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Preamble

 

Each of his legs was tightly wrapped in two-inch-wide bands of white cloth, coiling up from ankle to crotch.  His torso and arms similarly so.  Only his head, hands, and feet were exposed, the latter protected from the unevenness of Ooon by tough, fibrous-soled sandals.

When she’d first met him, Olo swallowed a laugh at his unusual appearance, but Toosen had described the Omit’s traditional garb, and I’d told Olo.  Whether in a Whh, or enlightening or healing or journeying, he was the High Omit of Ooon, and his clothing had on it permanent charms – of sizing, of comfort, of durability.  He wore the wrappings always and frequently cast Clean to banish dirt and moisture, to disperse odor, and to restore their gleaming white.

In his voice was power – the power of the High Omit.  When he’d been young, when Jume had chosen him, and at Jume’s insistence, he’d worked to broaden his vocal range, most necessarily to draw strong low tones from his depths, from his being, from his core.  In these tones were his might and effectiveness, that of the steward of Ooon.  He used them to drive many spells, most commonly those of remedy.  In these he specialized, as Jume had taught, as Jume had intended.  And his voice, his exquisitely controlled voice, his now high, now low voice, drove his healing.

Now high, now low – that was his laugh as well.  He delighted in laughter – his own and that of others.  He was overfilled with mirth – Ooon’s mirth, expressed as a deep guffaw, a staccato chirp, or an erupting chortle, an odd collection, but as those who came to know him realized, the former was true gaiety, the latter slight amusement, and the chirp unexpected surprise, humorous or not.  Odd sounds, yes, but also communication of a kind.

Physically, he, himself, was tall and gaunt, with a cropped beard and the black hair and black eyes of his office, flecked with color – his silence was no longer distant.  And his narrow nose seemed shorter for its shape and in his rounding, smoothing face: the years had finally begun to excise age from him.

As had been for his mentor, had been for him: the span, his span was bestowed and inescapable.  He and his line were granted a tenfold existence, ten lifetimes in place of one, an immortality to some, but to him, at the last, constrainingly short.  Of those lifetimes, tradition required the initial be the Emit, the Learning, the stage of growth and maturation, and the terminal the Ymit, the Choosing, the period of instruction and transfer, after which he would be released, completed and complete.

The Emit and the Ymit, the beginning and the end, these were the prescribed terms of interaction, the ordained intervals of bonding and of transition, between which he wandered vagabond, often well-known and received, as often a curiosity or an outcast, an individual of suspicion.  Yet this middle period, these eight lifetimes, these too he used as compelled, applying his skill, helping those chanced upon, educating as he might and as they would grasp or accept.

His was a life trammeled, yet he executed it with uncommon liberty.


Prologue

 

Ooon is an old world, one of weather lenient, of mountains worn, of seas shallow, of rivers great, of flora abundant, and of fauna content, though wary: the Ooonians gradually increase in numbers, expand into virgin areas.  They steadily inhabit the heretofore uninhabited.

Ooon, my world, is a place of life and lives, uncomplicated, subsistent, yet ordered and catalogued.  We value our history, our tales.  We delight in reminiscence and telling, setting down events for those of the future to study and savor.

Ooon I have roved ceaselessly for a millennium.  I and my memory have collected stories – scraps, notes, pages, volumes.  These have found their way before me or I before them.  Jume's scrawls and Rrofyrn's dying account are my rarest, with little from Trehsll and littler from Zellss.  Some prefer to tell.  Others offer actions.  The studious document.

I set down my own history here for those who follow, that they might add their experience to mine to better serve Ooon and its people.  I leave this chronicle of myself for my Ymit to follow, that he might learn and thrive after my silence, as I will be late in discovering him.  My time is nearly up.  I would ask: remember me, Ahern, as a helper and a healer, but also as an individual unexpectedly, unhappily drawn into darker actions – in need, always in need.  I do not offer excuses.

The jet whiskers my cheeks and jaw wear speckle brown: the pigment of my youth returns.  My years grow short.  I scratch at the beard, my fingers acknowledging the color as I spend my last years recording my own narrative.  Will I recount the life of the final High Omit of Ooon and the ending of our line?  As I write, I do not know.
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One: Eeul

 

 

Jume has passed, and tranquility is no more

 

Around me the fourth morning of K-k, the cooling noisy season, settles.  I stand unmoving, quiet, within the sounds, the titter-burble-rush-cascade of the stream at hand – an old stream I chose for its maturity, and near which I had my hut constructed – and the faint crackles, pips, and pops of the coloring and falling leaves, detached by breaths of shrivel-scented breeze.  For the surrounding loveliness, I relax my respiration, suppress the pulsing thud of my heart, so my ears might distinguish the gentle sashay of each individual leaf, and its impact on dirt or stone, or its clickety entanglement in stiff, dry grass.  The morning sounds and smells – I love them, love them beyond everything, beyond everyone. 

I emerge from my hut, my lodging of the last week, my most recent stop in the eighty-ninth year of Ymit – Ymit, the final century of my life, and a name of dual meaning.  Ymit, the High Omit’s final ten decades, and Ymit, the title of the apprentice he aspires to discover – track down, locate, pursue, scare up, capture, enchant… The person he must find – I must find – and groom to be my successor.  Nine of those decades have passed.  I must constantly, effortfully put aside my accumulating concern.  If I do uncover a suitable instrument, scant time remains for training, for maturation.  Am I to be the last High Omit?  I have often asked myself this as the years have slipped from propitious before to disappointing behind.

Jume came across me in the seventh year of his Ymit.  Ninety-three remained for my understanding and growth – a period he used well, steadily founding my skills in traditional methods, no more than a single word or action per week, a lone drop into a large pool.  I could almost hear the plink when he introduced something new.  At first my frustration was immense – the slowness of the pace – but I came to appreciate the method as the spells became more intricate, when a subtle or slight variation in timbre or loudness or movement or duration meant failure.  When my Ymit finished, when I finally put on the High Omit’s wrappings, I was well prepared.

