

I snuck a peek at my hands.  All I could see was the
skin.  I flexed one, clenching it into a fist and then
relaxing it again.  Maybe she hadn’t meant me after all, maybe
she’d seen some other hands, fire hands in there.  I slid
along the edge of the clearing, taking extra care not to make any
noise, until I was behind them.  I didn’t figure either one of
them would notice a little extra cold, not with how they were
talking and the blanket having fallen down and all.  I stared
over Creche’s shoulder into the fire, as near as where she’d been
looking as I could guess, stared until there were spots in my eyes,
but I didn’t see any hands.

 

That’s what Far-Roaming was saying too.  “I believe you.”
He held out a placating palm.  “But I didn’t see
anything.  Just the fire.”  He stared into it for a long
time.  I wondered if he would have spots in his eyes too, but
when he looked back at Creche, he didn’t blink or anything, so
maybe not.  “What would it mean, these hands?” he asked
her.  “Are they some manner of portent or omen?” 

 

Creche stared at him blankly.  “Omen?” she asked, as if she
had never heard the word before.  I stirred.  Omens
weren’t anything to be messing around with, I told her
silently.  You got to watch out for them and hope you never
see one and if you do, you pay it extra close attention and do
everything you can and hope it never happens, whatever it was.
 

 

“No,” she said at last.  “Not an omen… they were real,
ledger.  Real hands.  As real as… yours.”  Her mouth
twitched as she glanced down at her own hands: steel and
silver.  “As real as mine,” she added after a long
minute.  The fire hissed as an icicle melted above it and
started to drip.  Creche started, then relaxed back.  She
reached for the edge of the fallen blanket and tugged it up around
her shoulders again, and in a low voice started to talk.

 

“There are,” she began, and her voice took on the familiar
cadence of a story-teller, though without the compelling Quif could
give, “Many different kinds of peoples in our lands.”  The
fire drew me.  Surely there would be no harm… I edged around
her.  “..the Ten Tribes tell tales of… ” Creche’s words
faltered in their telling, and I froze, looking around
warily.  I wasn’t that close…   But no.  It
was only that she lost her thread and sought for words, for her
eyes were half-closed and all unfocused.

 

“You do know of the Ten Tribes, don’t you?”  It was
Quif.  He peered at Quaral anxiously.

 

“Yes,” Quaral replied patiently.  “I do.”  

 

Quif nodded, soothed, and took up his story again.  I
clenched my jaw and hoped he would be done soon.  Or if
nothing else, quit the incessant stopping for explanations! 
This wasn’t nearly as easy as I thought it would be, and the jumps
made me feel like my stomach was going to fall out of my skin.
 

 

Creche's voice caught me again.  "… was a shepherd boy,
born with mage-blood.  He was evil, they tell, so evil that
while he was yet a youth, having just acquired his fourteenth year
of life, he destroyed all his people.  They say he heard of my
people's customs, and cut off his hands, and sent them into every
house and strangled whoever escaped the demons, and that the gods
themselves stepped down onto the earth to save them."  She
shrugged and moved her mouth in a smile, but her face was
troubled.  "It was long ago.  But they say that the
demons he set free are still unbound.  That they are yet out
there, somewhere, eating away the world. "

 

I'd never heard that before either.  Not in all the places
I'd been, or all the stories I'd heard.  I wondered about the
boy; what it would be like to be so evil.  Did it show, I
wondered?  I squinted at Chreche and Far-Roaming, but if their
souls showed on their faces for good or ill, I couldn't see
it.   

 

Cold leached the fire-heat from my body, chilling my skin and
reaching in to slide cool fingers along my ribs.  In the
distance, a branch snapped beneath a load of snow.  I heard it
slide and fall, landing in a great soft whooomp.  I pictured
it in my mind: the tiny crystals flying into the air, then floating
softly down to the newly-made mound.  If it was sunny, they
would glitter like diamond dust.

 

It wasn’t sunny, it was dark.  But that didn’t matter; I
could see it in my head, just as clear as day.  I opened my
eyes and night snuffed out the sun.  Snow began to fall;
ghostly white flakes drifting down from an invisible sky. 
They piled up on the branches, sifted through to the ground, and
piled up on me too.  Creche stirred and began to set up a
tent.  The fire hissed as it devoured the snowflakes, and I
slept.

 

I roused myself sluggishly.  The snow was melting fast; it
ran down my arms and legs, sagged on my head, condensed and
disappeared.  I was wet.  All over.  I pulled my
feet, one by one, out of the muck, and considered. It had been
night and now it was day.  There was still some snow, but
mostly everything was just wet.  Wet and shiny and clean and
new, like it had only just been made that morning and this was the
first sun ever to rise.  

 

A squirrel ran down a swaying branch.  Its pointed nose
quivered and two bright eyes peered nervously.  Tiny feet
patted gingerly at the snow, and its bushy tail flicked
uncertainly. I smiled.  Crazy squirrels didn’t like to get
their feet wet.  Squirrels are kind of like mice in their
feet.  Have you ever held one?  The bottoms of their feet
are soft, and their little claws prickle, and you can feel their
hearts beat like thunder.  They shake with the rhythm of their
own pulse.  Not from fear but from the incredible speed of
life.  

 

I held my hand out, flat, to see if the squirrel would walk on
it, but it didn’t.  Abruptly, I remembered and looked around,
almost panicked; what if I'd lost their trace?  But no, there
it was, though I almost missed it.  The horses must have
barely scraped through, because where I found their trail,
flickering like gold fallen from the sun, the path wasn’t even as
wide as my feet.  I ran to catch up.










Chapter 5
Chapter Five


Creche and Far-Roaming argued amicably as their horses plodded
along the muddy trail. The trees had thinned almost to plains; only
a few thickets dotted the rolling grasslands, and the bright sun
shone down.  I walked beside them in the grass; no point in
walking in that muddy path if I didn't have to. 

 

“The Tribes don’t come this far south,” the ledger
protested.  “They never have.  These are lands ceded to
the Mountain Clans, for winter passage.  The tribes don’t
bring their herds here.”  

 

Creche turned in the saddle to look at him.  “They would,”
she said softly, “if there was no grass in the north plains.”

 

Far-Roaming blinked.  “No grass?” he said.  “What…
why… how is it that there is no grass?” 

 

"The Tribes say it is the demons," Creche said.  "They're
eating up the land.  They have been, I think, for a very long
time. There are records - A man came when I was twenty; I remember
him.  He spoke of this to the Cantorins.  I scribed what
he said and put it in with the other records.  They took up an
entire shelf… " Her voice trailed off.  Then she shook her
head and said wryly, "They must not move very swiftly, these
demons, but the Tribes are coming south."

 

Far-Roaming was silent for a long time as their horses plodded
on.  “But,” he said at last, his voice thin and stretched
out.  “Even if they are coming south, what does it
matter?  The mountain folk only need these lands in
winter.  They don’t use them or graze on them, or for that
matter even come near them any other time.  So the Ten come
south and pasture their flocks here, and when the snows come, they
return… ”  The hint of a question hung in the air between
them.  

 

Creche sat back, bringing her horse to a halt. The reins lay
loosely between her fingers.  “It would not matter, perhaps,”
she told him, her voice sober.  “If they did indeed return
when winter came.  But what if they cannot?  What
then?”  She looked at him a minute longer, then said
flatly,  “You will now begin to look as if you are a
mage.”

 

Far-Roaming swallowed. “But,” he began, then swallowed again,
maybe remembering their bargain.  I snickered to myself. He
looked as if he was choking on his tongue.  But Creche only
sat there, herself and her horse as calm and placid as a frog
dozing in the morning sun, and waited.  

 

“I can’t be a mage,” the ledger managed at last.  

 

Creche’s mouth twisted, in what might have been a laugh if there
had been any humor in her face.  “I know,” she said. 
“You said that before.  There aren’t any mages.  You know
that, I know that, but these people might not know that.  And
they might not know it for just long enough for us to get in, find
what I need and get out again.  In one piece.” 
Far-Roaming nodded dumbly.  

 

The wind whispered to itself as it searched the endless
grass.  The ledger coughed, a short harsh bark of sound. 
And when he spoke again, his voice was resigned.  “All
right.  How do I go about looking like a mage?”  One of
his eyebrows quirked sardonically.  “I have never seen one,
and neither have you.  They have all been dead or gone for
more years than even the oldest can recall.”  But still Creche
just sat there.  Waiting.  

 

Far-Roaming looked at her and frowned.  “What?” he asked,
and now he sounded a little waspish.  Why didn’t she just tell
him what she wanted him to do, I wondered? Then something moved on
his face.  “Have you?” he asked, and his horse shifted
uneasily beneath him.  

 

But Creche shook her head.  “I cannot tell you how you must
look, or how you must act.  You must … ” she paused, then
said carefully, “.. choose that for yourself.”

 

The ledger took a deep breath and kneed his horse onwards. 
Creche paid no attention to the tension in the air, or maybe she
didn’t notice it.  She turned her horse also and we set out
once again.  “What,” he asked her again after they had ridden
most of the day and the sun was flaming low on the western hills,
“do you know of mages?”  

 

There haven't been any mages for hundreds of years.  They
just disappeared and no more were born.  Maybe they turned
into trees or foxes or normal people or something. Nobody
knows.  There are lots of rumors though: some people say that
having all that power burnt up their minds and turned them into
idiots and they sat in corners of alleys and drooled until they
died.  Others say that they all went out and killed
themselves.  The simplest is that they just died of old age,
one at a time, and no more ever born.  

 

That’s sort of what I think, but I don’t have any idea
why no one else would ever be born a mage.  Or.. or
learn it or something.  Could you, if you found a book of
spells, read them and teach yourself the ways, and become a man of
power?  Or do you have to be born with a talent for it, like
how if you aren’t born with a good ear, you can’t ever sing very
good no matter how hard you try?  And if you have to be born
with a talent, why were people born with it before, and why aren’t
they now?  

 

I walked along behind Creche and Far-Roaming thinking about
these things.  Creche had said nothing so far that I didn’t
already know. “Mages,” she told the ledger, “had great and uncanny
powers.  Or so I have been told. They could summon beasts from
great distances and bend them to their will.  They could call
down rain or lightning from the skies at their whim.  They
could turn lead into gold and dazzle a man’s heart with gems made
from river pebbles.  They could turn darkness into light, or
quench a fire with a thought.” 

 

Far-Roaming shifted in his saddle, and his horse danced sideways
beneath him.  He stilled, calming the beast and setting it
back upon the track, and said impatiently, “I know these
things.  I too have heard the tales.  What I need to know
is… ” 

 

She stopped him with a lifted hand. “There is, so far as I know,
or so far as anyone who has ever told me has known no way of
telling a mage from any other man.  He does not have some
special mark in his skin or in his soul, and one may gaze into his
eyes with no more knowledge of his being gained then if one looked
at a stone.  The best I can counsel you is think of
power.  All great men, men of power, have an air about
them.  Mages were men with power beyond anything else, so act
like that.  Ride as if none dared to dispute your word. 
Walk as if the ground would move at your will.  Stand as if no
one and nothing has ever told you you cannot.”  She turned in
the saddle, though her horse kept moving, and sought his eyes,
urgently.  “If you cannot do this, we are dead.”

 

Far-Roaming stared at her.  I stared at her too, and then
at him.  For this quest, to radiate power, she had chosen…
him?  He was tall and almost emaciated.  His skin was
paper-dry, and faintly tinted with yellow.  His eyes were
sunken and yellow too; the edges of them anyways.  He looked
diseased, not powerful.  

 

She looked back at him, unwavering, unbending.  Finally he
dropped his gaze and shrugged once - that fatalistic, disembodied
shrug.  I could almost read his thoughts.  There was no
turning back now; it was do or die, and he’d been dying
anyhow.  If this woman wanted to risk her life, that was her
business.  

 

Creche looked back at the track we followed, and we went on
across the endless, grassy hills.  I watched
Far-Roaming.  I was curious how a man might pretend to be a
mage.  I didn’t see him do anything; the whole time, all that
afternoon and evening and all the next day, he was quiet, sunk
inside himself.  But I started to see it a little on the third
day.  He still hadn’t done anything but now he looked taller
somehow.  He sat in his saddle arrogantly instead of
slack-boned and slouching.  His eyes were hooded instead of
sunken, and the yellow edges looked frightening.  

 

Somehow - and I desperately, lustingly, wanted to know how - he
had transmuted illness into strength.  His yellow eyes, with
their black centers reminded me of an eagle or a dragon, and when
he looked at you, you thought he could see straight through you
into your soul, and you felt he might be able to do something about
what he saw, if he didn’t like it.  Power hung around him like
a cloak and crackled in the air.  

 

Like lightning, I thought to myself.  Or fire… and edged
closer, holding out a hand.  I couldn’t feel anything, though.
Could just pretending really make you that different? But it was
about time, because we had started to find signs of the mountain
clans.  All the time, we had been riding steadily up and up
and up.  

 

You didn’t notice it so much but each hill rose a little higher
than the last, and now we rode up where the air burned thin and
crystal clear.  It sang in my ears, and I wanted to gulp great
enormous lungfuls of the chilly, bracing wind.  I did, just
because, but it wasn’t the same.  

 

We picked our way over rocks now.  Slowly, they had begun
to thrust themselves up out of the earth, first just one huge
boulder sitting incongruously in the middle of the grass, and then
more.  They looked like they’d been dropped there from
someone’s heaven, for there was certainly nowhere else they could
have come from.  Rough and jagged and bone-white, they
littered the landscape.  Each day, there were more and more,
until our path was made of crushed gravel and grass only grew in
tenacious pockets in the stony ground.  

 

Creche pulled up at the first fire-ring we found: its stones
were charred black, but cold.  Sometime after mid-day, she
stopped her horse again.  She sat there for a while, and we
looked at her and waited.  After a minute, she nodded as if
she'd made up her mind, then turned her horse off the track and
straight up the hill.  

 

It was a hard, steep climb: the horses’ breath steamed in the
icy air as they scrambled up.  I think I would even have
gotten out of breath, if I'd had any breath to get out of. 
Once I saw a pocket of snow sheltered by a boulder.  At the
top, we stopped again, but this time it wasn’t for Creche to pick
out her way or commune with herself or think whatever she thought
alone in her head.  A man on a rough-haired pony waited there.
 

 

He held a tall spear, its butt nestled in the rough stirrup
beside his foot.  A couple of ragged strips of cloth blew from
the top, just below the point.  It was metal, not stone, that
tip, and looked wickedly sharp.  There were more people behind
him, and they all had spears too.  And I thought there were
some hidden in the rocks.  I walked over to see. 

 

Behind me, Creche was talking to the man on the pony.  I
didn’t know any of the words they used, but I could hear their
voices going up and down, up and down.  I looked back once,
over my shoulder.  Creche had dismounted and held her horse by
the bridle.  She gestured at Far-Roaming, who still sat on his
mount with that air of lazy, indifferent arrogance he’d been
putting on for the last week.  The clansmen (there was no one
else they could be, not up here and looking like that) clustered in
the rocks behind their leader, saying nothing.  They were as
wild-looking as anything I’d ever heard of, with their curling,
blowing flag-ribbons, and bones tied up in their hair and thrust
through their skin, and I studied them with intense curiosity.
 

 

Some of them wore what I thought were really tight clothes until
I got close enough and realized they were naked and it was
paint.  I stared at the patterns, edging around carefully and
slowly until I could look at them from the back.  They must
have someone else do the drawing, because you just couldn’t reach
all those spots yourself.  But the patterns didn’t seem to
mean anything.  Just circles and swirls and blobs stuck on in
random places.  The colors were pretty though, if mostly dark.
 

 

I leaned a little closer to one man’s back, where he crouched in
the lee of a huge, crumbling rock, and followed the lines around on
his skin until I started to feel dizzy.  I leaned up against
the rock next to him, but not too close, and dragged my eyes away
from those spinning colors and looked up at the sky.  When I
felt better, I started trying to figure out the patterns again, but
more carefully this time.  

 

And that’s when I realized it wasn’t a man at all, it was a
girl.  I would have blushed if I could have.  As it was,
I stood there in sudden consternation and embarrassment. I know it
sounds silly, but I’d never seen a naked girl before.  Not all
the way!  And not so close!  I didn’t know what to
do.  She didn’t seem to be at all worried about her… her.. you
know. Not having any clothes on.  But she didn’t know I was
looking at her either.  But she was right around all those
other men and they were looking!  

 

Although I realized, they weren’t.  They were watching
us.  I mean, Creche and Far-Roaming.  But they had looked
at her, they had to have… my mind went around in circles and gave
up.  I snuck away, tiptoeing through the slippery rocks like
she might look around and see me if I made any noise, and know I’d
been staring at her.  I could find someone else’s paintings to
figure out… my eyes slid back.  

 

She was awfully pretty.  Even with those lines all over
her.  And they went all over her, too.  Even on
her, well, her breasts.  What I could see of them.  My
palms felt clammy.  I  hurried around another rock. 
Someone knelt by this one too.  I gave him.. her.. it.. as
short of a glance as I could manage and still find out, then let
out a sigh of relief.  This one was a man.  But I
couldn’t help looking back the direction I had come from, or
feeling a little disappointed when all I saw was white, flaky
stone.










Chapter 6
Chapter Six


Creche shivered.  They'd climbed still higher after meeting
the clanspeople, until the air was frosty in her mouth despite it
being midsummer.  She wasn't used to this cold, but the clan
evidently was.  They certainly weren't wearing much. 

 

Their houses were small and dark and smoky, and looked
warm.  Warmer than out here, at any rate.  Creche peered
inside the open doors of several as they passed.  It surprised
her that the building they finally entered was so large.  And
bright.  It looked like the sun was trapped in a column at the
center of the room.  Someone spoke, in a deep rumble, but she
couldn't make out who it was.

 

The voice was weirdly amplified.  If she squinted, she
could just make out a man-sized shape in the center of the
eye-scalding column of light.  It was hard to look straight at
- it made her eyes burn and tear, and left brilliant orange
after-images with zig-zagged edges floating in her vision. 
She blinked and glanced casually over at her companion. 
 

 

He looked back for a brief second, then politely returned his
gaze to the beam of light.  The clansman who stood near the
light was ranting about strangers and thieves. She saw the swift
flashes of eyes sliding towards her and Far-Roaming. 
 

 

The crowded room became restless, as low murmurs spread through
the gathered clan.  At last, the man who had met them on the
pony stepped forward, holding up his hands placatingly.  It
looked like he was addressing the light and not the other man - and
he spoke in a language Creche didn’t know. She frowned, tilting her
head a little to listen closely.  She thought she had a
smattering at least of all of the languages spoken in these lands,
if only enough to recognize what was spoken.  But this was
something she had never heard before and she leaned forward to hear
better.  From the corner of her eyes, she noticed hands
beginning to caress daggers.  Whatever was being said, the
rest of the clan didn't look very happy about it.  

 

Creche felt goosebumps rise on the back of her neck, and crawl
up her skull.  How, she wondered, can that drunken, old ledger
look so calm?  She was feeling extraordinarily jumpy, but
then, who wouldn’t?  After having delivered themselves into
the hands of a people who were wary of strangers to the point of
xenophobia, and having done so deliberately and
unarmed?  The skin in the middle of her back twitched, as if
already it felt the driving stab of a knife.   

 

The man who’d been on the pony came towards them.  “Hokwlrr
asks what you do here,” he said.  Creche was fairly certain
that ‘why are you here?’ wasn’t the only thing that had been
said.  She might not have been able to understand a word of
his address, but the clansmens’ body language was not that of calm
wishing to assist travelers.  But she kept quiet.  It was
up to Far-Roaming now.  

 

The ledger's black and yellow eyes didn't quite sneer down the
length of his thin nose at the man.  After a lengthy pause,
just as their interrogator was opening his mouth to speak again, he
said, “I wished to travel in this direction.”  

 

After another pause, equally lengthy, when it was clear that he
had nothing more to say, the man turned back to the first and
jabbered a few quick sentences, glancing over his shoulder at
Far-Roaming as he did so.  There was a reply, then what seemed
to be an argument, as their guide became more and more
agitated.  Finally, he came back and said, “You will tell us
why.”  

 

Creche caught a glint of metal as the man beside her pulled a
short knife out of one of the brilliant red ribbons tied around his
thigh.  She froze, trying to not even breathe, but part of her
mind considered the knife - how could it possibly be balanced, with
a blade like that?  Was it… it couldn't be square!  Her
attention was jerked away by movement - light glanced off more
knifes.  But no one attacked - yet.  They watched
Far-Roaming warily, and muttered among themselves.

 

Creche watched him too, though she tried not to show it. 
The ledger didn't even seem worried.  He looked like a man
with more power at his fingertips, in his very thoughts, than any
one man should ever have.  He looked dangerous.  What
he'd managed to turn himself into amazed even her, and she'd
suggested it!  But with the angry mood around them, she was
more grateful than she could tell that she'd been right about his
potential.