Prepared for what?  An epoch of wandering – of roaming Ooon, helping its people learn and develop, teaching them to heal, to build, to sustain, and then, when those of a settlement acquired all they would, withdrawing in favor of the next destination, another community, before bonds strengthened between me and those I was living and interacting with.  Bonds – something I usually avoided.

The clattering and hubbub of the city of Grgsh detach from the breeze, breaking my meditative enjoyment of the opening of this day’s music.  I sigh.  My work calls.  Another clamorous, crowded room of hopefuls, of typically inharmoniously dreadful hopefuls, each of whom I must perfunctorily evaluate for suitability – for carefulness, insight, capacity, knowledge, and, of course, for awareness of the tones and noises and rare hushes of the world.  Maybe one young man would be acceptable for further instruction, instruction surpassing the basics, allowing me to bypass the cursory (but obviously unavoidable) dismissal.  Maybe one would.  Thus far one had not.

I return to my hut to ready myself for the ordeal, the preceding decades of my Ymit flitting through my mind: scores of unenthusiastic students, at best with an occasional standout – Toosen! – yet even they, even he, fled, unable to overcome his own deficiencies.  And the incidents that drove me, the High Omit, to myself flee, to twice necessarily escape, to rejoin the wilderness, to conceal myself, while simultaneously running from my duty in the vague hope Ooon would discharge the obligation for me with the birth of a Ymit among the inhabitants of Mlln.  Ooon had, of course, not.

A week ago, the Jump here, to the outskirts of Grgsh, landing on my back, in my mouth a clear globe, dribbling the Offolo’s water into my throat.  My feet soaked – soaking in the river, and the slow, untroubled gurgle of the Rrsh in my ears.  I reflected: the spring no longer burbles, no longer echoes.  The air is free.  No more painful pressure.  The spicy scent has gone, as has the Lord.  I have traveled!  Jumped!  Vocalizations, they are distant and few, but this isn’t wilderness.  I smell the river – the Rrsh, my wonderful Rrsh! – also habitation and crowds of plodding, perspiring workers.  And not far off, fish and ocean.

 

Yes, my Century of the Choosing has been eventful, too eventful, more so than all centuries together since silence found Jume.  Most of me wishes my search over, concluded – wishes I could remain among the trees and their beautiful, unadorned K-k voices.  Within earshot of my thousandth year, even my own failure would be welcome, though such failure would blare the loss of the Old Ways, those I now solely narrate, and would signify the finality of my caste, of my craft, my mastery – of the ability my caste uniquely has held for time uncounted, uncountable: the ability to harness sound as an influence or a force.  Am I to be the last?  What would Ooon be without a High Omit, without any future Omits?  Yet, with just a decade remaining of my covenant (and of my existence!), I am staunch.  I received the responsibility nearly a millennium ago, expecting unceasing labor in the name of Ooon and its residents – endless aid and leadership and tutelage, so the people could thrive and would assimilate and carry forward the Old Ways – the Ways I myself have leaned on increasingly heavily as the days have elapsed, until they replaced thoughts and memories of the young man I had been when Jume selected me.  And of the young, inexperienced Ymit I had been.  No matter.  Jume hid his personal history from me then.  Not until he began to fade did he speak of the depth of his work, hinting at struggles of power, of force, of magic, and of the record he kept of his incumbency: the Chronicle – a thousand years of observations and details in a solitary tome.

“Master,” I asked, when Jume first mentioned it.  “Your Chronicle – where is it?  I don’t recall such a volume.”  I peered closely at my mentor’s face.  Daily his skin had been softening, lines fading.  He appeared youthful now, an age of toil receding as his energy diminished, finally all but spent.  He lay untroubled in his chosen final spot in the Eastern Wilderness.

The Eastern Wilderness – bare, remote, miles of short grasses, untrodden, free of creatures and villages, not much of anything, not even creeks or runnels – not a trickle.  When he brought me there, immediately I missed them, the water sounds, but I made no mention, no objection.  This was my Master’s choice, one I respected for its serenity, for its aptness in service of a final passing.

We arrived, he directly advancing toward a cluster of low rises surrounding a sheltered, bare, flat patch tucked inside, shielded from draft and dissonance.  The placidity, the aural emptiness, the appropriateness – I noted them instantly, when we stepped down into the hollow.  I thought, seems not a powerful location, not proper for… this.  But inside, absence swaddled my ears – and my being.  My concerns drifted away.  Where are we?  Why have we come here?

Even Jume, moments ago, talking, laughing, and muttering sensory-masking spells to cover our journey, was voiceless.  We both stood, instinctively calming ourselves, our bodies; we both stood immobile, as if stunned.  He said: “We are here.”  The words failed, absorbed, almost as they left his lips.  Leaning in, he repeated: “We are here.”  I considered: do I sense power?  Power of stillness, of audible vacantness.  I opened wide my ears.  I heard… nothing.  Noiseless peacefulness.  He sat, reclined.  He touched me, his apprentice.  I knelt to attend.  He said, “This is where I will end.”  His voice had all but lost its directive force, its authority, its wisdom, but perhaps that loss was illusory, conveyed incidentally, a loss of pitch accompanying the shedding of years.

Into his ear, I said: “A perfect setting.  What is its name?”

Jume chuckled, replying, “How would you label soundlessness?  No speech, no noise, no click, pop, scratch, brush, babble, rattle, clack, clatter, clank – no name is appropriate.”  He chortled.  “Except ‘nothing’ itself.  Would you call this place ‘nothing’ or say nothing?”

I laughed.  “We visited” – pause – “today.”

“Exactly!  Now, we shall idle.  We shall wait, here – here in the heart of” – pause.

I laughed again.

Fifteen days slipped by.  I lay on the ground next to Jume, listening.  Utter quiet, beautiful quiet, exquisite, safe, relaxing quiet.  I had adapted, had come to grasp and to love the simplicity of the muted hollow, while Jume, the High Omit of Ooon lolled, his remaining life shortening.  

I squinted at my Master’s face, at his eyes, the irises nearly filled with sky, and at his hair, the pale straw of his youth.  The signs of impending silence, of a High Omit’s quietus, the body returning to its uninitiated state, as Jume’s rapidly had been these last two weeks.  He appeared a young man of fifteen, as he had been before the Rite, before the conversion from modest Ooonian to Ymit, before the extension of lifespan from one century to ten, eyes filling with night’s darkness, hair with obsidian’s shiny jet, as had mine when Jume performed the Rite in conjunction with me.

I said, “Master, your Chronicle, where is it?”

The old/young man’s lips worked, he uttered.  “No… You are Master now.  You are High Omit.  You have learned well.  You know… All you need to know.  The Chronicle…”  He breathed.  He listened.  He said, “You sound strong.  Your heart beats stoutly.  You are prepared.  And I am consumed, completed.  Age is rushing from me.”  

I said, “You are as you were.  I am a thousand years in the past.  You are as a boy entering manhood.”

Jume chuckled.

“But, Master,” I said, “your Chronicle – where is it?  Your elucidation of the years would be of considerable help to me, when… When your youth has overtaken you.”

“Here,” Jume said.  “Here is the path’s beginning.  One day you will come, long after my bones are dust.  You will stand and face west, then you will walk.”  He took several breaths.  “Do not forget.”

“I will not forget.”

“Good.  Then you will succeed.”  He exhaled, forming a single word: “Eeul.”

“Master?” I said, leaning in, watching the radiant blue fill in the last few specs of black in his eyes.  “Master?”  But the young man of fifteen was silent.

 

Jume had departed.  How did I feel?  I felt – bereft, alone, released.  The three of these at once, but ‘bereft’ best matched the emotion, or empty – so much so, I began to cast Assuage.  A welling chuckle stopped me.  A chuckle – Jume’s chuckle, his intonation and cadence, and one he surely would have used to chide me, my attempted action.  “You would fill your loneliness with sustenance?” my thoughts, using his voice, said, the sentence compiled as if spoken by him.

Loneliness?  That word, that description implies demoralization for lack of companionship, but that has never been me, my being.  I of perpetual ambling in wilderness, of standing in rain for the pattering sounds and awakening smells, I of avoidance of others for lack of understanding of expected interactions, I of sleeping under vast sky, happy for being but a speck upon Ooon, content to pass the darkness, to await the suns’ predictable rise.  Loneliness – no, not that, not me.  My hands covered my belly.  My voice rumbled.  Assuage.  Somehow, I did feel better, though the spell did not fill the gulf Jume’s silence had left.  That would remain until my own departure, some nine hundred years hence.  Both present and guiding, Jume had been and would continue to be, though physically he would be ancient, scattered dust.

Released.  Yes, I felt that too.  Released from apprenticeship, from thrall.  Jume had been many things, had exhibited many personalities, had taken many guises: wanderer, teacher, raconteur, wheedler, adventurer, and, of course, High Omit.  High Omit – my role now, assumed from him upon his passing.  Released, yes.  Released to fill the office as I saw fit, not as Jume would have me do, though never did he insist.  He instructed, yes, and commented or criticized when I deviated from his direction, but demanded, no.  Jume did not demand.  He set before me the role and expectations and methods and tools, anticipating I would assemble them into my own path, that of the subsequent High Omit.  Not a duplicate of him, but one greater, his skill and experience combined with my own, though what I contributed was a tenth the extent of his, it was a fresh, additive tenth.  Or so I assumed he believed.

Minutes (hours?) had passed.  I had been motionless since the silence, since Jume’s silence, and the inrush of wanting doubly profound: my inanimateness within the local absorption.  I was permitted a sigh.  I stood.  I began to move away, Jume behind me, left behind, yet always with me, perhaps closer today than he had been the prior hundred years.

 

Eeul, I thought, leaving the body to decay naturally, the scorched-dirt odor of soil afire rising, as if the flame were buried yet active inside the body, itself already turning to ash.  The abrupt decomposition was the way of the High Omit, occurring rapidly, as rapidly as his age had withdrawn.  Within half a week, Jume would be no more than discolored sediment, free to be distributed by the wind, to be returned to the land.  Soon emptiness would once more fill the hollow.  I lifted the small cloth bag I traveled with.  I climbed up, out of the depression.

What is Eeul? I asked myself.  The word is unusual.  Why did the Master expend his last breath on “Eeul”?  I scoured my memory for meaning, for allusion.  I uncovered none.  What might this term signify?  Should I head west?  No, he did not so advise – “long after my bones are dust.”  West: will people assist me?  Should I speak with them?  Do they have the Master’s chronicle?  Doubtful.  He would not have left the work with anyone.  He would have hidden it for me to find some day.  Not today.  I stepped, a light breeze, the faint rustle of grasses fluttering in my ears.  Jume has passed, and tranquility is no more.  I strode north, toward the Master’s residence at Essllooll.  Toward our residence, from whence we had set out some eighteen months ago.  Maybe the Chronicle will be amongst his things, I told myself as I, the High Omit Ahern, walked away, the distinctive millenary gurgling and crackling of Jume’s decomposition already beginning, to the outside inaudible, deadened by the hollow.

That was nine centuries past.  Now I refer to that place of silence, of Jume’s expiration, of his last enigmatic word, as “Dearth”, as much for its soundlessness as for the lack of insight “Eeul” provides.  Since then, I have occasionally ranged to the hollow, in part to determine if the location itself would offer a sign, in part to learn if “some day” had come.  In each visit I have experienced only – sedateness.  A respite, undeniably, but little more.  I lazed, occasionally for a month or two, the absolute quiet enfolding me, but more often I left as quickly as I had come, certain the moment to “face west and walk” had not yet arisen.

When Ymit commences will be the time, I told myself.  When Ymit did arrive, I purposefully journeyed to the Eastern Wilderness and to Dearth, arriving as my nine-hundred-first year began.  I stood inside, submerged in the void, hoping for, seeking, confirmation.  I received none.  “Eeul.”  My voice did not reach my own ears.  Has the solitude grown deeper here?  Is Dearth’s power stronger?  What is “Eeul”?  What did Jume mean?  My questions dissipated unanswered.  I lay down.  The stillness brought me sleep.

With morning light, I awoke.  I inquired, “What is Eeul?”  I asked the hollow, the world, the shadow of Jume.  Was it, was he, lingering, a millennium after his body had withered?  No answer.