 

**

 

I still couldn’t see anything much, and I was getting
bored.  Just people and people and more people, and all of
them looking alike.  I mean, not exactly alike, of course they
weren’t all identical, but they might as well have been.  They
all had this pale, silvery-yellow hair and pale, cloud eyes, and
pale, snow-colored skin.  And they were nearly all of them
skinny.  

 

I saw one or two fat-looking women; I think they were women -
the way everyone kept shuffling around, it was hard to be
sure.  But most of them were almost as skinny as Far-Roaming;
though he looked better than he used to.  I hadn’t dreamed
about his bones coming out through his skin for a long time
now.  Some of the people were holding knives now, and one man
started sharpening his on his belt.  I guess he wanted to be
ready.  Though what he was getting ready for, I still couldn't
see!

 

I craned see over the shoulders of the men in front of me. 
I thought I caught a glimpse of Creche’s hair a ways up in front,
so I ducked and wiggled between someone’s legs.  I didn’t care
if they did notice me now.  I didn’t want to stay there stuck
in the back, too short to know what was happening.  

 

I could hear people shifting uncomfortably behind me, and I
laughed to myself.  I didn’t do this often, but it was fun;
and even though I didn’t stop to look back, I knew what was
happening.  Where I touched them, they felt as if an ice-cube
had slid down their skin, and everyone was looking down and trying
to see their legs, or trying to bend over to touch the cloth and
see where it was wet; or eyeing their neighbors suspiciously to see
who was carrying a leaking water-skin.  

 

A crack in the people opened to my left and I crawled through it
and saw a flicker of black.  That must be Far-Roaming.  I
hadn’t seen anybody else wearing black.  I shoved my way past
a few more ankles, and popped up into a small hole in the eddy of
people.  Creche was a few heads to the right of me; the ledger
stood directly in front.

 

And there was the column of light, a brilliant blue-white,
streaming down from where I’d thought the building was missing part
of its roof.  I squinted up.  It didn’t look like there
was a hole there after all… it was awfully hard to see.  My
eyes kept watering and trying to squeeze shut.  I peered over
my shoulder, but gave up the thought of going outside to see what
it looked like from there.  Too many people stood in the way
now, and I’d miss whatever happened in here.  

 

Besides, I’d already seen the outside and there weren’t any
lights out there shining down on this hall, nothing more than just
the sun; and this wasn’t any sunlight I’d ever seen in my life
anywhere.  It looked like the sun shining through a waterfall,
I guess.  Only brighter. I tried to see inside. There was some
sort of shadow in there, I thought.  I edged sideways a
little.  The man beside me squirmed uncomfortably, and I slid
through the little gap his movement made.  Now there wasn’t
anyone between me and that tantalizing brightness.  It
beckoned me and I couldn’t think of anything else.  It was
almost how fire felt.  

 

I skirted the little wooden fence thing they had set up around
the light, and slid behind the pony man, through the only
opening.  I suppose I could have climbed over the top, but it
was taller than I was, and didn’t have any cross pieces to step
on.  It was easier just to go in through the door. 
Gate.  Whatever they called it.  My skin felt warm where
the necklace lay.  I put up my hand to feel it, but it seemed
the same as always.

 

Inside, there was about two feet of clear space before the light
began.  That was another weird thing about it.  It didn’t
spread out like light usually does.  You know how, if you
light a candle or something, and set it on a table, you can’t
really say where the candle light ends exactly.  You can say
that over here there is light, and over there it’s not light, but
you can’t just find the precise line where one ends and the other
starts. 

 

This wasn’t like that.  I could see just where the light
started.  It made a line on the floor; it almost looked like a
wall itself.  I smirked.  That sounded funny, for some
reason.  A wall of light.  Who ever heard of such a
thing?  It wouldn’t do any good at all - couldn’t keep the
wind or rain out, and certainly not someone intent on stealing your
stuff.  No, stick to wood, or better, rocks.  

 

I held out my hand cautiously, but I didn't feel anything. 
It wasn’t hot or cold or tingly, or anything else either.  I
guessed it felt like light.  A reckless grin spread across my
face, and I stepped into the brightness.










Chapter 7
Chapter Seven


My hair stood on end.  A wind howled around my eyes and
pulled at my ears, and tried to drag all my clothes off of
me.  It felt like it was alive.  I blinked away tears and
tried to look around, but what I saw didn't make any sense.  I
kept squinting and blinking and trying to make form out of chaos,
or shape and pattern out of nothing, but I couldn’t.  And then
the noises started.  

 

A deep booming echo hurt my ears, but when I covered them with
my hands, I could still hear it, just as loud.  More noises
joined, and colors too.  The wind plucked at my hands, and
chafed along my cheeks and swirled around my arms and legs.  A
bit of breeze tapped on my forehead.  It felt like a bug and I
slapped at it, but nothing squished under my palm, and the tapping
didn’t stop.  

 

The sounds wove themselves in and out of the colors, and
everything kept changing.  What was red one minute, was yellow
the next and orange after that.  I tried to follow one thread,
turning in circles until I got dizzy and staggered into something
hard.  

 

I grabbed onto it with both hands to keep from falling over, but
that didn’t help.  It was the slipperiest thing I’d ever come
across.  My fingers skidded over the surface like it wasn’t
even there; I couldn’t find anything to grab onto, I
couldn’t even slow myself down by pushing against it.  My
hands just slipped right off and I fell hard onto the wooden floor,
where I lay still, stunned by the force of my fall.  

 

Something brushed across my ear, soft as dandelion fuzz, and I
rolled my head sideways to look.  Nothing was there.  Of
course not.  Only those crazy, mutating colors.  I
watched one.  It went around over here, and was red.  And
then it slid up there, in a sort of circle, and was green. Then
blue and purple and green again and… the color line vanished into a
black sculpture at the center of the column of light.  

 

I pushed myself up, my head ringing, and looked at the
sculpture.  It looked funny - like half of a man, and half of
something else.  There was a bit there… I looked closer. 
It looked like a nose, I was sure of it.  Actually, it sort of
looked like my nose.  I felt my face to be sure.  Yeah, a
bump in the same spot where I fell down when I was two and busted
it.  Even though I had forgotten so much else, mostly because
I didn’t want to remember; I still remembered that, it had hurt so
bad.  

 

There was a mouth below it.  Then a blank part where an ear
and some hair should be.  Some strange sort of grass-looking
stuff was growing out of the forehead spot.  I touched my
forehead a little nervously, and was relieved not to feel something
spiky there.  Then I scolded myself for being crazy enough to
feel relieved.  It was a dumb thought, that because some
statue had a nose similar to mine, the rest of me would look like
it.  Lots of people probably had broken their noses sometime
in their lives.  Who was to say this nose was my nose?
 

 

I walked around the backside; carved hair brushed the collar… I
ran my hand along the back of my neck, fluffing up my hair from
where it just touched the collar of my shirt.  A third arm
stuck out the back, sort of between the shoulder blades.  I
wiggled my shoulders, just to see, but nothing felt
different.  My neck prickled and I scratched at it, but the
itch was underneath the necklace and I couldn't reach it.
 

 

The whole statue was made out of this really black, slick
rock.  I touched it with one finger.  It was smooth and
slippery and not quite warm.  Not really cold, just… well, the
same temperature as my own hand.  I felt the fingers, bending
a little to look at them closer.  A tingling ran down my arm
and I rubbed my shoulder absently.  Whoever had made this was
really good.  It looked exactly like a real finger. 
There was even a hangnail on the thumb.  I laid my thumb next
to it and compared them.  There were those little wrinkles
where you bend your fingers, the ones on top of the knuckles; the
tiny lines in the skin…  

 

Something stung the ball of my thumb.  I looked closer and
frowned a little.  I didn't see anything sharp, just more of
that impossibly smooth, black stone.  Even the three small
hairs that grew on the back of my thumb were there.  How did
they do that?  Carve hair, individual hairs mind you, out of
rock?   No matter what kind of rock it was, I didn't think
that was possible.  Then I shrugged.  Clearly, they’d
figured it out, somehow.  I knelt down to look at the feet
(one looked like it was wearing a sort of boot; the other looked
kind of like a lizard-foot, and a third one rather reminded me of a
snake’s tail) and froze.  I couldn’t move my hand!  

 

I tugged at it.  Nothing.  I tried to wiggle it back
and forth, to loosen it up, like I’d stuck it in mud that had dried
around my fingers.  Nothing.  Just absolutely
nothing.  I couldn’t move it.  I couldn’t move my fingers
either, or even clench the muscles.  It felt fine, didn’t hurt
or anything, just wouldn’t move.  I stared down at my arm and
tried not to panic.  I could get out of this, of course I
could.  Maybe I could break the statue or something. 
There wasn’t any need to get all upset, Creche would help me. 
I was sure she would.  Except she couldn't see me and didn't
know I was here.  

 

That's when I panicked.  I don’t remember what all I did. I
tugged frantically at my hand, pounded the statue with my other
fist, kicked at it, screamed… Finally I came to myself; sobbing and
breathless, huddled at the many feet of the sculpture.  My arm
was turning black starting where my fingers were stuck to the
statue's fingers.  

 

I stared up at it numbly.  I was too tired even to cry any
more, though a few final exhausted tears were seeping down my
cheek.  I lifted my hand and scrubbed them away and tried to
stand up.  That was when I realized I couldn’t move my left
foot any more either.  I stared down at it blankly. 
Somehow, in my panicked attempts to free my hand, my foot had come
in contact with the statue’s, and there it stayed.  

 

This shouldn’t be happening, I thought rebelliously.  Not
to me!  I was dead!  Dead people were… well, dead. 
What else could happen to you?  That’s what everybody thought,
right?  You live, you die, and then you go on to whatever it
is you believe in for an afterlife, but you’re dead. 
I told the statue this; I was yelling by the time I was done and my
throat hurt, but it didn’t listen.  

 

Of course it didn’t, it didn’t have any ears.  My leg was
turning black too; I could see it if I looked down, which I mostly
tried not to do because the sight of that lizard foot made me feel
sick.  And besides, I couldn’t look away from my arm.  It
fascinated me, horrified me, terrified me, but I couldn’t look
away.  I could see the blackness creeping upwards; it was past
my elbow and I could see it moving.  Tentatively, I touched my
arm with my free hand.  It felt just like the rest of the
statue.  So smooth it almost wasn't there.

 

I could hear frantic, little voices screaming at the bottom of
my mind.  Was I going to turn into the statue?  What
about where it didn’t have an ear?  Would I not have an
ear?  And what about that arm and those extra feet?  What
was happening to me?  If there'd been any way to do it, I
think I would have tried to kill myself rather than just wait to
see what would happen.  If you can even do that when you’re
already dead. 

 

It was black up to my shoulder now.  I was scared to look
down at my legs and see how far it had gotten there.  I was
even more scared of what would happen when it reached my head.

 

**

 

Creche looked up, her focus sharpening.  The man - she’d
decided to call him the leader in absence of evidence to the
contrary; it was inelegant to keep saying ‘the man with the pony’,
even to herself - was still talking to Far-Roaming, who still paid
him as little attention as he could get by with, but something was
happening behind them.  

 

There, in the beam of light… she squinted her eyes almost shut,
and peered through the dimness of her lashes.  Something moved
in there.  She stared until her eyes began to burn from the
strain, but she couldn’t tell exactly what was happening.
 

 

The black form seemed to be getting larger.  And now people
around her started whispering and nudging each other.  Fear
layered beneath their rough voices, as well as disbelief and
amazement.  One part of her mind automatically sorted and
cataloged the different reactions, the words used and the tones
that went with them.  The other half raced, trying to imagine
what could be happening. She only hoped it would turn to their
advantage, not end up being their deaths.  At least, with
people's focus on whatever-it-was in the light, it began to seem
less likely that they would be slaughtered by a mindless mob. 
Instead, she thought wryly, they would be executed calmly and
coldly. 

 

At last, the leader realized something had gone wrong.  He
broke off in the middle of a sentence and turned around, and his
mouth dropped open.  Creche smothered a laugh at the look of
astonishment on his face.  

 

Creche glanced at Far-Roaming, and now a smile did curl around
her lips.  He hadn’t moved an inch.  He looked down his
nose, as if barbaric clansmen such as these could turn into fleas
or flying pigs or purple cows and he still wouldn’t care.  He
turned his head slightly and looked without interest into the
light, and more amazing, kept the same expression.  He even
yawned, ever so slightly, and covered his mouth with a languid
hand.  Creche was filled with admiration.

 

No one was watching her now, so she took a few steps closer to
the light, glancing sideways to see if anyone noticed or tried to
stop her.  No one did.  She walked right up against the
wooden rails, but it didn’t help. She still couldn’t see any more
than before.  The vague, black shape inside was definitely
getting bigger.  It almost seemed like it was changing shape
too, but she couldn’t tell. 

 

The leader of the clansmen got his mouth shut at last.  He
took a deep breath and with a look of firmly subdued panic, went
inside the fence and called something into the light in that weird
language. 










Chapter 8
Chapter Eight


It had been hard to get used to being dead.  I had raged
and wept, and later sat in stunned silence.  Shock, Anyor told
me afterwards.  It happened to everyone.  And I had sworn
I would do anything anything rather than stay like that
for the rest of my life.  Well, for the rest of whatever it
was I had.  Life wasn’t really the right word.  

 

But now… I clung to the hell I knew.  It was familiar, it
was home.  I had hated it, screamed and sworn against it, but
you sort of get used to things.  And it wasn’t all bad. 
Being invisible all the time can even be kind of fun.  Think
of all the things you’ve ever wished you could watch or do without
anyone knowing about it.  I could do them.  Anyor said we
were all spies at heart, little sneaking snoops, and I figured he
had it right. 

 

I’d been kind of offended when he first told me that, but
underneath, I found out I agreed with him.  I did
like snooping.  I liked knowing things.  I liked knowing
them and I liked no one else knowing that I knew them.  I’d
have made a great spy.  

 

But now everything was changing again and it was every bit as
hard as the first time.  I’d gotten past the raging and
weeping, and had moved onto stunned silence.  I sat there,
trying to ignore the people outside that thin layer of shimmering
light; trying as hard as I could not to think, or even exist.
 

 

I couldn’t quite manage not existing, although it looked like
I'd be doing that whether I wanted to or not in a few
minutes.  My face felt stiff, and I couldn’t open my mouth
anymore.  

 

It's hard though, not thinking. My thoughts flickered in the
blackness of my mind like tiny sparks; fireflies flaring into
existence and then dying, and I pretended I was a tree in the
middle of winter, sleeping under the cold, icy snow.  
Everything went dark.  My last thought was a small, firework
spray that said, Guess there went my eyes…  

 

**

 

The light dimmed.  Creche could see without squinting now;
see through the twisting veil to what was within it… some sort of
bizarre carving, it looked like.  Now the light-wall looked
like the shimmering flare of the curtains that hung in the skies at
night sometimes when it was dead winter and so cold you could feel
your blood freezing in your heart.  Then the last, tattered
embers of light died away, sprang up once more, and then
vanished.

 

There was a stillness in the people crowded around her, like
water that hangs without moving at the cusp of a ripple, right
after the stone falls into it, before rushing back to fill the
unaccustomed hole.  Then everyone moved at once.  The
leader of the clan ran through the gate in the wooden fence. 
Around her, people twitched and fidgeted, babbling.  There was
an edge of hysteria to the note of their collective voices. 
Creche edged towards Far-Roaming, and tugged him unobtrusively
towards the tall, slender poles of the fence.

 

A rather squat, strange-looking sculpture in matte black stood
inside.  No light at all clung to whatever stone it had been
carved from, making it difficult to tell what shape it was. 
No shadows.  No details.  No nothing really, except where
the lines stood out against the lighter stones of the walls
beyond.  And stand out they did, like the shadows a full moon
casts onto untrammeled snow - stark and smooth and utterly black.
 

 

“What is it?” she asked the ledger, her voice barely louder than
thought.  “Can you see?”  

 

“I don’t know,” he murmured.  “No one wants to get too
close to it though – there’s about two or three feet of space all
around the thing.”  He glanced around them, and a thin smile
quivered at the edge of his mouth.  “They don't seem very
pleased about all this either.  And Mister Spear and Pony over
there looks like he’s about to break down and cry.” 

 

It was true.  The man who had met them on the sturdy,
mountain horse, and confisticated their weapons and chivvied them
to this place like a dog chivvies his master’s sheep was waving
both arms in the air and shouting at the statue at the top of his
voice.  A look of distinct desperation on his face twisted
across his face.  

 

“What do you bet?” Creche said, even more quietly, “That he’s
just lost his horse?” 

 

Far-Roaming let his unfathomable, distant gaze travel across the
crowd again, ending on the presumed leader of this village, and
shook his head slightly.  “I wouldn’t,” he said.  “Not
two penny-bits.  Look,” he tilted his head towards a small
group of men and women not far from them. Their heads leaned close
together and it was clear they were discussing something - their
erstwhile leader it could be easily guessed, by how their eyes
never strayed far from him.  “They’re already considering who
to replace him with, I’d say.”  

 

Creche nodded.  “I really,” she said after a moment of
thought, “really want to know what it was that just
happened.”  And then she made up her mind.   With no
regard for who might be in the way, she walked into the opening of
the fence and headed for the statue.  There were a few futile
attempts to hinder her; she ignored them.  

 

She looked back once.  Far-Roaming was following her, but
no one even tried to stop him.  He didn’t push people away, or
try to intimidate them.  He simply walked as if it was
inevitable that there would be a place for him to go. 
Stopping him became as unthinkable as trying to stop the wind from
blowing or the sun from rising.  It wasn’t that no one wanted
to try, but that it never even occurred to them it would be
possible.  

 

Creche stopped beside a grey-haired woman with more wrinkles
than any two people should ought to have - you could barely see her
eyes where they twinkled brightly amid the folds of pale skin - and
asked, “What happened?”  

 

“Ahhh,” said the woman.  “Now that’s a question, that
is.  Dunno as how I could rightly tell a body, neither. 
Only Juris there has got some awful fast talking to do now as his
precious Hunter From the Stars has turned out to be no more ‘n some
fancy-looking statue as doesn’t even have nothing to say any
longer.  Nor mouth to say it with,” she added after a critical
look at the carven stone.  “Not rightly speaking, though I
suppose that bit there could be a mouth… reckon so could that over
there.  But they’s stone mouths and nothing worth speaking
with.”  

 

“Who’s Juris?” Far-Roaming slid in.  The woman didn’t
bother turning to see who had asked the question.   

 

“Him.  Over yonder.  Waving his arms about like he’s
doing some sort of birthing dance, only ain’t no child getting born
and tisn’t the right place for dancing, nohow.  He likes to
think he’s somebody big and important, knowing more than another
man may.”  She gave Creche a sly, conspiratorial nod and a
wink.  “We let him think so; it kept him happy and made peace
on the hill, and he did have an uncanny way about him with the
hunt.  Rarely missed a shot and never went out without he
brought something back, even if it was no more’n one of them
little-horned sheep as no one really wants.  But they’re
better’n starving, I tell you true.  Even if they is tough and
fuller of gristle-fat’n any other beast.  No fair flavor to
‘em neither.  Bunch of silliness, all this capering about in
here, I says.  Saying something talks at him, and like enough
it did for all that.  But it don’t make him any bigger than
any other man.” She nodded her old head several times, up and down,
and drew in a deep breath.  

 

Creche hurriedly tossed in another question.  “Who talked
to him?”

 

“Well now, I don’t know as I can rightly say.  He come in
here, at all sorts of crazy times - why once I got up in the middle
of the night and I saw him through the window.”  She stopped
talking long enough to turn around, hunting for the right window,
and pointed it out.  “That one.  Right over there, do you
see it?  Just past Rashie’s head, her with the yellow
ribbons.  I made them ribbons, I did.”  

 

Creche nodded, and the woman's cracked, rambling voice took up
the thread of her tale.  Astonishing, Creche thought, that she
could even remember which thread she’d been on, with all the
different ones that kept creeping in.  

 

“Dancing around and leaping up and down.  Looked right
silly, he did.  Like some sort of little ground frog trying to
learn how to fly.  There’s a children’s tale about that, you
know.  About frogs and butterflies and what happens if you
aren’t happy being who you are.  Have you heard it?” 
Creche shook her head. 

 

“Well, it’ll have to wait.  That’s a night-time tale, for
after the supper-fire, with tea to drink.  Hot and
strong.”  She slurped her lips, and drifted off into a sort of
dreaming in which, presumably, there was plenty of hot, strong tea
and lots of small children listening intently to her stories.
 

 

“And Juris?” Creche asked.  

 

“Oh him.”  Juris was dismissed with a shrug.  “He’s
just a big foolish man, likes to make himself sound
important.  If you ask me, he was crazy in his head.  No
harm in saying it told him where to take the hunt, but then he was
wanting to make us think it told him other things too.  How to
build the fires.”  

 

The woman snorted.  “As if we haven’t been building the
fires ever since time began and the first rock was piled on top of
the second one and a man built himself a house to live in instead
of running around like part of the wind.  Star Hunter or no
Star Hunter, wasn’t any way he was going to convince anybody
here-abouts to go changing the fires.”  She looked slyly at
Creche.  "Told us it said to bring you folk in, stead of
killing you off like we ought've done.  You," she added, her
voice full of meaning, and let her eyes drop to Creche's
hands.  "With your hands."

 

Creche stilled in shock, then smiled automatically at the old
woman and edged away.  Told the clansfolk not to kill them…
because of her hands.  She dropped her eyes to study
them.  She felt like she'd been punched in the gut; like she
had the day her Cantorin had come to her with his dream and a
choice.  Like she'd felt the night before they'd cut her arms
off.

 

She shivered and dragged her attention back to the statue. 
It called to her - it surprised her how much she wanted to be close
to it, to touch it.  It was almost physical, that
longing.  She took a step into the ominous band of openness
that encircled the black stone carving, and studied it.  After
a while, shapes started to ease themselves out of the formless
rock.  

 

There was a head there, she was sure of it; a head that lacked
one ear and part of its hair, but had a perfectly serviceable mouth
and nose, and two of the most expertly carved eyes she had ever
seen.  This knob over here looked like another head, tilted in
an attitude of resignation.  No, despair.  She wondered
briefly why she had thought that, then stepped sideways to look
from another angle.  

 

With the swiftness of clouds that change from goats to flowers
to fish, the sculpture became two boys dancing, two children
playing with snakes, a boy and a girl parting unwillingly - she
hiding behind her skirts the gift he had given her.  Hiding
from what though?  Creche found herself searching the stone
for the answer to that riddle.  She was sure that the first
figure was hiding something but why? And from who?  

 

She reached out tentatively to touch the slick, glassy surface;
odd how now she could see her own reflection in the smooth planes
of the stone.  Earlier, it had been so black it looked like
the night sky between the stars when no moon was out - giving away
nothing.  But now…  

 

Her fingers skidded on the stone, unable to even feel the
surface, so frictionless was it.  She pushed, trying to break
through, but her hand went flying out with the force of her effort,
and she almost punched Far-Roaming in the stomach.  He leaned
back, avoiding the blow, and she gave him a swift, apologetic
glance.  “You try,” she told him.  “Touch it.”  

 

He looked at her quizzically, then reached out his own hand,
stroking the arms of the two lovers who held each other’s hands as
if they couldn’t bear to let go, even though it was getting light
and her husband would soon be home.  

 

Far-Roaming’s face took on a distant expression, like he heard
something coming from very far away.  But he only let his hand
fall away and shook his head wonderingly.  “It’s so smooth I
can barely feel it.  I wonder how on earth they did that, to
polish it so well.”  He pondered this for a while; Creche saw
the thoughtful crease between his thick eyebrows.  She looked
at him questioningly, but he just shook his head and gave her a
small smile.  “I don’t know,” he said.  

 

Creche looked back at the sculpture, surprised at how much she
wanted to touch it.  It made her fingers itch, and she longed
to stroke it.  To smooth away the worried look from the boy’s
brow, to pat the girl soothingly and tell her everything would be
all right.  Creche herself would tell the father, the child
would be allowed to keep her gift, she and her friend would not
need to lose each other after all, despite this shatteringly
unexpected occurrence.  

 

Creche knew she was making up tales about the statue, but she
couldn’t help it.  Unbidden, her fingers drifted to the hair
that curled around the down-cast head of the young man.  It’s
all right, she told the statue, though she spoke no words other
than those in her mind.  It’s all right, you don’t need to be
afraid.  I’ll find your friend, your sister, your beloved;
I’ll find her and bring her back to you and you won’t have to look
like that anymore - like you’ve lost your own heart somewhere and
don’t know how to get it back.  

 

She wandered around to the backside of the sculpture, her
fingers still trailing along the ebony marble; she couldn’t bear to
lift her hand.  From the second child’s (the woman, the lover,
the sister) back, a slim wing emerged, gracefully curving along the
line of her shoulder and arching into the air. But there was only
one.  Where the second should be, cried out to be - she could
see its shape in the air, the hole where it ought to be and wasn’t
- there was only a misshapen lump. It looked as though the sculptor
had started to carve, and then set down his instruments and walked
away, leaving his work half-finished.  

 

Creche ran her hand down the stone, moving her fingers with the
delicacy needed to touch a butterfly’s wing, then cupped her hand
against the air, imagining she drew the very stone into being with
only her desire.  There… that was how it ought to be. 
She pulled a little harder, a little farther, gentled the quivering
wing, stroked it into position and lifted her hand.  

 

Perfectly formed, as if it had been there all along: a part of
the master sculptor’s plan, the second wing raised itself. 
Creche let her eyes drop closed and followed the leading of her
hands.  Here, they whispered to her.  The face was
unfinished, an ear unformed.  She drew it into being, moved
on.  Here, her fingers murmured.  A foot that stood on
scaly talons, a tail sinuous and intricate, yet no leg, no
body.  She felt at the woman’s skirts, found the curve that
followed the lizard’s bright back, felt its jeweled eyes, its slim
snout. 

 

There, a face, perfect in its conception yet lacking,
lacking … something.  Almost she opened her eyes, then
sighed and did not.  She knew without seeing - knew indeed
that vision would only hinder this not-sight - and melted fear from
the eyes, replacing it with wonder.  At last she was done, but
still she stood there for a long moment with her eyes shut and her
silver palms flat against the cool, black marble.  Then she
pushed herself away, opening her eyes and shaking herself like a
dog shedding water, or a pony shivering away flies.

 

Around her, the large room was silent.  No one moved, no
one spoke.  Even Juris said nothing, only stood and
gaped.  Creche looked at them all, then looked at the black
carving beside her.  It was a masterpiece.  Winged and
non-winged, they stood there; boy and girl, their hands clasped
firmly and the tiny dragon coiled around their feet, its eyes
looking upward, its long neck silky and smooth.  She
swallowed.










Chapter 9
Chapter Nine


She'd been sixteen when she drank the bitter water and they sang
her into sleep.  The dreams you dream while your body is being
cut apart and remade aren't normal.  Things she could never
describe afterwards spun her through vertigo and fire during that
time.

But then, when she'd woken up, she hadn't been normal,
so it made sense that her dreams coiled and warped through the
week-long night.  

 

When the Cantorins' song lifted her back into the sun, it took
many more weeks to learn to use her new self.  For a while,
when she couldn't even make her fingers move and tears of
frustration and secret fears soaked her pillow every night, she
thought it had failed.  That Cantorin Sensin's visions had
been wrong and she would be a cripple, unable to even feed herself,
forever.

 

But one day, as she sat obediently entranced, concentrating on
the sparkling paths of her nerves, her forefinger twitched. 
She lost it at once, so excited that the trance shattered; but now
she had the way of it.  All she had to do was practice. 
And practice she did, spending hours struggling to teach the metal
to meld with her flesh; to teach her nerves and brain to speak to
these foreign things.

 

Once she'd gotten the two to communicate, she began to relearn
how to live.  To wash, to dress herself, to feed
herself.  She felt like a baby - turning red with
embarrassment the first time she ate in the hall with the others,
the over-large spoon wobbling in her uncertain grip.  Candle
hadn't said anything, but she saw the awe and a new distance in his
eyes, and wept herself to sleep for more weeks. 

 

It was hard, waiting.  She didn't know what she was waiting
for, only that Sensin told her to.  She spent the time
learning everything she could; her new hands were amazingly
flexible and talented, and she discovered that anything she did
with them came swifter and more easily as time went on.  It
was as if they could learn on their own now that she knew the
secret.  And it was easier to not see her friends' distance if
she stayed busy.

 

Every language she could find, she learned.  She grilled
everyone who ever came to the island for any bit of history or tale
they could tell.  And she practiced hour upon hour, until
knifework and archery came as easily as swordplay always had, and
she could even use the odd, short, forked blades favored by the
Spethish tribesmen, who liked to climb trees and leap out of them
upon their enemies, and needed swords that wouldn't get caught in
treelimbs on the way down.

 

Years went by.  Candle married a girl from the class below
her and changed his name to Canshelai.  She didn't weep this
time. What was the use?  She'd resigned herself - no man would
want a woman so strangely made as she - especially one who was
better than he at nearly everything.  

 

It wasn't a bad life; she even enjoyed it for the most part -
though she watched her friends wistfully as one by one they took up
their lifeworks - marrying, having children, leaving on this or
that quest, coming back to the school to teach, some going on as
she had once dreamed of to take up the song of the Cantorins -
while she herself just went on the same.  The same and thirty
years more of the same, the only adult without a proper name until
one day, Sensin - an old man now with a frail, reedy voice - called
her to him.  

 

"It is time," he said.  "We will sing you out of the Land
tomorrow; I dreamed of it."

 

**

 

“Once upon a time,” Far-Roaming said and I fell back into
being.  Memories pulled at my skin, twisted my bones and
hummed in my mind.  I didn't know where I was; I couldn't see
or move. Only hear Far-Roaming's voice, strange somehow, coming
into my mind as if down a long tunnel. 

 

“Once upon a time, there were two races of peoples.  Both
were much alike, with eyes to see and ears to hear and hands to
build, tongues to speak for harm or for healing.  But one
people had the gifts and perils of the sky, for they had been given
wings; while the other held the warmth and wonders of the
earth.” 

 

Dimly, somewhere in my mind, I thought that Far-Roaming was a
much better story-teller than Quif had been.  Who-ever Quif
was.  Hadn’t I known a Quif sometime?  For a single
dizzying second, another story overlaid the first, and another and
another, and I had an image of myself facing myself in an endless
reflection; telling and being told and hearing - being tale after
tale after tale…  

 

“One would perhaps think that this was an unfair arrangement:
that those with wings had all their earth-bound cousins had, and
more as well; but this was not so.  For while those below
might never taste the thin and heady brew that was the sky just
where it lost all color and form and substance, or the soaring
delight of the winds, or the fierce, hot lure of the sun; yet those
above would never know the gentleness of a field at day's end when
the seeds were strained out of harvested stubble and the sweet
juice of split plums perfumed the honey-swept evening.  They
could barely stand, their limbs were so frail."

 

"Demons!" I heard the faint, hissed word.  It wasn't
Far-Roaming; I didn't know who it was.  Fainter still, there
was a humming murmur - other people talking, I wondered?  But
who… ?  Oh.  All the clanspeople.  I guessed maybe
it hadn't been that long since I got stuck and all those people
were all still there, crowded into the room.  Far-Roaming's
voice kept going on, quiet and even.

 

“The winged people and the non-winged had no quarrels with each
other.  They met on the hilltops, for those with wings were
incapable of descending below, and those without could not go
above.  And thus each had their place and their deeds, though
few of either understood the other.  But the farmer would
pause at his tilling and, shading his eyes with a dirt-stained
hand, watch the acrobatics of a passing flier.  And a grazer
might halt his steady wing-beats, to soar for a time and peer down
at a mother stirring porridge for the youngest of her unsteady
toddlers.  And each marveled in his turn and went on about his
own appointed tasks.  It was this way.”

 

I listened to the layered words, drinking them in like a
drowning man gulps air, and felt a little bubble of amazement float
up through the silty depths of my mind.  Amazement that I
could still think.  That I could hear.  I shivered,
remembering that moment of subsuming blackness.  The ledger's
voice reassured me.  Where-ever I was, I wasn't totally lost.
 

 

“… that once a young man of the Tribes, who was to have been a
shepherd (he was ill-fitted for his life), drove his sheep to a
rocky meadow high in the summer peaks.  He was not looking to
see any flying men; he never did.  He distrusted them, hated
them - envied them some whispered - at any rate, he disliked any
mention of them, and would not watch if they flew overhead.
 

 

"The sheep were accustomed to being driven, but being sheep,
they balked and grumbled, and by the time boy and flock had come at
last to their pasturing, all were winded and out of temper. 
The lad flung himself down on the grassy slope, determined to
sleep, if nothing else could be salvaged from this most evil of
days, and the sheep scattered comfortably about the meadow, chewing
placidly on whatever struck their fancy and occasionally commenting
about it to a neighbor.  

 

“Thus far, all was well.  A bit of ill-temper has never
harmed anyone, especially not when they are far away from anyone
who might take offense at it; and sheep do not mind being left to
their own devices, so long as they can look up now and again, and
see their shepherd is still there.  And as he is still there,
all, clearly, is well.  And so the boy and his flock passed
the long afternoon, in dreaming slumber and contented
grazing.  But enmity moves beyond itself.  It has a life
of its own, and where a bad mood will pass away, hatred remains,
and grows.  And the boy hated the fliers.

 

A cold wind began to skirl about the high rocks while the lad
slept; dark clouds piled themselves about a barren pinnacle, and
the sun slid behind the western peaks.  The sheep became
restless, gathering themselves as their shepherd was not awake to
do it, and when he finally awoke, he found himself surrounded by
wooly bodies with anxious, liquid eyes and grassy breath.”










Chapter 10
Chapter Ten


Creche was fascinated.  Fascinated and - in her gut a cold
ball of fear contracted.   The sculpture never moved, she
could swear it; she was watching it constantly - and yet it
did.  As Far-Roaming told his tale, the carvings were what he
spoke.  Without moving that she could see - she blinked
rapidly and rubbed her eyes - the figure that she could have sworn
was a woman with wings now appeared to be several sheep, fat and
bumpy with unshorn fleeces, standing on a steep, rocky slope.
 

 

The ledger's voice went on and on, spinning the words of the
tale out like threads from raw wool, apparently oblivious to the
uncanny illustration beside him. Then Creche looked over at him and
changed her mind.  He was not oblivious.  But he could no
longer stop speaking than she could stop her heart-beat.  The
tale, it seemed, was telling itself and had chosen Far-Roaming for
the doing. 

 

“… struggling through the snow which every minute was getting
deeper.  At last he stopped and looked around him.  They
were still high in the mountains and he could see that there was no
way his sheep would ever be able to make it down in this
storm.  Already the snow was up to their bellies.  Even
if he could break a path, they wouldn’t be able to follow for long.
 

 

“But over there… he saw, through the swirling, blinding
snowfall, a darker shadow.  Even if it was only a rock wall,
he thought, it would be some shelter, and he could gather his flock
around him and perhaps they would live through the night and make
their way home when the day shone bright again.  So he left
the markers and the path that he knew.  

 

“Manhood,” Far-Roaming added, “came at an early age to these
children, and the boy was barely fourteen.”  

 

“The boy's sheep were losing their strength, and often he had to
leave off breaking trail to stumble back and pull one to its feet
again.  He would give it a shove on its soft, woolly rump and
fight his way to the front again.  But at last they came to
it.  It was just as he had thought, no more than a leaning
outcrop of rocks, but it was out of the wind.  He gathered his
sheep around him, calling their names one by one and settling them
into place, for he was not a bad shepherd, only easily made
out-of-temper and wishful of being something else, though he knew
not what. 

 

“And last of all, he slid down into their midst and curled up to
sleep.  There was nothing else to do in that terrible, white
world.  The wind howled about them, but the shepherd boy grew
warm, and fell into a dream."

 

All around Creche, the clanspeople stood silent, listening,
watching.  Hands relaxed, falling away from
dagger-hilts.  Creche relaxed as well, and the spot between
her shoulder blades stopped itching.

 

“In his dream, there was no snow.  The grass was a
brilliant green, and the flowers were of all colors under the sun,
and even more brilliant than the grass.  Gone were the grey,
forbidding crags that lifted rough, granite faces to the pale
sky.  Gone too the thin and sparse growth that was all he
usually had to feed his flock on.  He looked around him with
bemused wonderment.  The white, woolly bodies of his sheep
were almost luminescent in the light - it was the light of a sun he
had never known before, but somehow he was not afraid.  

 

“He threw himself down onto the springy grass.  It was
soft, like the wool of his sheep - like a bed filled with feathers,
he thought.  He had heard of such a thing, from a cousin whose
family once had left their hamlet and gone down the mountain to the
plains and across the plains to see the river and down the river to
the great bay that opened up to the ocean.  

 

“She had come back with tales that opened up the eyes of
everyone who heard her.  Tales of fires that burned inside
boxes inside houses and yet didn’t burn them up, but just stayed
there, where they were put.  Of rooms just for sleeping in and
beds in those rooms made of great sacks filled with feathers. 
There were people, she told them, whose only task all the day long
was plucking feathers out of dead birds and putting them in these
sacks so that other people could sleep on them.   

 

“'And,' she told her cousin secretly one night, 'the women sleep
with their men with no clothes on.'  They had giggled together
over the thought, half-aroused, half-ashamed.  'But don’t they
freeze?' he had wondered, and she told him no, it was always hot
down there.   

 

"Daringly, he had touched her neck beneath its ruff of heavy
fur.  She had not pulled away, but smiled at him out of her
slanted, ice-blue eyes and he thought that possibly he would marry
her when they were a little older.  But, he thought sternly to
himself, and to her, though of course she couldn’t hear his
thoughts, not yet, there would be none of this sleeping with no
clothes business.

 

“The boy, the man, our shepherd, had never known any bed that
wasn’t hard.  If he didn’t sleep on the ground, he slept on a
thin mat of woven straw, with a covering of heavy woollen
cloth.  And this grass was the softest and springiest mattress
he had ever known.  He luxuriated in the feeling, laughing at
the strange, tickling sensation the grass-blades made on his skin.
 

 

"That was the other thing.  Somehow, he had lost his
clothing.  He looked down at himself, curiously.  His
skin was pale, creamy-colored, almost as white as the sheep, or as
the milk he squeezed from their black udders.  

 

“And yet… he was not cold.  This was more amazing than the
fantastic colors.  He had never known a time when it was
possible to not be covered with many layers of pelts and
wools.  A hardy people his were indeed, but even they could
not brave the relentless, seeping chill without clothing; thick,
heavy clothing.  And it was cold where he lived, make no
mistake.  Even at the height of summer, they dared not let the
fires go out."

 

A woman nearby sniffed.  "We are not so weak," she said
scornfully, and Creche looked around the room, suddenly
intent.  Was it about this place, the tale Far-Roaming
told?  None of the rapt faces showed any signs of recognition…
  No, it couldn't be.  It was cold here, but not that
cold.  

 

“Still though, our shepherd - Lorn was his name - was not
afraid.  Perhaps this place stole fear away, even as the cold
of his homeland stole away the precious warmth his people hoarded
in their tiny, stone huts.  He sat up and watched his
sheep.  They were happy, he thought, eating all this good,
green grass.  It was too bad it was only a dream.  With a
pasture like this, he would have the fattest sheep in the
village.  He would be wealthy.  

 

“And so, with dreams within dreams, he dozed away the afternoon,
and when the sun began to slither off the edge of the sky, he awoke
and called to his sheep.  They came pressing around him,
telling him in comfortable baaing of their day, and he chose one,
his favorite, and drank her milk.  

 

“The sky darkened in the center, as the colors of the day
followed the sun down and pooled around the rim of the world, and
the shepherd got to his feet and started home.  There was no
path, but in the manner of dreams, this did not distress him. 
 

 

“He had always gone towards the dying sun to get home before and
so he went in the same way now.  Behind him, the meadow faded,
the colors leaching out of grass and flower, so that if he had
looked back, he would have seen a motionless, grey landscape. 
But he didn’t look back.  Why should he?”  

 

**

 

“Why indeed?” Far-Roaming repeated the question.  I urged
him on silently - Hurry! - and then wondered why.  But that
name he'd said, 'Lorn'; it twisted like a knife in my mind.
Something was coming, I knew it.  Hurry, I thought, my
thoughts a miserable tangle of restlessness and formless anxiety.
 

 

“Grey is a dangerous place,” the ledger continued.  I
nodded, almost without realizing it.  Grey was dangerous,
especially for us, Anyor had told me.  Because we were almost
grey ourselves, and so lived on the borders of that land and
this.  I must always be careful, he said, and watch the colors
of things, so I didn’t accidentally stray even farther out of
life.

 

“And behind the shepherd," Far-Roaming said, "grey things
twisted themselves out of the grey meadow and began to
follow.  Perhaps they hungered for the color of his sky-blue
eyes, the black of his sheep’s hooves, the green of the grass that
still lay before him.  Perhaps they only moved as all things
on earth move - to make more of themselves and thus find
immortality in their offspring.  

 

“They were slippery, these grey things.  Soft and silent
they moved and not even a breath of air shifted to tell of their
coming.  The grass beneath them didn’t bend.  But they
gathered together, and it was like the gathering of a storm, when
one cloud shoulders close to another and more come, drawn like to
like.  