I headed west.  We headed west.

 

 

Uulrrsh

 

In a week, I came upon a village.  Luul – a vague collection of old huts, old sounds, old smells, a small orchard of fruit-bearing trees, and some unhappily penned animals, but also with cheerful water tumbling and swirling nearby.  Water!  The burbling chorus lulled me, added gladness to my voice, bolstered my spirits.  But upon arriving, upon meeting the inhabitants, my heart lurched, pitched in my chest.  I realized: my last century, my ending, my conclusion had begun.  Ymit.  I must search for my successor, as Jume had searched for me.

I approached the people of Luul.  They were aged, but excited to meet me – I had not previously ventured there.  They held the Omits had vanished into history.  I began plainly: “Eeul – have you heard that word?  A – friend – once told me to come here to learn its meaning.”

“No,” they said.  None could remember such usage – but the coming of the High Omit distracted them.  They scrambled.  Soon, they were digging heavy mud and hunting for suitable logs with which to build a Whh, and parents were putting forward their sons as the next Ymit, though they were few in number.

Throughout a thousand cycles of the seasons and of the High Omit’s absence, this tiny settlement had preserved knowledge of the Old Ways.  Listening to the sudden activity, I was pleased.  Did Jume come here often?

But the sons of Luul were unsuitable, inappropriate, unable to perceive or perform much of anything.  They exhibited no spark, no ability – and they were for the most part too young.  The ideal Ymit would have fourteen years behind him.  These boys had managed only ten or eleven –not prohibitively young, but additional maturity would have been preferable.

One did recognize “Eeul.”  At the end of the initial evaluation, I asked the group of seven.  A skittish, pungent boy said, “Yes, sir.  I have heard it.”

“Have you?  How so?”

“We name the very big winds that make funny whistling noises when they go between things Eeul.”

"Why do you name them that?  ‘Eeul’ does not bring to mind the whisper of winds."

"I don't know, sir, we just do, or families do.  My friends also call them that."

“You comprehend the word in no other way?”

“No, sir.  The whistling of the winds, that’s all.”

The other boys agreed with the context, as did their parents.  They could add nothing more, though I did speak with each of them, asking, carefully inquiring, seeking some tidbit.

I taught the elders the fundamentals, those of illumination, of healing, of strengthening wood, of fertility of plant, animal, and individual, and made to go.  Of the latter spell, a wizened female, dressed in bright colors, meant to stand out among the generally drab clothing of Luul’s people, spoke, her enunciation rich, yet indistinctly edged, as if frayed from use: “Master, the fertility chant is familiar to us.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.  The trees bear and the animals reproduce, and our youth are quite – active.  We have lived in Luul, along the stream we named Lel, for decades uncounted, and amongst us we say this place was once favored by the High Omit.”

“I apologize, but I have not visited prior to this.”

“Our stories are quite old.  A predecessor?”

“Perhaps, but…” I stood erect, rigid.  I listened.  “Not many are about us.  A few thrive, yes, but just a few.  I would think some thirty or forty.  Do you not use the fertility chant, or has the spell failed you?”

“No, Master, every Srsh we celebrate, bringing as many children as we would wish, but as instructed, we send many youths of thirteen or fourteen west, and others go as well.”

“As instructed by whom?”

“For us, this departure is an Old Way.  From whom it originated, we do not know.”

“West to where?”

“Toward a river and lands beyond we send them, as the Old Way dictates – why, we do not ask.”

As I prepared to depart, I mulled this dialogue.  Had Jume established this Old Way for Luul?  We did not travel west of Dearth together.  Had he done so before Ymit?  If so, he had not mentioned such a trip.  Or was the tradition far older than Jume himself, established millennia ago?  I could not say, but as I departed, my mood improved.  I continued west, commencing, seeking a Ymit and a site, possibly of high-pitched, airy whistling.  An audible destination.

 

But over the next several weeks, my spirits declined.  I found a plain trail of tiny villages, each comprising only a few families, but no suitable candidates and no winds with voices and no accumulation of youth, though residents did tell a similar tale.  “We send our adolescent boys west, we always have, and others often go after them.  Why?  Who can say?”

As I left behind the third such village, a coincidence struck me, their names: Luul, Awuul, Juuel, and Uuml.  I must be on the correct path.

Soon the land turned barren – dryness and dust, flora limited to flat, dug-in weeds – and no people.  My duty weighed more heavily upon me, both my duties: identifying a suitable Ymit and the task Jume had set me on with the word, Eeul.  I am walking, but what did you expect me to find?  A number of rhyming-name towns and a westward road trodden by a succession of young men, heading… where?

When the terrain turned again, my ears, my nose knew the location.  The Rrsh was at hand.  The scouring winds of this barrenness had not the power to conceal the river’s spirited gurgling, nor its loamy, slow-water smell.  Cresting a ridge, I halted, my progress blocked by the flow I well knew – and by the cacophony of hundreds or thousands of people, and by their living odors.  I carefully descended.  Soon my ears received booming speech, laughter, argument, negotiation – and my nose the stench of numbers.  One mystery solved, I thought.  The trail of youth ends here.

As unhurried as Luul, Awuul, Juuel, and Uuml had been, here bustled.  At its edge, near buildings rising from the dry ground, I stood.  The citizens might have regarded me as they moved by or cast an ear, but they were busy with their lives.  The High Omit drew no particular notice, while my senses offered me my bearings: animals, commerce, fishing, government – I stood taking them in.  After a time, a man presented himself.  “Welcome, sir, I am Hirees, Master of Uulrrsh.  May I recommend direction?”  His voice was low and forceful.  He had a way of projecting to pierce the unending din.

His sandals wheezing with each tread, he walked, trailing a redolence of river mud, and offering a brownness – skin, hair, clothing, they blended into a short, roundish, russety blob.  He faced me openly, his chunky nose pointing upward.  He sought my attention.

I whispered a few words while sliding my thumb across the fingertips of my right hand.  As if a heavy cover had been dropped over us, the raucousness diminished to scarcely audible.  I said, “My name is Ahern.  I am pursuing a trail of young men sent from the east.  This seems to be their destination.  I am also seeking help in solving a riddle.”

Hirees started at the sudden decrease in loudness.  He responded to my tone, one of certainty, of confidence.  He said, “Master, my apologies.  I could not place your voice.  Many years have elapsed since a High Omit has come to Uulrrsh.  Our records stretch back centuries, yet I have not encountered your name.”

“No, I must apologize.  I have been derelict.  For all my travels, I have visited Uulrrsh only this once.  In my wandering I have followed the Rrsh often, but sadly north or south of your bustling town.  May I render assistance in any way?”

“You may certainly – a fever has come up the river and settled here.  Many of our strongest have been knocked down.  Some have fallen silent.  Does your nose not detect the disease among us?”

“Yes.  I smell and hear suffering.  I shall begin immediately.  Please lead me to those afflicted.”

“Thank you.”  Hirees strode into the community.  I went behind him.  The muffling Diminishment broke when we moved.  Uulrrsh’s tumult surged around us.

I worked with the sick the remainder of the day and through the night, murmuring spells to remove the fever, putting patients at ease, bringing healing sleep.  Young men and women assisted as they could, washing clothing and carrying food and water and fluttering the hide flaps of the infirmary to admit cooling air – and the surrounding busyness, until I cast a more inclusive and durable version of Quiet over the sickroom, allowing the patients to recuperate.

Having cured all who spoke of or exhibited symptoms, I retired to a simple hut I had requested, a mile or so upwind along the Rrsh, its relaxing calmness leisurely churning past.  I slept, curtained from the suns’ light, under a variant spell, which both muted external sounds and cancelled odors, and contained any noise or smell I myself would emit.

I rested.  Word spread.

When I arose, many had already gathered – some families with sons, but mostly young men, singly or in groups, quietly and patiently anticipating the appearance of the High Omit.

“Master,” a father said, his question pushing his son of ten or eleven ahead of him.  “Will you consider Toosen?  He’s a bright boy and perceptive.  He would make an excellent Ymit.”

As I considered my reply, others hurried forward, flowing around me, an inrushing tide about a worn rock.  Into the air, I emitted a sharp, two-toned whistle, inharmonious notes beating.  The people hunkered.  Some retreated; others cowered.  “No, I announced.  I am not angry – and I am not to be feared.  But the Old Ways demand a process.  Have you a Whh?”

“Yes,” said the father who had first approached.  “We do – we have built one in the night.”  To the crowd, he shouted: “Come with me!”  He took his son’s hand and strode off, pulling the boy after.  I stepped beside him.  The mass of families and young men filled in behind. 

We marched alongside the river, a rag-tag parade, headed by a determined man dragging his boy and a tired High Omit.  On the outskirts was a newly-constructed cabin of logs, joints filled with dense clay dug from the banks, and with a door made of layers of thick skins stitched together.  Those accompanying me stopped.  I advanced on the cabin, circumnavigating in inspection.  I entered.  Suitably hushed inside, the Whh was stuffy and air tight, smelling of mud and wood.  Satisfactory.  I exited.  I called out, “We shall commence tomorrow, when sunlight warms rooftop.  Until then, organize yourselves.  The Whh will accommodate fifteen at once.  Your responsibility is to form groups of such size and to schedule their appearance here each morning.  Until then, I must meet with Master Hirees.”  Not waiting for their reaction to this pronouncement, I marched away, Masking my sound and scent as I hiked into town.

 

I found the Master arbitrating a dispute between merchants – something to do with the positioning of shops on the principal street.  The animated exchange ceased when I neared.  I said, “Please excuse me, Master.  When you have a moment, may we speak?”

To the two men, Hirees said, “Do we have a resolution?”

“Yes, of course,” one said.

“Surely,” said the other.  They departed oppositely, their footfalls diminishing.

“Thank you,” Hirees said.  “That’s probably not solved, though it is set aside for now.”

I chuckled.  “I do not envy you your position.”  I quickly cast the muffling spell over us.  The general hubbub vanished.

“I do not envy you yours.  I could not prevent the crowd from gathering, once they had heard of your arrival.”

“No need.  Ymit has commenced.  I must find an apprentice.  Why not in Uulrrsh?”

“Indeed, why not!  But I suspect you have not come to discuss our sons.”

“No, I have not.”

“But before we start, please join me in my workplace.  I have for you a token of thanks, of Uulrrsh’s thanks.”

“You, your community, owe me nothing.”

“I insist.  You have cured the sick, have removed the fever from the whole of us, and I am, we are, grateful.  Please permit us to express our gratitude.”

“Very well.”

We climbed squarely away from the river through at-first congested streets to a higher area.  The commotion of the day rolled up the slope, joining us.  Hirees turned left at the top row of structures, walking along their line, until he reached a squat building emitting smells of clay and of thatch.  He entered.  I followed.  Inside were three reverberant rooms, filled with the odor of trodden earth and furnished with a scattering of indistinct wooden furniture.  The walls cut the outside noise, making possible normal conversation.

“Please, sit,” Hirees said, gesturing to a cluster of chairs near a table.

“Thank you.”

He stepped away.  Returning, he extended his arm.  An object lay in the palm of his hand, a piece of blue stone, worked into the shape of a fish.  Hirees said, “This was given to us centuries ago, by whom no one remembers – the name of the giver is not documented.  Please, a gift to you.”

The stone carried no scent and was chill, having taken no warmth from Hirees’s hand.  I ran my fingers over its surface.  “The workmanship is exquisite.”

“Yes,” Hirees said.  “I have often marveled at its detail and accuracy, now yours in acknowledgement of your efforts – the healing, yes, but also for the interactions with our young men to come.”

“Thank you.  I shall treasure it.  What is its name?  This variety of fish is foreign to me.”

“That I do not know, but I can assume in the past the model fish was drawn from the Rrsh, though no more remain to be caught now.”

“Then I assign the name, ‘Uul,’ in honor of Hirees and the municipality on the Rrsh.”

He laughed.  “A good name.”  He paused.  He asked, “You have business?”