 

“So now, if the boy turned, he would see a great, grey wall
behind him, stretching up towards the sky.  It seethed and
roiled; long tendrils reaching out and being sucked back in,
shapeless, formless, flowing strands coiling over and around each
other.  Now one could see a flicker of a hand, eaten
immediately into fish into flower into dragon into claw.  Now
an eyeless face pushed out of the mass, its chin melting into the
snarl of a puma, its nose lengthening and warping into the twisted
lifeless branch of some long-dead tree.  

 

The back of my neck burned with the pressure of some nameless
menace, but I couldn't turn around.  In my mind, I cowered
away from the greyness; and I longed, suddenly and fiercely, for a
fire to crawl into.

 

“But he did not turn, and so he never saw these things,"
Far-Roaming went on, his voice drawing me after him.  "His
sheep though, seemed to know all wasn’t as it should have been, for
they pressed closer and closer about his legs until he could hardly
move.  He talked to them, soothing them, and shoved them away;
but they only huddled back again.  So it was, in this awkward
way, that the flock came to the edge of the meadow.

 

“Lorn stared down, uncomprehendingly.  The grass ended in a
straight, sheer cliff, a cliff that fell away in front of his feet
so far that he couldn’t see the bottom.  He looked at his
sheep, and they grumbled up at him.  We don’t like it here,
they told him. We want to go home.  It is night and we should
be lying down in our round, stone fold. They milled restlessly
about his feet, never coming too near the cliff-edge, but never
getting far from it either.  

 

“'Well,' the shepherd said to them.  'As we haven’t wings,
and I don’t see any stairs cutting themselves from the rock for our
benefit, we can’t go any further this way.  Where shall we go
then?'  But the question really wasn’t necessary.  To his
right, the land sloped up, and ended in another cliff like the one
he stood at.  Forward was impossible.  Behind him, there
was nothing; he had come from there.  Only to his left, where
the hill curved gently downwards was there any way at all to
go. 

 

I was tense with unhappiness and dread, and I didn't know
why.  Only that these words called to something in me; pulled
me towards something I both needed and feared.

 

“So he turned his feet to the left, and realized that even
though the warmth of the sun had gone, he still was not cold. 
He shrugged one bare shoulder and put the matter away.  More
important was to find a way off of this hill before full
dark.  Behind him, the grey wall had grown mammothly.  It
writhed as he halted, and flowed after him when he turned to walk
along the edge of the cliff and down.  And everywhere it went
(which was everywhere he went), it sucked all color, all life from
the land, leaving only still, dead greyness.  And so, though
he did not know it, it was the shepherd’s coming, and what he
carried within him, which brought death to the land.”










Chapter 11
Chapter Eleven


Creche glanced at the sculpture again and was unsurprised to see
that now it looked like a man walking, his arms swinging
freely.  About his feet were shapes that must be meant to
represent the sheep, and behind him, rising up like a wave on the
cusp of breaking was the wall of greylings.  She promised
herself to watch more closely; she had not seen when or how the
woman with wings had become an ominous, following enemy.  

 

She spared a moment to admire the ledger's skill which was great
enough to hold enthralled, open-faced and as wondering as children,
a crowd of people who had been on the edge of murder a moment
before.  If she had known this, she thought, she could have
dispensed with the pretense of magery entirely and simply had
Far-Roaming tell their way through the mountains.

 

All ledgers were gifted, though she had never heard of any with
this breadth of skill, and it was in words and tales that their
gifts ran most.  But she knew of those who preferred to draw
or to carve, and when the Cantorins' song set her knee-deep in the
surf on the shore outside Vaalsitte, she met a young ledger woman
growing pumpkins.  

 

When Creche said something about this, the girl smiled and said
that she didn’t like traveling and was no good with stories at
all.  What she liked was to grow things, and so she lived
here, and sometimes her kinfolk stopped in on their journeys.
Creche smiled at the memory.  Neither was she very much a
representative of her people.  

 

The smile became rueful and faded away entirely as she looked
down at her hands.  She bent the fingers and straightened them
out again just to watch herself do it.  Though she had never
told anyone, would never tell anyone, the wonder of that simple
motion had never left her.  

 

With a mental shake, she returned her attention to Far-Roaming’s
pleasantly rough voice.  It still had the edges of the
hoarseness that had come from his illness, but the past months of
clean air and decent food had smoothed much of that away.  The
shepherd had gotten a good ways down the mountain, she
realized.

 

“… it was dark, full dark now,” Far-Roaming told the
listeners.  “There was only a tiny sliver of a  moon and
that was often hidden behind slow-moving clouds, so bushes and
rocks loomed up suddenly when Lorn didn’t expect them.  He had
stumbled several times, and fallen once - almost he had not caught
himself in time and gone rolling off the edge of the hill.  He
couldn’t go any further.  And this is when he realized he was
being followed.  

 

“For he had turned aside from the downward path to try and find
a place of safety for the night.  He had not noticed any thing
that told him of wolves or foxes or pumas that would try to steal a
lamb in the night, but not seeing them had never before meant that
none were there.  And he was a good shepherd.  

 

“As he turned, he looked up where he had come from, and stopped
still in astonishment and fear.  His heartbeat quickened and
his breath came faster.  His mouth was dry.  Everywhere
he had gone, there was no color - he noticed that first.  And
then he saw the great mist-wall of greylings, swirling and
writhing, and his eyes flew beyond them to the ruin they had made
of the land, and for the first time since he had gone to sleep and
woken up in this dream world, he felt cold.    

 

“He had been wandering naked the entirety of his dream, yet now
he suddenly felt unclothed, and looked around vainly for something
to cover himself with, and for a weapon.  But there was
nothing.  He stooped and felt on the ground, and his fingers
closed around a stone.  He lifted it, and said bravely, “Go
back!  Follow me no more… ”  And he threw the rock at
them as hard as he could.  He had a good eye and a strong arm,
but his stone vanished into the fog and he didn’t even hear it fall
to the ground. 

 

“He was accustomed to protecting his sheep from whatever might
come, and he was brave.  But now he faced something completely
unknown, something larger and more numerous than anything that had
ever come against him before, and he must do it with no weapons
other than what he could find by scrabbling in the darkness, and
with nothing but his skin to protect him.  It would have been
foolish not to be afraid. 

 

“And he was afraid, and very possibly, he felt, his life would
end here on this dark hillside,  for even though this was a
dream, not all dreams are innocuous and impotent to harm.”

 

**

 

This story he was telling sounded familiar.  My gut
clenched painfully.  I knew - I knew something about it, but I
couldn't remember.  I couldn't remember!  I cursed the
years I'd spent wandering, forgetting; I'd wanted to forget, but I
thought now I'd done too good a job. 

 

“So Lorn armed himself as best he could, hurriedly scraping
stones together, and bloodying his fingers in the darkness. 
The wall was still there, twisting in on itself as if those gaping
maws with their needle-sharp teeth were trying to devour each other
before starting in on him.  One of his ewes bumped against him
from behind and baaa'd a throaty protest.  He’d been unable to
convince them to shoo; stubbornly, they remained milling around
him. 

 

“He was ready now, as ready as he could ever hope to be, but a
thought tugged at his mind while he was straightening, rock
clenched firmly in his fist.  What, said that small traitorous
thought, if the greyness only followed and never attacked? 
Could he not simply keep walking until he woke up and then he would
be safe?  

 

“Lorn hesitated.  He looked down at his sheep, who gazed
back at him with worried, trusting eyes.  He looked at his own
thin arms with no covering of cloth or hide.  And then he
looked at the devastation that walked where his footsteps had gone,
all along the edge of the cliff and down the great towering
mountain to this place.  He sighed.  He knew he could not
take that easy, glittering path.  

 

“He threw the stone, and then another, and then all of the ones
he had so painstakingly gathered in a great blurring fury.  He
couldn’t tell if he had hit anything or not.  Every rock he
threw vanished soundlessly, dissolved like the raw strip of
nothingness that led back up the mountain.  And the mist
didn’t move.  It would neither attack nor leave, and he stared
at it exhausted and near to weeping.  

 

I thought I was crying. It felt like tears were sliding down my
cheeks, though I couldn't raise my hand to feel them, and my throat
hurt.  I knew, I knew what it was like standing there helpless
and knowing everything you could do was futile.

 

Far-Roaming's voice sounded both gentle now, and pitiless. 
“This terrible thing was here because of him; it was where it was
now because it followed him and would not leave.  What was to
say it wouldn’t follow his waking mind back into his own land where
he lay swaddled in fur and wool, sleeping in a snowstorm?  And
what then might it do to those he loved?  A pair of slanted
blue eyes flickered in his mind.  And while he stood there
shaking from weariness and fear and cold, something came into his
mind.  

 

“He shoved it aside; surely there was some other way.  He
thought of fire and felt experimentally for more rocks, finding
them after several futile, blind moments spent feeling about on his
knees; and banged them together.  But no sparks
resulted.  And he had no glass to catch the sun’s rays, if he
even dared wait until morning came.  

 

“But who was to say that when morning came here, it would not
also be morning there and he would wake and be drawn back into his
own life; drawing this abomination with him?  No, he could not
wait.  Whatever he was to do must be done soon.  

 

“No one had any right to demand this of him! Lorn thought
angrily. He had not asked to come to this place, all he wanted was
to take his sheep home safely and bring them out again and so on
day after day, month after month, until he was a little older and
had acquired a mat that was large enough for two to lay in the
corner of his family’s dwelling. He would marry his distant cousin
with her exotically-tipped eyes and amusing stories of how things
were done in other places, and life would go for him as it had done
for the men of his tribe for years uncounted.  

 

“Why should he have to be here and do this? he raged, ignoring
the restless irritableness that had dogged his steps through all of
those sheep-filled days he now remembered with wistful
fondness.  Who had dragged him from his sleep into this
dreaming place and by what right had they done so?  

 

And perhaps after all, the wall of grey mist-mouths would do no
more harm.  If he went to sleep here and now, surely he would
awake in his own place and the grey creatures couldn’t follow him
there, and couldn’t follow him here, and thus would simply melt
back into whatever they had come from.

 

“'No… ' It was a whisper under the door.  He growled and
stopped up the edges with thought-carpets, as many as he could
find, but he heard it anyways.  The mist would follow him, now
that it had found him.  It would suck the life out of anything
he passed.  

 

It didn't matter that he had not meant to do it, nor even known
that it was happening; it had been done, and because of him. 
He must do what he could to put things right. And so, swiftly
before he could think anymore and stop himself, he stood and turned
and threw himself into the greyness.”

 

I flinched, my arms going protectively over my head.  My
heart raced and my mouth was dry and I was trembling all over, my
stomach clenched in sick, terrified knots. 










Chapter 12
Chapter Twelve


The crowd gasped, a soft, collective intake of breath, and
Creche snatched her gaze from Far- roaming to look at the
sculpture.  But she had missed it.  The statue had moved
again, and this time someone had seen it.

 

And then she felt her mouth drop open and hang there - a frog
trolling for flies, she thought dazedly, but too lazy to try to
catch them.  The ebony stone was still moving.  Flowing
together and apart, so subtly that you couldn’t tell from one
minute to the next exactly what had been altered; only that it was
different. 

 

The thing oozed, melted, twisted like warm wax from shape to
shape and finally Creche realized it was itself telling a story,
not following Far-Roaming’s words any longer, and the ledger's
voice was silent. 

 

**

 

pain pain pain and fear and longing and an utter sense of
lostness  

a grey shadow misted down over his eyes smothering his mind
blanketing his thoughts 

he wandered lost in a vast featureless plain 

no not plain for plain defined direction and here there was
none 

all was the same 

 

there was no up no down no left no right 

each step taken left him in another place exactly the same as
the one he had just left  

fear an extinguishing blanket in this grey damp bleak
place 

bleak 

and growing numb

 

days years eons 

how could you tell when nothing changed 

time itself was dead and with it all life or possibility or hope
 

there was no death and could be no life 

no darkness no light

 

small thoughts went first oozing into the nothingness and
becoming nothing themselves 

larger ones remained a little longer then they too vanished
eaten up frayed into mist 

fingers arms legs body eyes became fog 

only the most tenuous grasp on what once had been
reality 

or was it only a dream of reality 

but what was dream 

 

nothing

no thing

noth

no

 

a spark somewhere in the distance lit the greyness, this was the
first change.  

 

Lorn grasped at it with desperate eagerness, clung to the
thought of it even after it had gone and turned his faded footsteps
toward where it might have been.  For ever again that was all
he could do.  But now he had this thought even though it was
turning grey and pale too.  He held to it with all the
tenacious stubbornness that he once had in some unimaginable, other
life refused to - he couldn’t remember.  Something.  This
spark, this thought of a spark, he would not let it go.  

 

He set his teeth to it and grimly trudged on.  There, that
was another thing, grimness.  There was a spark, and now there
was an emotion to go with it.  He savored the feeling of it,
rolling it over and over in what tatters were left of his
mind.  Grim.  I am grim.  There is light and I am
grim.

 

It flared again.  Closer, he thought, closer… And
again.  This time a color floated into his mind.  His
arms began to ache with cold, and he knew his body was returning
along with his mind.  Green, he heard himself think, and
nearly wept with the joy of that word.  

 

That brought two more things with it: weeping and joy, and after
these two, it was as if a dam had burst for everything he had lost
came spinning back into him.  It was like a whirlpool, only in
reverse, and he could hardly stand for the pain of all this
returning.  

 

His self had been cut off, tied up with a rope that was too
tight, and this regaining of life hurt like nothing else he had
ever felt.  It started with a tingle, a warning that there was
too much, too fast; but there was nothing he could do, and nothing
he would have done, if he could have.  To have himself again -
he welcomed the pain, using even agony to stave off the leeching
grey.  

 

When he could think again, he found himself hunched over his
thighs, his arms wrapped around his stomach, the wetness of tears
on his cheeks; and he reveled in everything that told him he
existed again.  

 

**

 

I remembered then.  I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t
stop.  I hated Far-Roaming, and then I hated Creche and then I
hated Anyor and Quif and Quaral and everyone who had brought me
here with their terrible, pitiless words. I wished I could have
plugged my ears and never heard them.  

 

It would have been better to have evaporated into nothingness on
that horrible plain; but I unthought that as fast as I could. 
Anything was better than that, and knowing this, I couldn’t hate
Anyor anymore.  It had been his spark that lit the darkness
and led me out.  I could still hate Quif and Far-Roaming
though, so I did.  It wasn’t their story, what did they think
gave them the right to go bandying the words that meant me, that
were my life, around like that?  Giving them away
free to anyone who wanted to listen.  Hadn’t me living through
that once been bad enough?  Why did I have to keep doing it
and doing it and doing it as long as anyone felt like saying the
words? 

 

Unwillingly, I heard Anyor speaking in my mind again.  I
covered up my ears, but it didn’t do any good.  I had known it
wouldn’t.   “Caillorn,” he had said gravely, the only time he
ever called me by my name, “You must beware.  Hatred is the
most dangerous thing.  All emotions can be dangerous,
especially for us, but hatred is the most dangerous.  And it
is doubly so for you.  You must learn… ”  

 

I lost the thread of his voice then, but I knew what he had
said.  I would never forget it, or how he made me tell him
over and over and over, each feeling by its name, until I knew
always exactly what was inside of me.  “Our stories can be
lived again.  Not all tales are like this, but ours are. 
Each time we hear the words, we live them; and this is both curse
and blessing.”  

 

For always, he had told me, there is the hope that in living
again, they might be changed.  Altered.  The ending made
and remade, and in its making, it might make the world.  Or
unmake it, and therein was the fear and the danger.  

 

I nodded, believing him; and remembering what he told me to
remember, but I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to unmake the
world.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to, and one day, I got up
enough courage to ask him.  He had laughed. I remembered the
soft sound of his laughter and loved him.

 

“No, no,” he said.  “You are not to worry about this. 
Not for you is the unmaking of worlds… as long as you remember what
I have taught you, and never act blindly or in malice.”  I
nodded and went away, no less confused than before. 
 

 

And I remembered when he told me I must leave him and go back
out into the world.   He smiled; I thought it was a rather
mysterious smile, like he wasn’t telling me something, but he only
shook his head.  “Go and find out,” he told me.  “Go and
find us our place again..”   

 

I hadn’t remembered those last words before.  None of the
stories I had heard being told, and lived in the telling, had ever
brought me this far, to the very brink of myself.  I wondered
what place he wanted found.  And why did he think I should be
the one to find it for him?  I was only a boy, once a
shepherd.  I knew nothing of finding, unless it was lost
lambs.  

 

I puzzled over what Anyor wanted until a strange noise startled
me and I clenched my fists defensively, and discovered that one of
my hands was closed around someone else’s; for there was a hiss
from beside me, and the hardness of cool fingers in mine.
 










Chapter 13
Chapter Thirteen


Creche snapped her jaw shut.  There, in the middle of the
room, crouched a boy, his hand held tightly by a young girl. 
A young girl with wings.  They were rather beautiful wings,
she thought wildly, though they were black, black as the statue had
been.  Creche dragged her eyes away from the iridescent, ebony
feathers to look at the child who bore them.  

 

If the girl’s wings were onyx, her eyes were obsidian, black and
glittering with tiny flecks of red.  Creche stepped forward
and knelt, holding out a hand to the fear in those dark eyes. 
“Don’t be afraid,” she said gently, in what language she hardly
knew.  The child cowered back against the boy’s side, then
looked at who she leaned against, and jerked away from him as
well.

 

The boy’s eyes were glazing over, Creche noticed, and he had
started to shiver.  The girl was shivering too.  Creche
scrambled forward to catch them.  They felt like rock still;
her fingers clicked against their skin.  Far-Roaming was
suddenly by her side, supporting the girl.  His face looked
pinched, his mouth pursed as if he had eaten something very sour,
and he held her with only his fingertips.  She shrunk away
from him, swaying, and Creche said acidly, “She’s hardly going to
contaminate you just by existing; hold her up!”  

 

“But where did they come from?” Fear rimmed the ledger's
eyes.  His voice sounded high and too thin.  

 

She looked at him sidelong and said, quiet and soothing, “Right
now, it doesn’t matter.  They are here and they are
children.  Children,” she stressed the word, “who are
terrified and exhausted.”  

 

Far-Roaming nodded jerkily, panic still flaring his nostrils,
but subsiding with each word Creche spoke.  “I..” he fumbled,
looking down at the girl.  His eyes leapt instantly away
again, and he shivered all over.  “We … ”

 

“Ledger,” Creche said formally.  “What shall we do with
these children?”  She noticed the boy attempting to watch her,
to follow her words, but confusion kept blurring across his face
and emptying his expression of comprehension. 

 

The official title steadied Far-Roaming still more, and he
became capable of action: reaching a long hand behind him and
snagging one of the clansmen to replace him.  Then he turned
towards the leader and began to bargain for food and a place to
rest. Creche turned her attention back to the strange, stone
children.  

 

The man supporting the girl stared at her with naked awe and
fear in his eyes.  "They don't," he said, his voice quivering,
"She doesn't… . she doesn't exist!"

 

Creche frowned and opened her mouth to ask what he meant. 
But something moved by her feet, and she glanced down, then jerked
her foot back before she could stop herself.  She'd forgotten
about the small, jewel-eyed dragon in the original sculpture. 
It sat here too, flicking its long, sinuous tail up and down like
an irritated cat, and hissing faintly.  Its faceted eyes
glittered up at them.  

 

The clansman looked down when Creche did, and froze for a breath
of a moment.  Then he shouted, and ran for the door, letting
the girl sag sideways to the floor as he shoved his way through the
crowd.  People stared after him in shock, and some began to
push towards the door themselves; and then someone else noticed the
lizard and screamed.  For a little while, the room was as
chaotic as her dreams - a heaving, seething mass of people as
everyone fought to get out through the single, narrow door. 
Then everything was still again.  

 

The dragon hissed one more time, then spread its inky black
wings and flew out through the door and vanished.  Creche was
relieved.  It was one less thing to deal with, though how a
stone dragon could fly, she did not know.  Far-Roaming was
gone, pushed out of the doorway with the rest of the crowd, leaving
her alone with the children.  They were still shivering, and
the girl was beginning to turn grey.  Creche pulled off her
cloak, kneeling down and wrapping it around the child's shoulders -
or trying to.  Her wings kept getting caught in the fabric,
making her whimper with pain.

 

At last, Creche gave up, and just spread the thick cloth over
the two of them as best she could, before standing up and looking
around for something to make a fire with.  Far-Roaming came
back in, his eyes skipping off the huddled boy and girl, just as
she was breaking one of the gate-poles into splinters over her
knee.  He squatted down beside her. 