Stowing the fish in the woven bag I carried, I also laughed.  “Yes, not actual business, but I do have questions.”

“I am yours.”

“Thank you...  Let me begin directly.  Do you or your people speak the word, ‘Eeul’?  In walking the trail of villages that has led me here, I have noted a certain rhyming of their names to this syllable, including ‘Uulrrsh’ itself, and would be much interested in any insight about this you might offer.”

“I’ve heard this word.  Arrivals from the communities you have visited bring it.  The meaning is ‘a moaning wind’ or ‘a screeching wind’.  Other than that, my memory is uncooperative.”

“That is as I have learned as well.  Nothing more?  The smallest whisper might shout a clue.”

“No, not that I can recall, but let me consult our records.  Uulrrsh is old, perhaps as old as the river itself.  I may uncover a murmur.”

“Thank you.  And if I might trouble you to also check for a second term – a name, actually: Jume.”

“That name is unfamiliar to me.  Who was he?”

“He was my Master, the High Omit who preceded me.  Any writings of him or of his actions or policies would be of value to me.”

“Certainly.  I’ll comb the texts for any reference.”

“Many thanks.  I shall go now.  I must prepare for my work ahead.”

Hirees laughed.  “Of course, you must.  I much prefer my job to yours.”

I chuckled.  “At times, I would as well.  May we meet, after I have worked with each of the students?”

“Certainly.  I will be here – or out and about, performing more arbitration.”

“Now I prefer my own work.”

Hirees chuckled.  “Good luck.”

“To you as well.”  I rose.  “May silence find you,” I said

“You as well.”  

 

The remainder of the day I spent traversing Uulrrsh.  I deliberately walked the broad streets.  They were laid out in a cross-hatch, perpendicular and parallel to the river.  Hirees’s workplace was amongst like structures dedicated to administration, set on the highest road, having been erected more recently, and offering the least-obstructed auditory vista.

Residences lined the streets immediately below.  Mostly huts, the traditional housing, constructed of an oily, flexible, wood-like material called Stnn, which grew well in most non-arid climates.  Twisted vines bound the huts’ circumference and anchored the roofs.  These slanted downward front to back, giving the façade a higher face than the sides or rear.  More imposing huts conveyed status.  Large families constructed multiples in clusters, sometimes in whole surrounded by earthen berms, not fences so much as demarcations.

More recently, and particularly in communities (as in Uulrrsh), grey brick construction had begun to appear, usually meant for administration.  The bricks themselves were dug from the river bank or manufactured by mixing soil with water, forming them, and allowing them to dry.  Some had attempted air-tight walls by stacking bricks as they dried.  This worked well, but led to stifling interiors, as no cracks admitted air.  Most Ooonian buildings did have such openings, as we enjoy the scents of the world, and, more importantly, wish to attend to outside sounds.  Windows were uncustomary, and usually were empty openings, covered with hanging woven mats also made of Stnn, like the anchoring ropes.

I passed by the homes.  Most were quiet, empty, their occupants away.  From some came voices, adults caring for young children, or the racket of manual labor, repairs, or cleaning.

I advanced along a row, several dozen houses.  At the end, the way split multiply into a bloom of circles, roads leading to cul-de-sacs, stretching up to the highest level, or traveling down toward the river.  I wove in and out and amongst them, listening to domestic noises, to the screams and play of children, and taking in odors of habitation – of sweat, of food, of waste, ones I had come upon throughout Ooon.  A town like others – so many towns, so many individuals.  People caught up in their daily lives, eating, sleeping, raising offspring, so that they might perpetuate the exercise.  As had become increasingly so, my contemplation drifted to myself and to my life – unlike theirs entirely.  Do the parents appreciate what they would have their children do, what they would have them be?  I have wandered, settlement to settlement, among collections of people – people who do not know me or who know me minimally as… As a helper, maybe a leader, or they turn to me as a healer, one of them, but also a stranger.

As I moved into a circle on higher ground, taking in the more distant hubbub, I felt soreness in my right knee.  I sat on a berm between road and hut.  I placed a hand over the knee, while drawing a low moaning from my gut.  I had made many similar castings to remove the fever from the residents of Uulrrsh.  I wondered: have I overtaxed my body?  Is my endurance waning?  I stood, flexing my leg.  The ache persisted.  I sat to recast Heal.  The pain vanished.  Sore knees, failing spells.  Are these what Ymit brings?  I sighed and started down out of the circles to head back to the main thoroughfares.

When I entered a wide road, undertones pursued me.  My exploration had attracted followers – a scrabble of children, boys and girls, and a few adults.  None attempted conversation.  They remained at a distance, stopping when I did, starting when I resumed.  Again, I sighed, moving past homes, seeking a way to the Rrsh.

Adjacent to the river were shops in a long row, one end leading away, the other, the nearer, terminating in a marketplace, its clatter, babble, and odorous exhaust assaulting me.  No, I thought, not that way.  I would draw additional attention.  I moved unhurriedly to the side, at first passing stalls selling foodstuffs, their scents obvious and enticing.  Their proprietors listened to my footfalls advance and recede.  They muttered at the rustle of the group trailing behind.

Farther along, open-air businesses turned to enclosed shops.  I heard piercing rings, denser clangs, and heavy thuds, and I smelled drying clay.  I continued past, noting a trinket-seller, a smith, a purveyor of building stones and logs, and a yard of curing bricks.

At an intersection, the odors of the Rrsh and its fish and the men setting out to catch them blew up from the waterside.  As I descended, voices grew louder, squabbling and arguing over prices, less frequently but more intensely than those of the marketplace.  Here, I realized, are many of the young men.  They work the river.  I moved toward a heated negotiation, awaiting an intermission.  My approach, and that of the growing crowd at my back, brought one.

“I’ll come back later,” a man snarled, “to complete our arrangements.”  He left.

“Bring reason, not anger,” a vaguely round man called after.  He reeked of fish, of mud, of effort.  As the mob pressed in, he turned to me and said, “What may I do for you, sir?  Or do you prefer to be addressed by your title?”  He spoke bluntly, his articulation carrying – was that scorn?

“My apologies,” I said softly, “I did not mean to drive off your customer.”

“No loss – a foolish bargainer.  Wants much for little.”

“Perhaps, then, his departure was a gain, not a loss.”

“Maybe so,” he said.  “Now please accept my apologies.  He brings out my anger.”

“No need.  But may I ask of you a few questions?”

“Might pass the time,” He muttered gruffly.  “Again, my apologies.  Of course, ask your questions.”

I drew the blue stone fish from my bag, handed it to the man.  “The material is very cold,” I said.  “Have you caught its like in the waters of the Rrsh?”

The man turned it over in his hands.  “Must be a Callail.  No more swim here – we caught them all ages ago – good eating – or so my father’s father used to say, and his before him.  An ancestor of mine made a picture of one – I have the sketch in my hut.  Resembles that.”

“Callail.  I have not heard that word until this moment.  Thank you.  You say no more exist, no more at Uulrrsh?  Are they elsewhere, in other rivers or by other banks of the Rrsh?”

“Could be – or could be on the other side.  I don’t know.”

“The other side?  Do you not fish there as well?”

The man hesitated.  When he spoke, his bluster had drained, “No, sir.  We do not row across.  We do not catch the wind that would blow our boats west.  We do not!  We did, once, my uncle, Zormeen.  We were poor.  We were hungry!  He found fish – no Callail – and netted them, but while bringing them in, he flipped over – and sank – and drowned.  Why didn’t he swim?  Why couldn’t he?  His son hauled him out – too late.  The boy returned with the catch, a silent father, and fear.  Was Zormeen’s own fault!  That side – it’s cursed!  Has been for – for the whole of my life, and for the lives of many before me.  We do not cross!  None do, unless they court ill fortune.”  The man exhaled, as if expelling his last breath.  He seemed to contract.

“I must apologize again, my friend, for requesting of you old, unhappy memories.  And I am sorry for your uncle and his son.”

“The boy fell silent, too,” the man said, deflated.  “In only a few months, in his sleep.  He caught not another fish after that day, after challenging the curse.”

I said nothing.

The man croaked, “Do you… Can you… Stories say the High Omit has the power to banish ills – as you have the fever.  What about the silent?  Can you bring them back, my uncle and his boy?”

“Sir, what is your name?”

“My name?  Toor – my name is Toor.”

“Toor,” I repeated.  “Toor, I have been given the power to heal – to guide and to repair and to cure – but, sadly, not to revive the silent.  Your uncle and his son must remain as they are.”

Toor made no reply.  We listened along the waterfront.  Feet shuffled in the group of followers.

I said, “I thank you, Toor.  You are an honest and honorable man, and you have been of great help.  I shall always carry within me the tale of Zormeen.”

Toor suspired.

“And,” I added, “For your trouble.”  I produced four dense lumps of silvery metal, polished through rattling and rubbing inside my bag.  Their shapes were mismatched, but they hefted equally.  “Please feed those who trail after me.”

Toor received them onto the palm of his hand.  “These are not familiar – I have used them, of course, in my business, but not often.  Do you bring them from Eettenrrsh?”

“No, not from Eettenrrsh.  These were made in F’rax, their weight and clank are distinctive.  I have carried them for many years.  Can you make better use of them than I have?”

“I can.  Thank you, sir.  But… One would feed many.  Four would feed half of Uulrrsh.”

“For your trouble,” I said.  “May silence find you.”

“And you,” Toor said.  To the crowd, he shouted, “The High Omit has bought fish for you all!  Step forward, step up!”

Whispering turned to murmuring to babbling to excitement.  I moved aside, and, stiffening my arms downward along my body, palms outward, spoke two syllables crisply.  A few perceived an apparition departing, but none heard or smelled the High Omit.  I left the crowd to Toor and his fish.

 

I interacted with no one else, content to roam the docks and piers, listening to conversation and to the river’s voice – and to inhale its scent.  Upstream, I knew it well.  Eettenrrsh I had visited often, and Noomanrrsh farther north.  Why had I not come south, why not to Uulrrsh, until today?  Did the correct moment never present, never, as Jume had predicted, or as he had designed?  Or is this that moment, that time – the time to “face west and walk”?  Jume must have intended I solve the riddle of his last breath – “Eeul” – during Ymit.  This perspective cheered me, drove from me concerns of aching knees and failing spells.  Meaning is within reach!  Jume’s meaning.  The Eeul I shall find!  If not, that will be as it should.  I strode from the docks in search of Hirees.  

The Master was at his workplace, speaking in turn with queued individuals.  I stood nearby, taking in complaints of thieving customers, of huts built too close to established homes, and of rough-and-tumble playing and fighting.  Disruptions to easy river life, little of which I had overheard while walking.  I thought: is Uulrrsh active, or – stifled?  Much energy is here, but few outlets.  So, they squabble.  Could I create a spell?  But, no, I would expect Hirees to refuse magic of that sort.  These are young men, young people, approaching or early in their adulthood.  They should journey, not fight, and I should keep my magics to myself.

Hirees approached, breaking my musing.  “Good evening, sir.  You have returned.  Excellent!  May we share our food?  Fish?  I have heard tell of your largesse at the docks.”

I replied, “An escape for me.  As occurs, I had attracted followers.  They needed sustenance more than they did my wandering.”

“Of course!  Will you join me?”

“Thank you.”

We left the clay administration building, walking across, down, and back across.  Hirees lived in a hut directly below his place of work.  He conducted me inside and soon set a meal of smoked fish, fruit, flatbread, and water.

“Excellent fare,” I said, after a few bites.  “With the exertions of today, I must rebuild my strength.”

“And of tomorrow,” he replied.  We shared a chuckle.

“Of tomorrow, yes, of course.  And of additional days, no doubt.  Uulrrsh is a hub of active young men.  Their way westward blocked, why do they stay?”

“Ah, you have heard of ‘the curse.’”

“Yes.  I spoke with a fisherman.  Toor, he named himself.”

“Toor, yes – a good man, but an ill-fated family.  His uncle, his nephew.”

“Yes, events he blamed on the curse – as do most who work the river.  I have overheard enough to learn none cross to the far side, though a more plentiful catch might be made.”