 

"We can stay here," he told her.  "For a little
while.  I told them I banished the dragon, but I could bring
it back again if I wanted, but I don't know how long that will hold
them.  They're busy arguing.  Some think that they are
demons and should be killed.  The older ones mostly are saying
she'll bring their luck back and they need to keep her.  I…
"  He hesitated, his gaze darting towards the two children and
then away again, and shook his head.  "Should we kill them?"
he asked Creche bluntly.  "Are they demons that will swallow
up the land?"

 

Creche stopped herself from shouting, 'of course not!' at him in
indignant fury, and made herself think.  She shut her eyes,
reaching inside, and finally shook her head.  "No," she
answered him, and held up her hands.  "No, if they were evil,
I would not have been drawn to them so.  I could not have
formed the stone like I did; the Cantorins told me that. 
There is a great song of enchantment, unbreakable and binding, on
my arms - I cannot work evil with them, even unaware."

 

"And," she added, her voice sour and dry, "The land is already
being swallowed up by demons."

 

"It is?" Far-Roaming asked, startled.  "Who says that?"

 

"The Tribes," Creche said. "Don't you remember?  I told you
they were coming south. The land, they say, turns grey - eaten by
demons let loose by a shepherd boy.  A little more every year,
until they have nowhere to pasture their flocks."

 

"And you," she went on. "You retold that same story again, just
now, but not as I heard it."  And I saw it happen, she
thought.  In that black sculpture. Her eyes darted towards the
two children and away again.  "Whatever they are," she
repeated firmly, "they are not evil."

 

The ledger nodded.  "But… what are they?" he asked, his
voice plaintive now.  "And what are we supposed to do with
them?  If they aren't demons, we can't let the clan kill them,
and the girl doesn't look like she would survive being penned up as
a luck-piece, if she's that."  He raised his eyebrows. 
"She doesn't look like she's surviving very well as it is."

 

Creche said wearily, "I don't know what they are or how they
came here, but I will not let them die if I can stop it.  Try
to get the girl to drink.  I will build a fire."  

 

**

 

The transformation of a black stone statue into two living
children, one with wings, and both as black all over as the rock
itself, had had one effect at least.  Creche and Far-Roaming
were almost normal by comparison: guests.  Visitors from the
flat-lands.  There had been no more questions as to why they
were there or what should be done with them.  

 

Instead, almost as a matter of course, they'd been given a
small, vacant hut to sleep in. It was crumbling into ruin, but
still had most of four sound walls and all of its roof, and kept
them warm enough and out of the wind.  The girl lay there now,
as she had since they'd carried her out of the larger building.

 

The children were causing the uproar now.  No one seemed to
know what to do about them, despite spending hours every evening in
the meeting house - and all the rest of the time everywhere else as
well - talking about it.  Creche had gone once and had barely
stopped herself from storming out.  She'd never gone back.
 

 

All they did was talk, hashing over and over what had happened
and why and how and what it might mean to them here and now. 
Creche had no patience with such idiotic babbling.  ‘Why’ no
one knew, and maybe never would.  Arguing about it was
useless.  The same for ‘how’ and maybe even more so.  And
what good would repeating over and over again the happenings of
that day?  If she heard one more person say, “One minute, it
was a statue and the next, it was gone!” she was going to kill
someone.  

 

The important thing was ‘what shall we do now?’ she seethed to
herself, but was anyone interested in that?  No.  They
only babbled on, and in the meantime, the boy looked for places to
hide, and the girl was turning into a wraith.

 

She looked down at the huddled child and her mouth
tightened.  The girl wouldn’t eat.  She wouldn’t
speak.  She could barely be coerced into drinking, and not
enough of that either.  She wouldn't move - or couldn't - much
less walk. She just lay there on the woven wool rug they'd given
her.  Her skin was turning grey, ashy-looking and fragile, and
her glimmering wings were dull.  

 

Creche’s worried thoughts spun in circles, repeating themselves
over and over and getting nowhere.  Maybe she didn't need to
eat.  Did stone?  But stone didn't move like this,
either.  And stone or not, something had to be done!

 

She knelt down, touching her hand lightly to the girl's
shoulder.  At the quiet clink of metal to stone, the child
stirred, trying to move away, and Creche's grimace deepened. 
But she made her voice soft.  "It'll be all right," she said,
and cursed inwardly when she heard the forlorn lie in her
words.  Still, she tried again to sound hopeful and positive,
warm, comforting… all those things she'd never gotten a chance to
practice on children of her own.  "We'll get you home," she
promised - more empty, futile words she'd never spoken.  

 

That brought another movement, and Creche caught her
breath.  The girl's eyes were open, her gaze pinned to
Creche's.  "You understand me," she whispered.  There was
no response, but heartened, she went on.  "I am called Creche
- don't be afraid, we won't hurt you.  But you must eat or you
won't be strong enough to… "  As if she had somehow failed the
child's internal test, the obsidian eyes slid shut again.
 

 

Creche shut her own eyes over inescapable tears.  "We'll
find your home," she vowed to the silent, motionless girl.  "I
swear it."










Chapter 14
Chapter Fourteen


I couldn’t get used to it.  People kept looking at
me.  I shuddered and slid behind a pole - or tried to.  I
was disconcertingly solid. I gritted my teeth, lifted my chin and
shouted at the latest spectators, “Go away!”  But they just
kept staring.  I turned away, scowling.  Everywhere I
went people followed me.  I hated it.  They winced if I
looked at them, eyes sliding towards my feet, but when I blinked,
they were back again.  

 

It was awful.  That wasn’t anywhere near strong enough of a
word, but it was the only one I could think of.  No one had
ever stared at me like this.  I felt like some sort of bird in
a cage, or like those people my cousin had told me about: the naked
ones.  I’d almost forgotten that - it had been so long ago,
like it had happened to a different person entirely, not me.
 

 

Until Far-Roaming snuck his voice into my head and into my
life.  I hated him for that no matter what Anyor said. 
Him with his tale-telling and his pretensions to magery and his
playing about with power.  He wasn’t anything more than a
drunk, old man who would have died from gut-rot if Creche hadn’t
dragged him out of his stinking, filthy hole.  

 

Even as I thought this, I shivered a little and looked over my
shoulder.  He scared me too, now, and I didn’t want to be
anywhere near him, even by accident.  But the narrow street
was empty… empty of him anyways; it was never empty, what with
every single inhabitant of the entire village taking it in turns to
follow me around and gape at me.  I felt like stopping up
their mouths and eyes with mud.  But I didn’t.  Instead,
I started hunting a place to hide.  I felt naked.  I
wasn’t used to even being seen, much less all this looking
all the time.  

 

I walked doggedly along the street.  Hah.  It didn’t
deserve that name: ‘street’.  It wasn’t anything more than a
rocky gap between two rows of huts, a gap that happened to be a
little bit leveler than rest of the ground.  This was the
steepest land you could find that was still possible to live on top
of, without sliding down and off the edge.  None of it laid
flat or level, not anywhere.  We had never been rich, my
people, but we had never been this poor.  Maybe the elders had
been right after all: all of these people’s luck had vanished.
 

 

I gritted my teeth, and took a deep breath and let it out again,
slowly, watching the steam curl around my nose.  I was used to
cold.  Or I had been.  Once upon a time… Those words
floated through my mind and I kicked viciously at a nearby
dog.  It cringed away, well-used to avoiding feet, before so
much as my toes grazed its scrawny hide.  I slid a glance over
my shoulder.  Only three gawkers… I probably wouldn't get any
better chance.

 

I stepped sideways between two houses.  In that bare second
of freedom, I fled.  Around the corner of the stone hut, sharp
to the right, three leaping steps across a small patch of
almost-green grass and I was home free.  I hoped.  But I
knew better than to look now.  Instead, I slid as silently as
I knew how through a gap in the rocks.  I had to do it myself,
too, not just think about quietness.  I ground my teeth. 
Quietly.  And squirmed underneath one where it lay almost flat
against the ground.  Only a thin, black line showed where it
didn’t quite touch.  Black as me.  I hated that too; my
skin shouldn't be black!  I wished I'd never touched that
stupid statue.  I wished I'd never gone into that forest to
find that light where that horrible old man could put his necklace
on me and make me stick when I touched the black stone.

 

But no one looking would think right away that a person could
fit here - only because a hollow had eroded away beneath, did I fit
at all.  I didn’t make the mistake of thinking no one else
knew about this hole; no doubt everyone in the village had
discovered it at one time or another when they were snot-nosed kids
running around and being brats.  But maybe it would give me
just long enough of a lead that I could find a place where I could
be by myself.  With no one looking at me anywhere.

 

**

 

Creche watched the boy weasel through the gap in the
rocks.  A sad smile twitched at her mouth and then vanished.
 

 

She looked over her shoulder, but saw no one.  She walked
slowly, nonchalantly, towards the edge of town, turned as if she’d
suddenly changed her mind and wandered into the stony warren that
surrounded the small village.  A flicker of movement caught
the corner of her eye.  Yes.  “Hey,” she said, her voice
just loud enough to carry into the rocks.  “I want to talk to
you.. can I come in?”

 

There was silence.  Creche shifted from one foot to the
other and tried not to rub her nose.  It was cold and standing
still made it worse.  Finally a grudging voice said, “Yeah,
fine.”  It wasn’t very welcoming, but it was an invitation and
that was enough.  She looked around again, casually, and then
crouched down and slid herself into the small cave the boy had
found for himself.  

 

It took a minute for her to arrange her arms and legs to her
comfort, and she stretched that minute into more, fussing a little
over her clothing before looking up to find herself confronted by a
pair of hostile, black eyes.  The boy’s face was closed and
hard, his expression giving nothing away, and his eyes were
flat.  But she could see the signs of desperation beneath the
belligerent surface, and she nodded to him in greeting, every bit
as if he had welcomed her warmly.

 

“I am sorry to have come to this spot,” she said, finally,
“Where you can at last be away from prying eyes,” That hit a nerve,
the boy flinched. “But I need to talk to you.  To ask your
help.”  She stopped and waited.  Once again, long minutes
passed before he replied, and her feet were growing numb. 
Probably turning blue, she thought gloomily.  

 

At last, he asked it.  “Help with what?”  

 

“The girl who was … with you.  She will not eat or
drink or speak.  Is there anything you can tell me about her,
where she is from, how I can help her?”  Creche didn’t try to
disguise the despair that underlay her own words.  If this boy
could tell her nothing, the girl would die and she saw no reason to
hide that from him. 

 

He shrugged; his face turned away from her.  “Why should I
tell you?” he asked.

 

Creche shrugged in her own turn and made her voice sound very
casual. “No reason,” she said.  “You can tell me or not,
whatever you want.  If you don’t, the girl dies.  If you
do, I’ll try to stop that.”  She waited, not breathing.

 

The boy turned towards her in a sudden agony.  “I don’t
know!” he nearly shouted at her, and his eyes glimmered with
tears.  She made a movement towards him, some vague impulse of
pity or distress, and he flinched again.  She stilled her
hand, the motion dying almost unborn.  

 

“You came here with her hand in yours,” she reminded him, her
voice level and insistent, but not unkind.  “Do you truthfully
know nothing of her?  Nothing at all?”

 

He sat staring fixedly at the ground.  A curtain of fine,
silk-black hair screened his face, and his fingers, nimble and
clever, fiddled with pebbles: stacking them until they gave up
balance, succumbed to gravity and slithered into a formless
heap.  “She hurts,” he said at last, dully.  “The things
that you give her to wear hurt her skin, and the air hurts her when
she breathes, and the ground pushes at her and hurts her.  She
doesn’t know where she is or why; she doesn’t want to live.” 
This final information came slowly and barely above a whisper.
 

 

“Where is she from?” Creche asked quietly, inserting the words
into the silence as though they belonged there, hoping the question
wouldn’t disturb the delicate balance of trust; wasn’t the final
pebble that destroyed the carefully wrought stack beneath.
 

 

He shrugged, still not looking up and his hair swayed as in a
breeze.  “I don’t know.”  

 

She thought he was lying then, but said nothing, only nodded and
waited.  

 

The silence filled the spaces between them, expanding until she
could hear the soughing of the wind in the dry grass nearby, the
tiny chattering of a hidden spring somewhere in the rocks below
them.  A pika whistled, and after a while, another answered
it.  Creche's eyes slid shut and she imagined she could hear
the hairs sliding across each other and the pat pat pat of small,
black feet as the shy, little animal ran from one stone to the
next; so profound was the silence.

 

When he finally did speak again, the words were halting and
painful, dredged up from some unimaginable distance of uncertain
memory.  “I… never knew much of them,” he said.  “The sky
people.  Only the stories the.. my mothers and sisters
told.  Around the fires.  I saw them sometimes… who
didn’t?  But… never close, not to talk to.  Only
flying.  That was … what they did.  Fly.”










Chapter 15
Chapter Fifteen


I hadn't seen them close enough to talk to because I didn't want
to.  I'd told Creche the truth: I didn't know much about
them.  I didn't want to know.  I didn't want to think
about them.  Especially I didn't want to think about Lise, the
girl, or how I knew her name without ever being told.

 

They weren’t anything special; they were just people even if
they did look as skinny as if they never ate anything, and had
shimmering wings of all colors of the world, only lighter. 
They weren’t luck-bringers; they weren’t even all of them very
nice.  

 

My grandfather told me once that he had come on two of them
squatted on the highest crag above his pasture, and two more
hovering over them, and all of them furious with each other. 
When they saw him - Grandfather said he hadn’t meant to eavesdrop,
but he hadn’t realized they were there until it was too late to
sneak away unseen - they stopped fighting with each other and
started fighting with him.  

 

Just with words at first, but when Grandfather started getting
the best of them, he said, they pried rocks loose from the
jagged-edged peaks and threw them at him.  They killed one
lamb and injured another before he managed to get his sheep turned
around and far enough away to be safe. 

 

I hated them for killing my grandfather's lambs, and I hated
them for making my cousin get all soft around the eyes because
she'd found a stupid feather.  But most of all I hated them
because they could fly.  

 

"But this girl is here, on the ground," Creche said, her voice
inserting itself into my thoughts.  "She cannot fly… "

 

"Her name is Lise," I shouted, suddenly furious.  "Stop
calling her 'this girl'!"

 

Creche nodded.  "Lise," she repeated.  "Do you know
how to find her home?"

 

I shook my head.  But, Anyor, the thought floated
into my mind.  Anyor will know what to do.

 

Creche's gaze was fixed on my face.  "What are you
thinking?" she asked, very quietly.

 

I shrugged.  I knew my face was sullen, but I couldn’t help
it.  “I told you everything I know,” I said.  I was lying
and she knew it.  

 

I didn’t know how it had happened, that this girl I had never
seen before had become visible at the same time as I had, clinging
to my hand as if I was her only hope.  But I guessed that was
why I could feel her, which was only supposed to happen with the
person you got married to.  

 

But if I thought about it, I could feel in my own body what this
girl felt.  Where she was cold, I felt a chill - like a
memory, not the bite of cold itself.  Where her stomach
cramped with hunger that was beyond hunger, I felt
starvation.  Where she lay, huddled against the ground, I felt
the ache of bones not meant to push a body's weight up from the
earth.  And where she lay in hopeless despair, unable even to
weep, I saw a grey and lifeless future, lost from all I knew. 
That was the one that clinched it.  I knew that feeling
myself, far too well.  Anyor had come to me; I couldn't leave
this girl in such anguish.  'This girl' I heard the echo of my
own angry shout.  Fine.  Lise. Lise, Lise, Lise!  I
couldn't leave Lise in such anguish, even though I wanted to. 
I wanted to leave her there and never see her again, to not care
what happened to her, to not feel her.  I wanted to be able to
hate her.  

 

"Anyor," I said, grudgingly. "Anyor will know."

 

"Anyor?"  Creche looked startled. 

 

I nodded.  "He knew how to find me when … when I
died.  He'll know how to find her, too."  

 

She had a bemused look on her face, and she looked at me like
she was going to say something, but then she only nodded and wormed
her way towards the entrance.  She paused.  "What is your
name?"

 

I frowned.  What business was it of hers what my name
was?  But at least she wasn't badgering me incessantly like
the villagers.  'Who are you?' 'How did you get here?' 'Do you
know where the hunt should go?'  The hunt!  Why should I
care about their stupid hunt and how did they expect me to know
anyways?  I wasn't a hunter.  At least Creche was quiet,
and waited.

 

And, I thought, a sudden bubble of surprise bursting into my
mind, I know her.  Creche.  Had I not, in some life, in
some death, some tale, followed her halfway across the world to
this place?

 

I thought about it for a long time.  Strangely, I wasn’t
sure.  “Lorn?" I said at last, tentatively, and tried, really
tried, to find a name in my memories; but the more I looked, the
less I found.   

 

I cast my mind back all of those years ago, shying away from the
grey wall and the times just after it, but looking for Anyor. 
He had never called me any name, not that I could remember. 
Boy maybe, or You.  Careless.  Heedless. 
Scapegrace.  Foolish.  Those words he had called me, but
never a name.  But hadn't he, once… ?  Something tickled
my memory, but the more I chased it, the farther it fled.
 

 

Finally, I looked at Creche, pushing back my hair, and said, “I
can’t remember.” 

 

She nodded.  “Then I will call you Lorn,” she said. 
“Until you tell me of a name you prefer.” 










Chapter 16
Chapter Sixteen


The girl - 'Lise', Creche reminded herself - lay still and
silent.  A few of the villagers, mostly women, had become
infected by Creche's urgency and came by now and then, to squat
beside her and talk in a low, comforting rumble.  Far-Roaming
had even gotten over his inexplicable horror of the child enough to
try and get her to drink.  But nothing helped.  She still
lay silent, barely breathing, never moving no matter what they
tempted her with.  

 

But now, mindful of Lorn's words, Creche dug her softest,
lightest cloak out of her packs and laid it over Lise, taking the
heavier one away.  This one barely touched the black stone
skin.  Then she sat cross-legged on the ground and took the
girl's hand in her own.  It felt strange to hold a hand that
was as hard as her own - that she didn't need to be careful not to
crush by accident.  She couldn't do evil with her hands, it
was true, but that didn't prevent accidents.  So Creche never
held anyone without part of her mind always watching.

 

"Lise," she said, and the girl's eyes flew open.  Creche
felt a warm rush of satisfaction.  She went on.  "Lorn -
the boy you… came here with - knows of someone he thinks can help
you.  His name is Anyor.  As soon as you are strong
enough to get up, we will take you to find him."  

 

For a long time, Lise's gaze clung to Creche, and the woman saw
hope creep in like the dawn, so imperceptible it can only be seen
when it is past.  Then the child gave a tiny nod of her head,
and her eyes moved to Far-Roaming, sitting by patiently with a
water-flask.  Creche beckoned to him, and he rose to come to
their side. 

 

"Lise would like a drink, I think," Creche said, glancing down
at the girl for confirmation.  Again there was that minuscule
nod.  Surprised, Far-Roaming raised his eyebrows at Creche,
but she just shook her head and motioned to Lise.

 

That was the beginning.  Still Lise never ate, but perhaps
stone people didn't need to eat, Creche thought.  She never
saw Lorn eating anything either, though he wasn't often with them,
so he could be finding food somewhere else.  But every day,
Lise grew stronger, as if she found all the bread she needed simply
in knowing that somewhere there was someone who could help her.
 

 

Creche started telling her stories, all the stories she could
remember, to help the girl know where she was and what the world
was like from this side of the sky.  One evening, she found
herself retelling the tale of the shepherd boy who had let demons
loose into the world and slaughtered his tribe in the
process.  Lise listened, fascinated.  She hardly ever
spoke, but her black eyes were fixed on Creche's face, and her
mouth parted a little as if she could breathe in the words.

 

In the middle of the story, at the point where the shepherd boy
cut off his hands and sent them out to strangle his people in the
night, Creche looked up to see that Lorn squatting against the wall
by the door.  She stopped, surprised at the look on his face,
and almost lost the thread of the tale.  When she looked up
again, he was gone.

 

**

 

I sat in my hole and stared at nothing.  Killed?  All
my people?  Somehow I'd known they had to be dead, all the
people I'd known.  I mean, I'd been wandering around listening
to stories for Anyor for an awfully long time now, and people don't
live forever.  But I'd thought they would just die in the
ordinary fashion, one at a time, when they were old.  And that
there would be children, you know, who would grow up to have more
children so that when they died, the tribe would still go on.

 

Dead.  They were all dead, and I'd killed them. 
Creche had said so, and I didn't think she would lie.  But
besides that, something in my bones knew it was true.  I bent
my head down and rested my cheek on my knees, looking at my
hands.  I hadn't cut them off, that was just in the story
Creche was telling.  I'd never strangled anybody.  But
all the same, I'd killed them and I knew it.

 

A sick sort of despair rose up in my throat.  It had all
been for nothing, those terrible days of unraveling after I'd
jumped into the greyness.  I'd done it to save my tribe, but
it hadn't worked.  Somehow the grey had found its way out of
my dreams and had killed everyone I knew.  

 

My face felt cold.  I lifted a hand to touch my cheek, and
discovered it was wet.  Even as I touched them, the tears
started to freeze.  I left them there.  What did it
matter?  They were dead.  My mother and father.  My
sisters.  My cousin…   I turned my head so my face was
buried between my knees and cried.  










Chapter 17
Chapter Seventeen


We sat on a rock outside the hut at the edge of the village and
watched birds chase each other across the sky.  It was kind of
funny.  Me, who hated bird-people, stuck with one who was
terrified of all ground-slugs.  All ground-slugs, that is,
except me.  She still couldn't walk, not really - it hurt her
to try and her wings kept pulling her over backwards.  So I
had to stay here.  I kept shut my mind as tight as I could; I
didn't want to feel how she felt anymore.

 

And she kept complaining about being cold.  I was pretty
sure it had to be colder up there in the sky.  I mean, it was
hot down by the ocean, which was as low as you could get, and it
was cold up here in the mountains.  So it made sense that it
should be even colder if you went up higher - into the sky. 
And up there, they didn’t wear clothes the way we did.  She
should be warm here.  

 

Something tickled at the corner of my mind; a memory of a long
time ago.  I pushed it away but it came back.  I had been
cold once.  Cold all the time and Anyor had built me
fires.  I looked at Lise.  I had thought that since we
were visible, we were alive again - though come to think of it, I
still wasn't hungry.  But maybe that wasn’t true.  I
squirmed around on the rock and pulled some tinder from my pocket,
spilling it onto the more-or-less flat top we were sitting on and
lit it.  

 

I hadn’t noticed before, I hadn’t been paying attention… Fine, I
hadn’t wanted to pay attention to how she reacted to the
fire Creche and Far-Roaming kept going in the hut.  If I
chanced to see her huddling near it, I just assumed she was cold
and looked away.  Just because I couldn’t hate her any more
didn’t mean I had to like her.  

 

The tiny, blue flames charred my tinder to ashes in bare
seconds, but I was ready.  I piled  broken bits of
thistle and dried grass onto the growing flame, then twigs and very
soon, it was a proper fire.  I held one hand out,
experimentally, and glanced at Lise.  She leaned towards the
flames with a look of fear and yearning; her hands held as close to
the fire as she dared put them.  

 

I edged my hand closer, then shut my eyes and thrust it into the
heart of the burning.  It didn’t hurt.  I wondered why I
had thought it would: fire hadn’t hurt me for more years than I
could remember.  Lise stared at me as if she thought I’d gone
insane, and I grinned at her.  She looked even more
shocked.  I reached out and took her wrist, and pulled her
hand into the fire with mine.  She jerked back, but only for a
second - clearly, the flames didn't burn her either. 

 

A look of utter bliss spread over her face.  She looked
like I felt, I thought, watching her.  Like she too wanted the
fire to be bigger, as big as it could possible be made, the largest
fire ever built in the entire history of all the world; so that she
could crawl into it and be warm. 

 

There wasn't any wood up here in this stone-filled place, so I
couldn't build it any bigger.  But we crouched there with our
hands in the tiny fire, and watched the flames curl around our
fingers like friends.

 

Creche found us there; Far-Roaming was with her.  I heard a
shocked gasp, I think it was from Far-Roaming, but I didn’t turn to
see. 

 

Creche cleared her throat.  I considered for a while, then
decided to turn around and look at her.  She waited another
minute before saying anything.  “Lorn, it’s time for
Far-Roaming and myself to leave here.  We will take Lise and
try to find Anyor.  What do you want to do?  Will you
come with us?"  

 

Lise was silent.  She nearly always was.  I glanced at
her, even though I didn’t need to.  She wanted only to find
Anyor, and she didn’t care how we did it.  “All right,” I told
Creche.  "I'll come."  What else was I to do, after
all?  Stay here until I killed the whole lot of them too?

 

Creche smiled, then nodded, trying not to look or sound as
pleased as I could see she was, and I wondered why she wanted
me?  For that matter, why had she wanted a fake mage to begin
with?  Thinking about mages turned my thoughts back to
Anyor.  I'd secretly wondered if he was one, somehow, to be
alive in the world of the dead.  Maybe that's where all the
mages had gone - into death, but not all the way.  But he'd
never done anything that I thought mages did.  He didn't turn
granite into diamonds, or summon dragons to serve him, or anything
really.  He just sent me through time to listen to tales, and
I always thought it was because I was dead too, that I could do
this; not that it was any power of his.

 

I wasn’t even sure how to find him, to be honest.  He
always found me if he wanted me.  I wondered if Creche had any
ideas, or if we would just have to wander around until we came to
his attention again, or stumbled across him somehow.  And
since I wasn't invisible any longer, it was probably better to go
in company.  Even I wasn’t foolish enough to think that
standing in a fire and not really needing to eat would ward off
slavers or bandits or guildsmen looking for prentices and not
caring how they found them.  

 

And Lise… well, the feathers alone would be enough to draw down
every freak-hunter in the area.  We’d have to try and find
some way to hide them, I thought, and she bristled at me.  Her
black eyes were angry and they didn’t leave my face.  It was
sort of like a little coal, permanently warming a certain spot on
my cheek, because she never looked as high as my eyes.  I
didn’t mind.  I might, I supposed, if she kept it up, but she
was hardly going to be able to spend every minute of the next few
months glaring at me.  

 

Months.  I couldn't believe I just thought that. 
Months in the company of one of the bird-people.  The boy I
had been would have killed himself, or her, just at the
thought.  I slid a glance at Lise.  I couldn't kill
her.  She couldn't even walk.  Dumb thing to think
anyways - how do you kill someone who's already dead?  And
made of rock, for that matter.  Stab it?  You'd break
your knife.

 

“Good,” Creche said, breaking into my thoughts.  “We’ll
leave tomorrow.”  I nodded, and she and Far-Roaming turned
away, leaving us to each other, and to our dying fire.  I
wondered how Lise would do on the journey.  She was fragile, I
thought.  In an odd way.  Not in her stone body, which
was as strong as mine.  Maybe in her mind.   

 

**

 

Quif’s voice suddenly came faintly through the air.  It
surprised me, and I turned around to see where he was.  The
leaves I sat on rustled, and Quaral stared hard at the tree’s
shadow, but he couldn’t see me.  I checked to be sure, but the
fire was far enough away and I was in no danger.  I made a
note to myself to sit stiller, though.  I couldn’t quite
remember why just now, but Quif and Quaral weren’t supposed to know
I was listening.  I wrapped my arms carefully around my legs,
rested my chin on my knees and watched.  

 

Quif was very old and all shrunken in on himself.  I
wondered how much skin he would have if he stretched all the
wrinkly bits out flat.  It seemed like there would be enough
for a much bigger head than he had… maybe he should find a bigger
skull, I thought, and use that one instead.  So that his skin
would fit him properly.  

 

But he was talking, and I was supposed to be listening.  I
had been told this very firmly: I was not to wander off, I was not
to get distracted, I was not, on any account, to leave.  I was
to sit here (or stand or lay, whichever I wanted, or all of them in
turn, if that pleased me) and do nothing but listen to the story he
was telling.

 

After a minute, Quaral turned back to Quif.  “I keep
thinking something’s there,” he said, almost apologetically. 
“I’m twitchy, I’m afraid.  It’s all this… waiting.”  Quif
nodded.  “Yes, I know,” he said in reply.  “It does get
rather… well, it has been a long time… twitchy is a good
word.”  He smiled forgivingly upon Quaral, and his eyes
vanished into folds of skin.  They reappeared again in a
moment, like the sun coming out from behind a cloud (it would have
to be a very dark sun, I thought, grinning.  For Quif’s eyes
were even blacker than… I frowned, trying to catch that wisp of
thought.

 

But then Quif opened his mouth and the world changed.










Chapter 18
Chapter Eighteen


Someone was screaming.  No, a lot of people were screaming,
all at once, in different voices.  I opened my eyes to find
myself flat on the ground behind the hut we'd been sharing for the
past few weeks.  Creche's hand was firmly on my shoulder, and
when I moved, she glanced down and put a finger to her lips. 
Lise huddled up against the stone wall as if she wanted to melt
into it.  Her eyes were wide and terrified.  

 

I scanned the area, puzzled.  Where was Far-… Then I saw
him coming towards us leading a small, shaggy pony.  He walked
all crouched down and funny-looking, and he kept staring over his
shoulder.  But at last, he got to us, and he and Creche
boosted Lise up onto the back of the animal.  Then she
beckoned to me and whispered, "You'll have to walk on one side and
hold her on.  I'll be on the other.  Far-Roaming will
lead.  Be as quiet as you can."

 

I didn't know why she was whispering, but I nodded.  We
started away from the village, going right down between the rocks,
not on the path at all.  The sound of screaming and yelling,
the ring of metal against metal, of stones thunking into leather
got softer.  I turned towards Creche across the pony's
withers, "What - " when someone leaped out of the boulders beside
me yelling.  A sword slashed across my vision.  It caught
me on the shoulder, clanging loudly, and I staggered back against
Lise. The pony squealed and tried to rear, and Lise slid
sideways.

 

I grabbed for her, and Creche leapt behind the pony, slicing out
with her own sword faster than anybody had any right to be able to
move.  It caught the man across the stomach, and he gurgled
and folded onto the ground.  A pool of blood spread slowly out
around him.  I stared at him as we hurried past.  His
hair lay in white-blond braids around his face.  The ends were
wet and red.  His skin was so white it looked like milk. 
The Tribesmen.  Not my tribe, mine were dead.  But one of
the others. 

 

"What are they doing here?" I whispered to Creche, leaning in
against the pony's side.  I rubbed my shoulder where he'd hit
me and wondered what would happen if I got a chip.  

 

She gave me a funny look, but replied softly, "Demons are eating
up their lands.  They have nowhere to feed their flocks."
 

 

I swallowed and felt my stomach lurch.  But a small ember
of hope lit in my mind.  They weren't all dead. 
My family, yes.  But the other Tribes, my kinsfolk, they were
still alive.  I could go home.  

 

It wouldn't be the same, another voice whispered.  Not if
the Tribes were coming here, invading the lands of the Mountain
Clans.  But I didn't want to listen.  Home.  A great
longing swelled up inside me and I almost turned around right then
and went running back.  The only thing that stopped me was
Lise.  

 

No matter how tight I tried to keep my mind shut up against her,
she crept in.  She was frightened past the point of reason,
and I was all she clung to.  I didn't know what would happen
to her if I left.  

 

And anyways they wouldn't recognize me.  Not like
this.  But we were going to find Anyor; he would know what to
do.  I'd stay visible all the time and never ever put my hands
in another fire, if only he would change me back so I could go
home.  

 

**

 

“Anyor,” Quif told Quaral, “Is something of an enigma.  We
don’t know much about him at all. We have come across his name now
and then, in the records, but never anything else. And we would
have ignored him entirely, presuming the name to be that of some
small, unimportant merchant or meddler, if it weren’t that it is
found all through the vaults.”  

 

He looked at Quaral, tilting his head to one side like a small,
but very ancient, bird; and Quaral nodded to show he understood.
 

 

“All through them,” Quif said again, with emphasis. “From the
very oldest to the newest.  He is not in every one, but there
is no age that escapes without some mention of his name.  In
one, he is in the list of a minor noble’s very large family. 
In another, we found mention of him amid a tally of salted fishes
bought at an eastern market.  Just the other day, I came
across his name again, in connection with a word I had never seen
before.  It looked to mean something with odd powers, a power
of words, perhaps, or of speaking.”

 

I leaned forward, eagerly.  I had wondered about Anyor for
a very long time and had asked him again and again, but he would
tell me nothing beyond an evasive, “Oh, here or there.” 
Sometimes, if I pestered him too much, he would tell me I was an
ungrateful and odiferous child, and vanish.  I never knew
where he went; try as I might, I couldn’t follow him.  

 

After several days, or maybe it was several months - I never
could tell - he would be back again.  And I would behave
myself for a while.  But then my curiosity would boil up and I
would begin asking him questions again.  But now!  Maybe,
I thought excitedly, he had sent me here, to listen to Quif, to
learn what he himself would never tell me.

 

But to my disappointment, Quif said nothing more about my
mysterious mentor, only shrugging once again and commenting,
“Perhaps in time, we shall learn more,” and then diving back into
his tale.  And I was snatched away from rustling leaves and a
shadowy night and a small, cheerful fire, to a vast, wind-swept
hillside that sloped downward forever.

 

It was a very long hill.  I got tired of walking down and
down and down, and hanging onto Lise, and waiting for my legs to
fall off at the hips, long before the smudgy green blur at the
bottom grew into a slim line of trees flanking a pebbly
stream.  It was rocky here too, but the stones were
smaller.   

 

We picked our way slowly down-stream.  The river spread out
and slowed its headlong course, the shallow, rocky bottom got deep
and muddy, and at last, I saw roofs slanting flat and brown between
the trees.










Chapter 19
Chapter Nineteen


Creche stopped before they reached the village, and led them
back a little ways from the river.  They made camp there; they
would go into the town in the morning.  At least, Creche would
go, and Far-Roaming.  Lise and Lorn…

 

She looked at them and shook her head.  Lorn might be able
to pass, if she could find some woman's paint and put it on his
face and hands.  If no one got too close.  He would have
to wear a hat, but that wouldn't be too strange.  But
Lise!

 

No, Lise must stay here until they could find a
carry-chair.  Or a cart.  Riding horseback was hard for
her anyways, she would be more comfortable sitting.  They
could put a cover over it, and hang curtains down, and tell
everyone the girl was sick.  It would look odd, but not
impossible.  And the threat of sickness would likely scare
anyone inclined to be too nosey.

 

Creche sat down beside the fire and stared at her hands. 
They glinted in the firelight, painted red and orange and copper by
the dancing flames.  Far-Roaming talked quietly to their pony,
brushing out its mane and tail.  Across from her, blacker
shapes in the dark shadows, the two children lay quietly.

 

Did I do right, she wondered, in not staying to help the clan
fight off the invading tribesmen?  In taking Lise and Lorn,
and fleeing?  The old, old face of Sensin swam into her mind,
and he looked sad - accusing.  She had turned aside from the
quest, the all-important quest, for which she had sacrificed her
hands, her love, her hope of a family, and years of her life.

 

But it was important! she argued with him in her mind.  I
couldn't leave Lise there, she was dying!  

 

She wasn't dying anymore, not when you left, he seemed to say.
 

 

It's only the hope of finding this Anyor that she is living
on!  If I hadn't promised to look for him, she would have shut
her eyes and petrified!

 

And where are you going to find him in all this wide world?

 

I don't know, she admitted to herself.  But I have to
try.  And it wasn't there anyways, this thing I am looking
for.  No one knew of any thing of power, no secret weapon, no
warrior-king asleep for a thousand years waiting to be
wakened.  I followed the rumor of a god who fell down from
heaven and spoke to men, and it was only a statue that turned into
two children.  Children!  Not armies.  I couldn't
leave them there.

 

You were so close.  Perhaps it was there, something else,
not what you thought.  Have you forgotten what will happen if
you fail?

 

She remembered what he'd told her that day.  "Something is
wrong.  Things are happening across themselves, over and
over.  Somewhere, something has gone wrong.  Jennel saw
you going to the mountains.  It is time."

 

She closed her eyes.  What if it had been there after all,
whatever she needed, and now was gone?  There was nothing else
I could do, she argued with herself.  They would have died
there!

 

And other people died because you left.  The world is
dying, and you turned away.

 

Creche sucked in a long breath and hit her fist into the palm of
her hand. The sudden metallic clang brought everyone's eyes
around.  She jumped to her feet and said fiercely, "I have
done what I have done and it is finished!"  Whirling, she all
but ran into the dark woods away from their wondering, accusing
gazes.

 

In her mind, to her memory of Sensin, she said, You know
me.  You know me.  If you wanted someone who
could shut their heart to the anguish of a child and walk away, you
should have sent someone else!

 

**

 

As they rode up, Creche heard a yell.  Then several more
shouts, and feet pounding along dirt roads.  By the time they
had reached the first of the outer houses, a line of
determined-looking men were blocking the road with staves and axes
and apparently anything else they could grab.  Creche even
noticed someone holding a broom.  She sat back, bringing her
horse to a stop.

 

"What's the trouble?" she asked, keeping her hands in plain
view, and her voice as unthreatening as she could.  The men
stared at the bright glint of silver and backed away, lifting their
weapons defensively.

 

Creche didn't move, just waited.  Finally one of the men
said, "We heard the Tribes is comin'."  

 

As if that was the lever that opened the floodgates, everyone
started to talk at once.  Finally, Creche lifted both her
hands.  "Please!" she said loudly.  "One at a time. 
You."  She pointed to the man who had spoken first.  "The
Tribes are coming… here?"

 

He nodded, looking at his fellows for confirmation. 
"There's been folk coming in," he said, "Sayin' as how the Tribes
broke their covenants and is takin' all th'land they can
find.  Don't matter none if someone's already livin' there,
neither."  He looks at his friends again, his face grim. 
"We aimed t'stop 'em.  This here's our place; we ain't got
nowhere else t'go."

 

Creche felt like the bottom of her stomach had dropped
out.  But she tried to be calm.  

 

"I think they will stay in the mountains, you need not
fear."  But it isn't true, a treacherous voice whispered in
her mind.  Soon nowhere will be safe, and it will be because
of you.  If you had stayed, surely you would have found
whatever Jennel saw you finding.

 

"Please," she said to the men, trying to ignore her
thoughts.  "Can we pass?  We only wish to buy food, and
another horse, and we will be gone."  She smiled at them,
though it felt strange on her face - foreign, like it didn't belong
there.  "You can see we are not Tribesmen of any variety, and
we saw none on the road."

 

That at least was true.  They hadn't seen anyone at all
since they left the high mountain village.  Left all its
people to die… . 

 

The man who seemed to be in charge eyed them suspiciously. 
A few of the others clustered closer to him and they whispered
together for a few minutes, every now and then glancing at Creche
and Far-Roaming sitting double on the pony.  

 

Then slowly, they stepped aside, though she could see white
knuckles where they clutched their makeshift weapons.  "All
right," said the first man.  "But if we hears of any trouble,
you'll be sorry!"

 

Creche nodded and put as much sincerity into her voice as she
could.  "Thank you.  We will bring you no trouble." 
She nudged the pony forwards, and part of her mind thought in
amusement of the picture they must present - Far-Roaming's feet
nearly dragging on the ground, the two of them together almost
bigger than the beast they rode.










Chapter 20
Chapter Twenty


I was sure it took several decades longer to get back down to
the plains than it had taken us to get up from them, back whenever
it had been that Creche and Far-Roaming and I had started this
journey.  But eventually the land leveled out in front of us
and the mammoth hill behind us shrank until it was little more than
a cone on a distant horizon.  

 

Lise rarely said anything at all, even to me, but I knew she was
as weary of this journey as I was.  Or more.  The sky
seemed to press her down against the earth, harder the farther we
went.  Or down against the cart, I guess, since all she had to
do was sit in it and be jounced around.  I rode beside her
when there was no one around and we could pull back the cover, and
talked to her.  

 

Only the hope of finding Anyor, and from him finding a way into
the skies again was keeping her going.  Otherwise, I think she
might have laid right down and died. 

 

Funny how expressions stayed with you, even when they didn't fit
any longer.  She wouldn’t 'lay down and die… '  She
couldn’t.  I didn’t think.  This was something I didn’t
like to think about - just how similar and different we really
were.  But she might have laid down and petrified.  I
shook off the thought and looked ahead.  

 

Something about the line of the city ahead of us looked
familiar, but I couldn’t quite figure out what it was.  I
stared at the walls intently, and started when Creche shouted
behind me.  I had almost ridden into a pond.  Sheepishly,
I reined aside, back to our original path, but something about the
southern edge of the city drew me.  As soon as I could, I
edged that way again, but this time I watched where I was going,
too.  

 

"Stop."  

 

I looked around.  Creche was riding up to me, holding a
long cloth.  "Hold still," she ordered, and started winding it
around my head, until only my eyes were visible.  She looked
at me, frowning critically, and twitched my coat so the sleeves
hung longer.  Then she nodded, and I nudged my horse forward
once more.

 

The wall of the city rose in front of us, higher than my head if
I’d been standing on the back of my horse; higher than
Far-Roaming’s would have been too.  But the gate was open, and
we rode through, though I saw two men standing beside the wall and
watching us intently.    

 

The gate was narrow, barely wide enough for a horse.  The
cart Lise was riding in scraped against the stone walls and
stuck.  Far-Roaming got down and shoved at the back, and I
held my breath.  What if the boards gave way, and Lise spilled
out onto the ground right there?  Nervously, I glanced back at
the guards - they were still watching us, and one took a step
forward - but just then the cart shuddered and was through.  I
let my horse pick its way gingerly along unevenly cobbled streets,
trying to avoid stepping on screaming children.

 

A little boy dove in front of me, and I jerked on the reins;
then let them go slack in my fingers as I stared down at the filthy
stones.  I could feel my mouth half-open.  There was a
trail there, like the kind I used, only this one wasn't mine. 
I turned my horse and we pushed our way through the stinking throng
towards the darker, quieter edge of town.  I didn't know where
the shimmering cord led, but it was as clear to me as the one I'd
set onto Creche back when I first saw her.  

 

We turned a corner into an even narrower alley, and the noise
cut off.  People just didn’t seem to come down here.  I
stopped, turning in my saddle, and looked behind me.  Beyond
the opening, sunlight streamed down, bright and harsh; people
walked past, children darted shouting through the crowd - but no
one turned in here.  It was like they didn’t even see the
opening.  

 

The thread I followed led to a door near a pile of dusty, fallen
bricks.  I dismounted and opened the door, then stopped. I
couldn’t feel Lise anymore.  It felt like I’d suddenly stepped
into a different world.  It was disorienting.  I turned,
my hand still on the open door; but Creche was standing there,
holding the reins, and I could see Far-Roaming’s head beyond the
cart.  

 

I looked back through the doorway; the ivory path
glimmered.  With a shrug, I walked into the darkness.

 

**

 

Creche watched as Lorn disappeared through the door.  She
reached out to touch the door, but it turned to stone under her
fingers - a blank wall at the dead end of an alley.

 

Turning around, she looked at Far-Roaming.  "So.  I
guess we wait."

 

"Wait for what?" the ledger asked.  "How do you know he
didn't just leave us here, and isn't coming back?"

 

The curtain over the cart trembled, and then Lise shoved it
open, pushing her head out.  Glistening tears tracked down her
ebony-colored cheeks; her eyes stretched wide and terrified. 
"He's gone!" she cried.  "He's gone, I can't find him!"
 

 

Her wail rose to a high-pitched keening, and Creche looked over
her shoulder at the main street, but no one gave any indication
that they heard it.  "He'll come back," she soothed, putting
her arm around the girl's shoulders.  "He won't leave
us."  She hoped the child didn't hear the doubt underneath her
reassuring words.

 

Briskly, she turned towards Far-Roaming.  "If no one else
is, I'm hungry.  Let's eat, while we wait."  She had
found on the journey down out of the mountains, that Lise would eat
occasionally if they gave her something, though she didn't seem any
the worse if she didn't.  Usually, she said she didn't like
the taste, or how it felt in her mouth - Creche thought probably
she wasn't used to chewing ground food.  She didn't know what
flying people ate, but probably not cornbread or sausages. 
But they had discovered a few things she did like - apples for
one.

 

Far-Roaming nodded and dug through his saddlebags, pulling out
their last 3 apples and tossing them to Creche.  She gave one
to Lise.

 

"Here," she said, her voice matter-of-fact, "Eat this. 
Then we'll see what we can do."  That she had no idea what to
do, she carefully didn't say; and leaned her shoulders up against
the flat stones that had so recently contained a door.

 

Lise had stopped shrieking, but her eyes were still wide and
filled with fear, and she held the apple without biting into it.
 

 

Behind them, a voice said, "Come in."










Chapter 21
New Chapter


“Come in,” Anyor said, and there was light, not darkness. 
The comforting yellow flicker of lantern-light glowed from the
walls, and drew Creche and Lise in.  “Please, will you sit
down.”  There was a question in his words, but none in his
voice, and they sat.  Chairs, their stuffing spilling from
thread-bare cloth, opened to welcome them.  Creche and
Lise … but where was… ?  I shut that off before I could
even think it.  Creche and Lise.  

 

Anyor moved towards Lise, perching himself on the edge of a
curved settee and smiling at her.  “You wish my aid, I
understand?” he asked, and she nodded.  He reached out a
slender finger and ran it along the curve of her ebony cheek, and
down the length of those pearlescent wings folded up against her
back.  “I can help you,” he said after a long minute. 
“But there will be a price.”  She nodded again, and he
surprised us all with a laugh.  

 

I was surprised because it sounded genuinely merry; Creche and
Lise, I think, were surprised simply because of the startlement of
the noise in this dead, dusty spot.  Anyor turned his hooded
eyes to Creche.  “And you,” he said musingly.  “You, who
have run up and down the length and breadth of this land, carrying
behind you a man you claim is a mage.  No,” he said, lifting
his thin hand to still her unspoken protest.  “I know. 
You have not.. have carefully not said such a
thing.”  And now he glanced at me again, and a flicker of a
smile curved his lips.  

 

I lifted my chin and looked back, and the smile on his face
grew.  He rose and came to me, hooking his finger under the
cloth around my face and letting it fall to the ground; then he
flicked my cheek.  

 

"Tell me,” he spoke directly to me, and said my name, for only
the second time in our very long and very strange acquaintance,
“Caillorn, what it is that has happened to you.  As you
perceive it.”

 

Despite myself, I glanced towards Creche and Lise.  I
didn’t want to tell…   “It’s the stories,” I heard myself
say.  And suddenly I realized what was different about this
place.  Here, none of the many-layered tellings existed. 
“I can’t hear them,” I told him, wonderingly.  “It’s quiet.”
 

 

Anyor nodded, but his eyes were strangely intent.  “Go on,”
he prompted. 

 

“But,” I began and he shook his head.  

 

“Later.” 

 

I looked at Creche again, and Lise.  And when I spoke, it
was to them, not Anyor.  “It’s the stories,” I said. 
“They’re me.  I mean, I’m them.  I mean… ”  Creche
stared at me, her eyes blank with incomprehension.  Lise only
and ever watched Anyor and there was a hunger in her gaze that made
me shiver.  

 

I tried again.  “Anyor sends me to listen to
story-tellers,” I told the woman with the silver hands and copper
tendons and who knew what for blood.  The woman who had been
my companion, known and unknown for so long now.  “All of them
at the same time.  Like… ” I hunted for the words that would
brighten her eyes; bring understanding.  

 

“If you put a box inside of a box and a box inside of that box
and another one inside that one and keep on doing it until you run
out of room.  Everyone tells stories and I’m in them. 
All of them.”  It wasn't working.  Without me meaning to,
my eyes slid towards Anyor.  His face was impassive. 
Waiting.  I jerked my gaze away and tried again.  

 

“That story Far-Roaming was telling,” I said, desperately. 
“Up on the mountain?  That was me.  And when you tell the
story, I have to live it.  Again.  I don’t know what it’s
like when you’re alive, it’s been so long; but I don’t think you
have more than one story then.  Just the one you’re
living.  But I fell through that grey cloud and died and now
it’s different.  I’m in all the stories, you just don’t know
it unless I want you to.”  

 

I saw a flicker of comprehension in Creche's eyes; it cheered me
up a little.  “I think Anyor… ” But here my voice stalled, the
words turning to dust in my throat.  I swallowed around my
bone-dry tongue and said it defiantly to myself.  Anyor is
looking for something and he is using me.  He sends me into
all of these tales and listens through me until I see what he is
looking for. 

 

I turned towards him and saw a glimmer of amusement in his
face.  Twice now, in one day, I had pleased him.  Instead
of being angry at my thoughts, he actually laughed again.  And
I had my words back, though they weren’t the ones I had begun to
say.  “I’m in the stories,” I repeated.  “I came into
this one back when you met Far-Roaming at that tavern.  I
followed you because you were interesting and I was curious.” I
hesitated, then plunged on.  

 

“I didn’t know all this was going to happen.”  I flicked my
fingers at my very visible self and waved them towards Lise. 
“You see… well, Anyor took me to a place where someone named Quif
is telling a story about a man named Far-Roaming.  I think to
him it must have been a very long time ago; he talks like it is a
myth.  I can, I mean, I could be invisible when I wanted
to.”  Creche blinked at me, and I felt suddenly
defensive.  “I’m dead!” I shouted at her.  

 

Anyor murmured something, I didn’t even hear the words, but I
was calm again.  “I was supposed to sit there and listen and
not let them see me and not leave until Quif was done; and then
come back and tell Anyor what I heard.  It was like a lesson
or something.”  I didn’t tell her I never had known what these
lessons were supposed to be teaching me.  I did them because
Anyor told me to, and not doing what Anyor told me to was
uncomfortable.  

 

I shook myself and rushed on.  “Only I fell into the
story.  And then I didn’t know it was a story anymore, it was
just me and I wanted to see what you were doing, so I followed
you.  Only then we got up there and I touched that statue
thing and I-I think I died again or something.”  Despite
myself, my voice was thin.  “Far-Roaming was telling that
other tale..” I suddenly remembered my pact with myself not to
mention his name, and froze.  I heard Anyor shift in his seat,
but I couldn’t move, even to look at him.  Footsteps came
closer and closer, and then I felt his cool fingers lifting my
chin.  My eyes met his and I was lost.  

 

I heard myself spilling words out.  “… and it was me
too.  They were all of them me all at the same time; Quif
telling a tale about Far-Roaming telling a tale about a boy who was
me and I was in all of them.  Once I thought I heard even more
layers, but it made me sick.  Only when I heard Far-Roaming,
it was different somehow, because it made me stick here. 
Maybe it was that statue.  I don’t know."  I lifted my
hand and touched my neck, remembering the necklace, but it was
gone. "I can’t go invisible, and I found Anyor here.  Inside
the story himself.  That never happened before either.” 
I stopped again, but this time it was all right.  

 

Creche stared back and forth from me to Anyor and I saw him from
her eyes.  Impossibly thin.  Golden eyes that glowed like
molten ore.  “What… ” she started to ask, then cleared her
throat and demanded instead,  “Why are we here?”

 

“I want that mage,” Anyor said.  “I want him alive, in
here.  I need … to talk to him.”  I wondered if I
was the only one who heard that little tiny hesitation in his
smooth, oiled speech, and slid my eyes towards Creche.  

 

“Why?” Creche repeated, and as an afterthought, “He’s not a
mage.  There are no mages.”

 

Anyor nodded, but it didn’t mean he agreed with her.  I
wasn’t sure how I knew this, only that I did.  Creche seemed
to have something of the same feeling because she said it again,
more vehemently.  “There are no mages.  They all died or
vanished or were annihilated ages ago.  Beyond any memory of
mine or my father’s or my grandfather or his father.  I’ve
asked.  Everyone, everywhere.  There are no mages and no
one now even remembers what they were.”

 

“I need him,” was all Anyor said. Creche looked at him
distrustfully.  

 

“Why?” she asked again, and this time I heard the
under-words.  ‘What will you do with him, he is nothing but an
elderly ill ledger but he has become dear to me and how do I know
you will not destroy him with your ‘need’?’

 

Anyor must have heard them too, for a smile that contained
nothing at all of amusement or pleasure or kindness curved one
corner of his mouth.  “You will simply have to trust him,” he
told her.  She blinked once, and I watched something shift in
her eyes.  And then she  nodded, and the ledger was
there.  I snuck a look at Lise but I don’t think she even
noticed.  I don’t think she had known he was gone; she surely
didn’t seem to realize he was here now.  Since she had stepped
through that door, she had had no eyes, no thought, for anyone but
Anyor.   

 

Far-Roaming looked as calm as he had on top of the mountain,
pretending to be a mage to keep from being killed.  I wondered
how it had been for him; had he even known the time while we sat
here talking?  Had he spent those minutes, hours, days,
standing frozen outside the door, one foot lifted to pass the
threshold?  I opened my mouth to ask him, caught Anyor’s eyes
and shut it again.  

 

“Welcome,” Anyor said.  I had the feeling he was picking
his words very delicately, with great care lest one of them should
slip and shatter like a bubble blown of glass.  Far-Roaming
lifted a thin, black eyebrow and looked around at our small
circle.  I looked too, trying to see what he saw.  There
was Lise, black as night, still as stone, her eyes held beyond life
and death to Anyor. 

 

Creche sat on the brocade of a rat-eaten couch.  She was
still too, but it was the poised motionless of a sword right before
it lashes out.  The ledger’s black eyes turned towards me and
I met them.  I wondered what he saw when he looked at me, and
for a moment, I had an image of a thin, ragged lad as black as the
girl, with a cloak of air swirling many-colored about him.
 

 

Fascinated, I pushed a little harder, but my mind slammed into a
rock wall, and I staggered back, stars blinking around the edges of
my vision.  I snuck a peek at my arm, but the winds he had
seen weren’t there.  I guessed maybe I looked like someone he
knew and that was a memory and not a true seeing of me after
all. 

 

“I need you,” Anyor said.  Far-Roaming looked at him, a
sort of dried-up interest in his face.  

 

“Me?” the ledger asked, and Anyor dipped his head once in
affirmation.  He glanced towards me again, not meeting my eyes
this time (it was something of a relief; the fire in his eyes
wasn’t the sort I liked to bathe in, not for long, though I
couldn’t stay away for long either.) and everything began to
fade.  I heard him say, “.. the boy… ” and knew he was talking
about me and didn’t want me to hear.  

 

I strained, trying to lean forwards, but I couldn’t move. 
I squinted through the greyness, but all I could see was Anyor's
rapidly thinning outline.  His lips moved but no sounds came
out, and the lines that drew his shape grew fainter and
fainter.  Suddenly, I got angry.  This was my
story!  ALL of them were my stories, by what right was he
stealing them?  A great roar, like a forest writhing in flame,
erupted in my veins; and the world wavered, then steadied. 
Color flooded back into the rippling outlines, and sound ballooned
outward in an explosive burst.  

 

I stood in the middle of it all and scowled.  “It’s mine,”
I told Anyor fiercely.  “I have a right to hear.” 

 

He gaped at me.  I had never seen him like this, caught
unawares, like a man who hears solid ice crack beneath him and
freezes, not knowing whether to run or be still.  I stared at
him, my eyes hot and angry, and beneath the thunder of my blood, I
wondered, 'What now?'

 

Far-Roaming, Creche, even Lise had been startled out of her
enamourment to stare at me, open-mouthed and silent. 
Waiting.  But for what?  I flexed a finger, testing, and
the coiled beast within me mantled.  But I didn’t know what to
do with it.  “I have a right to hear,” I repeated, feebly, and
the room lurched to life again.

 

Anyor was beside me, his hand on my shoulder.  I leaned
towards him, pulled away, quivered mute in the grip of
contradicting desires.  

 

“Yes,” he said gravely, seeking my eyes with his own.  I
tried to look away, but I couldn't, and I felt my blood cool and
slow and quiet. 

 

“You do have the right to hear.  The tale is yours. 
All the tales are yours.”  He held my gaze and I began to
drown.  “All,” he repeated with an emphasis I didn’t
understand.  “You shall hear them.”

 

Each word fell separately, thudding into my ashy barren
mind.  A faint breeze caught the ashes and spun them into a
fog.  I blinked, scrubbing the grit from my eyes and mouth,
blinked again, and tears began to trickle down my cheeks.  I
could feel them turning the ashes on my face into grey plastered
mud, but my eyes still burned.  I lifted a hand to rub it
away, but my fingers were nothing but dust.  I looked up, at
the wavering watery plain that spread around me, unendingly grey,
and started to walk.  

 

At each step ash puffed into the air, turning the grey weeping
fog denser.  “He won’t go,” I heard, and jerked my head up
staring around.  But there was nothing there.  “The woods
were very dark but in one corner of them, there lived… ”  My
ears began to hum, and then to buzz and words piled themselves upon
words in chaotic profusion until I thought my head would burst with
them.  “..didn’t you think… ”  “..shut up!”  “…
know, Quif… ”  “… a great grey rock… ”  “… pid hors… ”
 

 

I crouched in the dust, and tried to cover my ears with my
hands, but it didn’t do any more good than it ever had.  I
could hear someone crying around the words.  The buzzing was
so loud now, it was a shaking, like when the man down the street
spun his saw and bit into stone.  He stood over me, his teeth
white and red, and smiled widely and lifted his saw.  

 

It cut into my skull, vibrating my bones until the bonds that
held each bit together began to break and bone dust spiraled out
into the growing darkness.  My fingers looked like rotten
wood, beetle-ridden.  My head, my head… my head was rattling
apart, thoughts vanishing, spinning into the void.










Chapter 22
Chapter Twenty Two


Anyor looked down at the figure of the boy, collapsed at his
feet, and there was neither pity nor remorse on his face.  He
lifted his gaze to Creche and she saw nothing.  Not regret,
not hatred, not unkindness, not love.  

 

“What -” she began to ask him, and he shrugged one
shoulder.  No other part of him moved, save those uncanny
liquid eyes.  She felt her tongue wither in her head, words to
ask, words to demand, words to flee… all vanishing.  She felt
a cool hard hand slip into hers and glanced down to see the Lise
trembling beside her but all she could do was shake her head.

 

“Why did you do that?” asked a voice, nothing in it but
dispassionate interest, and Creche turned around.  She had
forgotten about Far-Roaming.  He walked towards Anyor and
stood beside him, looking curiously at the crumpled child.
 

 

“What makes you think I did?” Anyor asked in return, silkily,
but Far-Roaming only laughed.  Creche felt a little shiver run
down her back; she hadn’t noticed before how sinister the ledger’s
laugh could be. 

 

"Of course you did," he said.  "You can steal words and
give them back again; I am a ledger, a teller.  I know
words."

 

Anyor's face was hard and cold, but he answered easily, laughing
a little himself.  It was more chilling than
Far-Roaming's.  "I don't need him any longer.  And he was
becoming dangerous.  I could use him, but if he grew into
himself, he would be stronger than I."  He leaned towards
Far-Roaming.  "You and I," he said, his voice soft,
"Together.  With your words and mine, think what we could do."
 

 

Creche watched his eyes and saw them burning like molten
gold.  She could almost see heat shimmering in the air between
the two men, and fear froze her stomach into a ball of ice. 
Far-Roaming would go with him, with Anyor; and she and Lise would
be left here, unmoving, until they fell into dust.  She had
failed.  The Tribes would slaughter everyone in their
path.  The little village on the mountain was empty, its small
stone huts bloody and cold.  Candle, the cantorins, the
libraries - all would be eaten up at last.  She shut her eyes
against the bleak, grey world.

 

Above her, voices went on, back and forth, now Far-Roaming's
deep tones, now Anyor's lighter, colder accents.  But she
couldn't seem to understand the words.  They fell on her ears
like snowflakes, melting before she could see their
structure.  But at last she heard one, like a bell that rang
through her mind and shocked her back into the present.  

 

"No."

 

It was Far-Roaming.  Creche opened her eyes.  The
ledger looked as untroubled as ever, but Anyor's face was rigid
with fury and his gold eyes blazed. His words weren't snow now,
they were embers, and each one burned where it touched her
mind.

 

"Then go!" he thundered. "Go to the place you have chosen!"

 

They were outside the door - there was no door, only a
bricked-up alley.  Then the alley vanished.  Creche could
hear Anyor still, his voice rising in a chant, and the city shrank
behind them.  Up ahead, she saw a jumble of rocks, and among
them, one that was blacker than any rock should be.  The
terrible monotone faded into the background, and she looked at
Far-Roaming.  She had to clear her throat twice before she
could speak.

 

"What - what has happened?"  

 

Far-Roaming didn't move, and she watched his profile for a while
as they rode.  That was another thing, she thought.  How
had they gotten their horses back and … she glanced over her
shoulder.  Yes, Lise was there, still in the cart.  

 

At last, the ledger spoke.  "He has a power of words," he
said.  "He is very strong, but his strength is limited. 
Lorn… "  Far-Roaming sighed.  "As he said, he was - he is
dead.  Somehow.  I do not understand it.  But this
gave him to Anyor; where-ever he is, Lorn hears him speak and must
obey."  

 

They rode on, heading towards the rocks.  "For us,"
Far-Roaming continued after a while, "Anyor's power only lasts as
long as we can hear him.  He… "  His voice was very dry,
withered up and ironic.  "He wished my help.  To unite
the world, he said."  The ledger looked at Creche and she saw
the sardonic amusement on his face.  "To rule."

 

"I said no."










Chapter 23
Chapter Twenty Three


Caillorn - Creche found it hard to think of him by that name,
something within her shuddered away from it, rejecting - Lorn, she
thought firmly.  Lorn hadn’t said anything since they'd found
him.  He sat on the horse as if he were a doll or a construct;
his blank eyes staring straight forward.  At first, they'd had
to strap him to the saddle - the first time they had put him on, he
had simply fallen off the other side again, his legs refusing to
grip the horse’s sides, his hands refusing to hold the reins, his
body refusing to balance.  

 

Slowly he had seemed to learn again: at least, he no longer slid
bonelessly to the earth if he wasn’t held in place.  But
still, he never spoke, never looked at anyone or anything.  A
thin crease grew between Creche’s eyebrows as she puzzled away at
this.  It was getting to be beyond a crease, turning into a
permanent wrinkle, she thought.  And no wonder, with
everything she had to think about.  Starting with where they
were.  The pile of rocks Lorn had lain among were long behind
them, and nothing was familiar.  But we came this way, she
protested to herself.  We should be retracing our steps. Why
does nothing look familiar?

 

Her horse stopped abruptly and she looked up, startled out of
her thoughts.  Far-Roaming had turned his mount and was riding
back towards them and the expression on his face boded no
good.  Creche spared a moment to wonder what was wrong, and
then he was there beside her, his dark head bent to speak soft
words in her ear.  Lise sat up behind, her eyes wide and
uncertain.  That was another problem, Creche thought, even
while the ledger’s rough voice went on.  Lise.  What were
they going to do with - for - Lise?  

 

“… think we’d better turn back.”  Far-Roaming had stopped
talking and was looking at Creche expectantly.  She nodded her
head.  She felt like she was moving in slow motion, dragging
her body through mud.

 

“Yes,” she told him and then spent the next decade as they
turned their horses and headed back in the direction they’d come
from wondering what he’d said.  Something about a cliff? 
That was unusual enough in itself… how had she managed not to hear
it?  A cliff?  Here, in this featureless land?  She
looked over her shoulder, but already their trail had faded into
nothingness, into grey mist and shade.  Suppressing a shiver,
she turned away.  

 

They rode past where the rock-pile should have been and wasn't,
moving slower and slower.  Creche began to feel grey herself,
and she lifted one of her hands to see if the silver was as dull as
she felt.  It shone as glossy as ever, and the bright metal
lifted the fog in her mind a little as she gazed at it.

 

It was then that the thought that had been lurking around the
corners of her brain leapt to the forefront of her mind. 
Snapping her head up, Creche said urgently, “The story!”  

 

Far-Roaming turned his head and stared at her uncomprehendingly
and she said it again.  “The story!  The one you were
telling on the mountain?  You never finished it… ”  

 

Slowly, so slowly - as if his own brain had frozen as they rode
and was able to move only as a glacier would move, vast and
ponderous - understanding dawned in his eyes.  “He jumped into
the fog,” the ledger said, wonderingly.  “Into a grey place… ”
 

 

He looked around, then his lips twitched wryly.  “I would
say this is most definitely a ‘grey place’.  I have never seen
anything so completely,” he paused and a shiver ran along his skin,
like wind rippling the surface of still water.  “So
completely … void.”  His black eyes scanned their
surroundings, and Creche looked too, seeing what he saw: the
shifting mists that rose and fell in a weird hypnotic dance,
swirling about their feet so that the very ground they rode on
could not be seen, and filling the middle distances with hungry
deceit.  

 

Creche nodded, that sense of urgency filling her, pressing
her.  She made a small impatient movement with her hands, and
the beast beneath her jittered in response.  “So,” she said,
with a forced assumption of calm.  “Finish it!  He jumped
into the fog and then what?”  Despite herself, she moved
towards the ledger.  “Finish it!”

 

Far-Roaming blinked at her, and the greyness erupted. 
Writhing tentacles unattached to bodies, fanged mouths with no
heads, shapes of no relation to anything Creche had ever seen, not
even in the most ancient tales, spat themselves into existence from
the flat grey mist.  They tangled around each other,
dissolving back into nothingness and then appearing again,
somewhere else.  

 

Creche found she was trembling uncontrollably, and she couldn’t
bear to look at that sickening, swirling motion.  Those
melted, slipping forms…   It was as if everything normal and
human and sane had twisted in subtle mutation into the very essence
of evil. 

 

She grabbed for her sword, urging her horse back towards Lorn
and Lise.  Far-Roaming would have to look after himself, she
couldn’t protect them all.  She wasn’t even sure she could
protect herself.  But the terrified animal refused to
move.  Cursing, Creche threw herself from its back and
sprinted towards the children.  Behind her, she heard the drum
of bolting hoofbeats, and then a high, inhuman scream knifed
through the air and burbled into silence.  

 

Lise was petrified, her eyes wide and staring, but Lorn just sat
there, mute and uncaring.  His horse was ready to bolt as
well; she recognized the round, white-rimmed eye, the fine
shivering, but it hadn’t yet, and she breathed a silent prayer of
thanks to whatever gods might be listening.  She reached up,
dragging the boy to the ground.  

 

“What… ” Lise whispered in a thin, reedy voice, but Creche
didn’t have time to answer.  Far-Roaming appeared on the other
side of Lorn, and she heard the hiss of his own sword clearing its
scabbard.  

 

“It won’t work.”  It was Lorn’s voice, but so lifeless that
she hardly recognized it.  A golem was speaking, some undead
thing of clay and stone, not a living boy.  “It won’t work,”
he repeated, and Creche dared a glance over her shoulder to see him
still, staring straight ahead.  A grey arm reached for her,
inhumanly swift, and she slashed at it.  

 

Her blade went through it as if through smoke, but the limb
withdrew, sucked into the mist again.  “Far-Roaming!” she
yelled, and knew that she yelled, and knew also that there was no
need for it here where there was no sound, and yet unable to stop
herself.  “FINISH THE TALE!”

 

Far-Roaming held his sword up, turning from side to side, trying
to see where they would be attacked from next - but there was
nothing but the writhing, featureless wall of mist.  He turned
his head as Creche shouted, and goggled at her.  "Now?  I
don't… "

 

"Finish it!" Creche pleaded, moving the tip of her sword in a
slow figure-eight.  The ledger stared at her a minute longer,
then opened his mouth and began to speak.

 

“He felt he was being torn from limb to limb, being burned
alive, like all his bones inside him had turned to molten fire and
all his skin was eaten up by scorpions.  His mind flayed 
apart, tearing unspeakably and he screamed.  It was a sound
that went on and on, high and thin and beyond bearing.

 

“Time stopped, or stretched, he wasn’t sure anymore, he only
knew that he had been like this forever when suddenly it
ended.  The cessation of that unbearable pain was, for a
little while, nearly as agonizing as the pain itself had been, and
it was a long time before he was able to look about himself and see
where he was now.  

 

“A flat (he thought, it was hard to tell, for the surface of the
land seemed to move and it fooled the eye) and endless grey plain
stretched out before him, until it was swallowed up (or circled up
- for an instant, he fought down a panicked thought that he was
trapped inside a giant sphere, and would wander forever as the
walls endlessly turned into the floor in front of him) by equally
endless and featureless sky.  There was no horizon. 
Where he thought it should be was only more grey mist.  

 

“The mist moved, and he shivered, and in shivering found he was
able to move also.  This was somewhat surprising as he had
thought he was dead and this was the anteroom of the
otherworld.  He wondered vaguely if it was heaven or hell, but
that thought slid away from him like a fish into a dark pool,
silver and untroubling and soon gone.”  

 

Far-Roaming grunted, the flow of words halting, and lunged
forward, slicing a 6-fingered hand off at the wrist.  It fell
to the ground, soundlessly and crawled towards the boiling
wall.  He chopped at it, but several more hands, three then
ten then more than he could count flashed out at him, driving him
back; and the severed fingers melted into formlessness.  

 

Creche spared an instant to glance at him, her mind whirling,
clicking past option after option and discarding them as
swiftly.  “I’ll,” she panted, diving barely in time to stop a
coiling vine from reaching Lise, “Keep… them off… you!” She chopped
it in two, then whirled back.  “You… just… TALK!”  There
was a pause in the attacks, and she dragged her arm across her
forehead.  It came away damp with sweat.  

 

She felt more than saw the ledger’s reluctance, but she hadn't
time - a flicker of movement caught her eye and she flung herself
underneath a mouth that dove with needle-sharp fangs towards her
ear.  She heard Lise whimper from some remote unknowable spot
and ignored it.  There was no time for comfort, giving or
receiving it; though a rather large part of her would have liked
nothing better than to curl up in a ball and whimper too.  But
she wanted to live, and so she twisted around even as she fell and
stabbed straight up between the rows of teeth.  

 

That hurt it, she thought, watching a dark liquid trickle from
the wound, it must have!  But the faceless mouth only
retracted itself into nothing and reformed, unhurt.  And then,
at last, she heard Far-Roaming’s voice again.  It sounded
hoarse, as if he’d been screaming himself into voicelessness
somewhere she couldn't hear.  Each word came with an effort,
shoved through steadily thickening air, past the furiously growing
resistance.  The physical attacks slowed as the - thing
abandoned arms for mind, but Creche could feel the pressure towards
silence like heat burning against her skin.

 

“… he started to walk.” Far-Roaming rasped, “He thought… he
thought it didn’t matter the direction, as they all seemed alike to
him, and so he picked one and started to walk.  With each step
that he took, he felt … he felt something of himself peeling
away.  And he grew thinner and thinner, but not just
bodily.  This was a peeling of the mind as well.”  The
ledger stopped, took a harsh gulping breath, and swallowed.
 

 

Lorn's voice broke in, flat and uninflected, as if this story
was about someone else entirely, and not himself, and he was not
reliving it yet another, unnumbered time.

 

"It knew," he said, and Creche could feel the effort he was
making for just these few words.  "I hated.  It - ate
that."  He stopped, sagging - if stone could sag.  

 

Far-Roaming's voice took up the tale.  "His thoughts began
to disintegrate, livid cracks appearing in the walls of his
mind.  He staved off the insatiable greyness for a little
while by staring at those cracks.  They were orange, like
fire, and flickered jaggedly around the corners of his eyes. 
But then they widened and faded, until that too was grey.  And
now he was stumbling, bits of himself eaten away by a steadily
spreading nothingness.  Half of one hand had vanished, all of
the toes on one foot and much of the bone.  There were holes
that he winced away from looking at - he could see through himself
to the grey sucking mists beyond; he was becoming the greyness
himself, and this terrified him more than anything else.”

 

The ledger halted again, gasping for breath, and
lightning-swift, a forked spike flashed out at him.  Creche
dove for it,  She turned her eyes back to Far-Roaming,
completely ignoring the writhing fogs behind her now, and willed
speech into his faltering mouth.

 

“He… there was almost no ‘he’ left.  Arms, legs, body,
eyes… all had been swallowed by the insatiable hungering mists,
there was only the faintest idea even of who he once had been
remaining to him.  And then,” Far-Roaming coughed, hoarsely,
hackingly, the spasm going on and on and on until Creche thought he
must have choked up lungs and stomach alike.  She felt the
utter weariness, the overwhelming desire to just lie there, to give
up the struggle, the complete and indescribable bliss it would be
to just stop talking and sleep… and her hand rose to her mouth, the
sword she held in the other, hanging loose by her side.  

 

Lorn stirred, turned jerkily, and stumbled towards Lise, taking
her hand. “There,” he managed. “Was a light.”  

 

Despite herself, Creche looked up.  It wasn’t just her
imagination; for a second, she saw it.  A spark hovering in
the distance.  And then she was battered back by a wave of
sheer rage.  It was a physical thing, this anger; pounding at
her, driving her away from the ledger and from Lise and from Lorn,
bludgeoning body and mind so that she felt bruised in every
possible place.  

 

She gritted her teeth and fought back, dragging her swordarm up
- it felt like it was at the bottom of the Granite Sea, like it was
made of lead instead of silver, and took one impossible step
forward.  She could see (when she could see; she lifted her
other hand slowly, slowly to shade her face from the terrible
rasping wind of hate and fury) Far-Roaming cowering on the ground,
his mouth moving but nothing coming out; Lise lying sprawled in the
cart; Lorn flinching back, but still clutching Lise's hand as he
might hold to life itself.  She took another step.  It
took her several centuries.  

 

“The spark faded, life ebbing out of it like night steals the
sun from the sky… ” Creche was close enough now that she could hear
again the rasping whisper that sounded like a death-rattle, and
amazement that Far-Roaming could still speak flared in her mind.
 

 

"I Don't. Hate. Lise."  It was Lorn's voice, lifted in a
desperate shout.  

 

“… and then it faded away entirely and Lorn, if there was enough
left of him to be called Lorn… ”  Far-Roaming choked again,
and Creche dragged her sword up to chop at the ravening
greylings.  “… despaired, but as he lost his last grasp on
himself, another point of light bloomed, and then another. 
This last one flared, brilliant and green, before dying
away.” 

 

And now they all were watching, open-mouthed, heedless of the
malice of the heaving mistwall.  A coruscating glitter fell,
in all colors of the rainbow, melting before they touched the
ground, but sticking to skin and hide and hair.  Lorn held up
his hand and watched as a tiny light sank into his skin and
spread.  Beneath the skin, one could still see it, spreading
like a pool of shimmering starshine, until it had spread throughout
his entire body.

 

The ashen wall faded, sucking in and out, swirling in, to a
single dull-black point.  But even this it did not do evenly
or cleanly, but with bits of itself dropping off as if trying to
escape; dropping to the earth and squirming there.  Creche
would have sworn she saw one try to burrow into the dirt, but its
tattered faded remnants vanished just the same.  

 

They were sitting, the four of them, on a hillside full in the
blaze of the noonday sun.  A hillside green and gold and
white, with a sky of blue and purple mantled overhead.  The
colors pulsed, quivered with life; Creche eyed them gingerly,
touching the grass with one hesitant finger.  It bent, just
like the grass she had always known, but it was too green. 
She shaded her eyes from the flame of the sun, and stared in
amazement at the glory of the flowers: rain-washed gold, all dust
and dirt sluiced away.  She lay back on the ground, springy
beneath them, soft and firm at once, and Far-Roaming looked down at
her and smiled as if he knew very well what she was thinking.
 

 

It’s too pretty, she told herself stubbornly.  Too
beautiful to be real.  She glanced at Lorn, and her mouth fell
open.   The boy was standing there, his skin as pale as milk,
his hair faintly yellow, the black eyes turned to ice-blue. A
sparkle of tears glimmering in his eyes, and Creche followed his
gaze to where a small flock of fat and woolly sheep wandered
towards them.  The boy was frozen to the spot, as if he
couldn’t believe his eyes, or his mind, or the world that had
somehow brought him to this place, this high meadow again.










Chapter 24
Chapter Twenty Four


I didn’t dare to even think it.  I hadn’t dared to think
anything at all for a long time now; not since I had shouted at
Anyor in his musty store-room who knew how long ago.  But a
soft head butted at my leg, and a velvety muzzle nibbled my
finger.  I dropped to my knees, my arms going around their
necks, and buried my face in their wool and sobbed.  Tears ran
down my cheeks and soaked into the matted fleece, leaving my face
feeling cold.  I lifted my head at last, defiant against the
stares I was sure I’d see.  But my sheep… they had been dead
for 3000 years and now they were alive again and I couldn’t be
angry with anyone.

 

Lise stood beside me, her wings moving in the faint, sweet
breeze.  Her feet barely touched the ground; most of her
weight was held up by her enormous wings.  The feathers were
indescribably beautiful.  They had been beautiful in the
every-day, ordinary light of the world even when they were black,
but here, in color, where every color seemed newly-born, they were
beyond words.  They shimmered a little, catching the sunlight
and absorbing it; and glowing from within, in a dazzling
reverberation of mother-of-pearl.  Her skin was still black,
but a warm, living black now.

 

Awe transformed her smooth ebony face, and she tipped her head
back to stare at the sky.  I looked too, and so did Creche and
Far-Roaming.  There, in the fathomless depths, a speck grew
swiftly larger.  One, two, three… I counted 12 total, and then
they were landing.  If you could call it landing, when they
only brushed the ground.  One, a woman, half-ran, half-flew
forward and threw her arms around Lise’s neck and tears crept down
her face.  They all clustered around the winged girl, ignoring
us.  Their own wings  - there were so many of them -
shone like Lise’s only brighter, until I had to squint.  

 

One finally detached himself from the group and came over to us,
where we were watching.  I met his eyes: they were of a gold
to rival Anyor’s, and to my surprise, no heavy weight of fear and
hatred and envy sickened in my gut.  He nodded, still holding
my gaze as I realized this, smiling at me as if we were brothers;
and turned towards Creche and Far-Roaming.  

 

Creche, he bowed to, and said in oddly slow words, “Our thanks,
lady, for guarding our lost one, our child.”  She bowed in
return, rising and sweeping her sword formally from its
sheath.  But to Far-Roaming, he knelt, bending his skeletal
legs to the ground and folding his wings over flat so that nothing
held him up.  “Teller,” he said, his voice husky, “Your words
outstrip mine as the sun outstrips a star, but I thank you.”
 

 

And he rose again, heaving his wings to get up from the ground,
bowed to each of us in turn, and lifted into the sky.  I could
see the straining of the muscles that held his wings, and drew them
into each down-beat; I could smell the musky sweat of him, he was
that close.  When we turned around again, only Lise was left,
and a woman holding her hand.  

 

Lise smiled at us; it was the first time I had ever seen her
smile, and it left me breathless, and she too said thank you, thank
you.  I watched her while she spoke with Far-Roaming and
Creche, and all my old thoughts spread apart, mist before a morning
sunrise, and became nothing.  She was before me now, talking
to me, and I kicked myself out of my wonderment to listen.
 

 

“I hated you,” she told me in a low voice.  “You and all
men who lived upon the warm earth and weren’t banished to the cold
and unforgiving skies.  But no longer.”  

 

I blinked at her foolishly.  “But,” I said, “It was I who
hated… ” and then she grinned and I felt my own face stretch into
an answering smile.  “No longer,” I agreed.  She held out
her hand, carefully, as one unfamiliar with an ancient rite, and I
touched mine to it; and then she and woman were gone also, rising
into the sky.

 

I stood there and watched until they disappeared, until my eyes
could no longer find the tiny speck that was a person and not
another piece of sky, until my neck burned and the blood thrummed
heavily through my head.  Then I turned uncertainly towards
Creche and Far-Roaming.  She was watching me; he was watching
her.  I looked down at her silver hands and felt like bowing
myself, but I didn’t.  “Lady,” I said and faltered, then gave
up on courtly words and generous speeches.  I didn’t know many
of them anyways.  I shrugged a shoulder at her.  “I don’t
know what to do now,” I confessed.  

 

She smiled and said, “They were all you?” she asked.  “All
the stories?”  I nodded.  “And this is where they began?”
 

 

I nodded again, then said, “Well, almost.  Just up there is
where I woke up from that dream of sleeping under my sheep to keep
from freezing in a snowstorm.  Before that, I don’t think I
was in any stories at all except my own.”  For a minute, a
pang of longing so sharp I thought I would bleed, stabbed through
my throat, and I looked away from those too-perceptive eyes. 
“After that, I think I was in all of them.”  This time, it was
her turn to nod, and then, unexpectedly, she added something of
explanation. 

 

“We thought,” she said.  “That something had … well,
stuck is the best word.  Things weren’t going forward, the
Cantorins told me; time was bunching up and repeating itself in a
sort of twisting loop.  So I … chose,” she spoke the word
wryly, but without bitterness, “to come see if I could find the
problem.  I didn’t think to find a solution as well.”

 

“But it’s not done yet,” I protested.  “I don’t belong here
and neither do you.  Or him.”  I pointed my chin at
Far-Roaming.  “And what was all that about a mage?” I asked
her, suddenly remembering.  “Ledgers aren’t mages, you know
that!  They never have been.  There aren’t any mages any
more.”

 

She shook her head.  I thought she was laughing, and I
bristled, but she touched my arm soothingly.  “No,” she
agreed.  “Ledgers aren’t mages, but they are tellers. 
And all tellers are actors as well, so if anyone could possibly
pretend to be a mage, pretend so that a world who knows
that there are none any longer would believe him; it would be a
ledger.  You’re right about another thing as well.  We
don’t belong here and neither do you.  But you’re wrong about
the third.  There are mages.  Or,” she smiled at me
brilliantly, “There is, at least, one.”  

 

I stared at her, uncomprehendingly, while dozens of disconnected
images spun around in my mind.  I heard Anyor say, “All the
stories are yours… ”  I felt again the sudden rush of rage
that had seemed to fill my very veins with power - a power I had no
idea what to do with.  I remembered other things, unrelated,
unimportant, but now piecing themselves together into a vast
seamless quilt; and then I knew.  

 

I would send Creche and Far-Roaming home first, I thought. 
And then… my cousin with her slanted ice-pale eyes, and her odd
notions of sleeping.  I'd thought I might marry her. 
Maybe I would, after all. 

 

As for Anyor?  Perhaps one day I would see him again, but
until then, let him sit in the middle of his vast dusty webs of
impossible intrigue and gain from them what pleasure he
could.  And perhaps… a spark of glee formed a bubble in my
mind.  Could mages learn to fly?
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