“No, they do not.  They row farther up or down rather than across.”  Hirees refilled his cup from a pitcher.  “But they are right.”

“Are they?”

“Yes.  Not about a curse, but about potent magic nonetheless.  One of my duties as Master is to curate our records.  They are numerous, and many are very old.  In fact, I discovered among them the name you mentioned earlier – Jume.  He was your predecessor, but, of course, you knew that.”

“Yes.  He was my mentor, the High Omit before me.  I was not seeking who he was, but clues about his last utterance: ‘Eeul.’  Accounts of him might lead to information so regarding.”

We had finished the food on our plates.  Hirees said, “Have you had your fill?”

“Yes, thank you.  I must repeat myself: excellent fare.”

“You are kind – for a High Omit.”

“From that I take you have read details about Jume to the contrary.”

“Yes and no.  The sections are sporadic and incomplete, but through them I have learned of war, and of Jume.  He was a powerful and decisive combatant.  He silenced many in the name of… Of himself, purportedly.”

“Himself?”

“Yes, apparently they – and ‘they’ are described only as ‘Evil’ – tried to destroy him, to end the Omits.  He fought back.  At first, he used defensive spells, not unlike your own, of concealment, but later he developed offensive magic, silencing magic, which he employed to great effect.”

“He silenced them, those he named as ‘Evil’?”

“He did – and many others as well.  He grew secretive, suspicious.  He struck any who spoke against him.  He sought to injure them, to destroy them!”

“I did not appreciate the extent.  He taught me healing, growing, sustaining, and the like.  I could not silence someone, except by striking him.”

“So, I have heard.  Jume – Uulrrsh used to span the river, thriving on both banks.  Jume blasted the community on the far side.  Silenced everyone, splintered the docks and piers, sunk the boats.  He set the curse – his own words state as much.”

“His own words?”

From a table, Hirees fetched a scrap of parchment.  Holding it an inch from his face, he read, ‘The deed is done.  To the west all is exploded, demolished, and those who there lived are silent.  Is Evil vanquished?  May those to the east live in peace?’  What came ahead of this, or after, is unstated.  I have only this fragment.  The curse seems to be linked to this destruction.”

“May I read the fragment myself?”

“Certainly.”  Hirees handed me the bit of paper.  I laid it on the table.  I touched the fingers and thumb of my right hand together, held them near my mouth, pursed my lips, and quickly inhaled, but gently.  The room filled with light, as if the roof were opened to the day.

Hirees blinked.  “This is magic Jume granted you, magic you would teach our youth?”

“Yes, Light is of the first spells he taught me, one I introduce to students.”

“Not very… deadly, is it?”

“No, Master.  Illuminating a room silences no creature.”

“Please continue,” Hirees said.

I bent close to bring the scrap into focus.  I studied both the front side and the back, flipping it delicately.  The parchment was old and brittle and discolored.  I inspected the writing itself.  I whispered three terse syllables, while gliding a finger softly over the paper.  No change.  “My spell uncovers no more,” I said.  “This is Jume’s hand, I am certain, and he has not hidden anything, or anything Reveal can expose.  What to make of this?  Jume as I knew him would not silence, not even when threatened.  This statement indicates otherwise.  I am sorry.  I realize that brings small comfort, but I can offer nothing more.”

“This was not your doing.  You are not Jume.  I thank you for your efforts, for the healing you have brought, and the counsel you will bring.”

“As is my role.”

Hirees gathered up the plates and cups, setting them aside.  He returned the scrap of paper to the table.  He said, “Oh – and the fish, the blue stone fish.  Earlier I spoke of Jume, ‘yes and no’.  He also left us the carving I gave you.”

“Uul – the Callail.”

“Yes, the Callail.  The records allude to it well after the western bank was destroyed, but the description includes the phrase, ‘find and preserve’.

“Find and preserve?”

“Yes – the statement is not clarified.”

“And of ‘Eeul’ – do your records contain this word?”

“No, High Omit, unfortunately, they do not.  I know its meaning from those who travel: ‘a moaning wind’ or ‘a screeching wind’.  Nothing more.  I’m sorry.”

“Please do not apologize.  You have elucidated much.  Though Jume guided me for all but an entire Ymit, I learned so little of him, of his life.  Thank you for telling me something of those years, of his years.”

“You’re welcome.”

“May I visit Uulrrsh again and examine the records myself, absorb what I might?”

“They are yours at that time.”

“Thank you.”

 

In the morning, I, the High Omit, arose, my body and limbs wrapped in the traditional white garb.  Boys and parents stirred as I approached.  Many had gathered in the early hours to accompany me on the walk to the Whh.  I strode through the crowd, not acknowledging greetings, determined in my destination.  I led, they accompanied: some young men singly, others urged by their fathers.

As we marched, I observed a second crowd, gathered outside the Whh, before its entrance.  The group split, opening a way, as I came toward the structure.  I shouldered through the heavy flap.  The inside had not changed: calm, close, with odors of chopped wood and drying clay.  I conducted a brief appraisal.  I pushed out.  Projecting a level voice, I spoke to the crowd, the followers having joined those already in attendance: “Sons of Uulrrsh and guests and migrants, welcome.  Ymit, the Century of the Choosing, has commenced.  All comers will be considered, yet of that many, only one will be chosen – from the whole of Ooon.  Chosen here, at Uulrrsh?  That is yet to be determined.

“I give you commendation: you have constructed a firm and appropriate Whh.  I also give you criticism: you have not assembled into fifteens.  All comers will be considered!  Today, I shall attend, judge, and teach – and tomorrow, and the day after.  All comers will be considered.  Will you, citizens of Uulrrsh, divide appropriately, or shall I so organize you?”

A man shoving a boy before him, stepped forward, “Master—”

“Toosen,” I said, interrupting him.  “Your voice is familiar.  Your son is Toosen.  ‘Bright and perceptive’” – and to the crowd – “as I anticipate each will be.  Please!  Please!  Three fifteens.  Others return tomorrow.  Three groups – or no groups.”  I turned away, disappearing into the Whh.  Is this to be my expectation?  Everyone pressing to be first, when order is unimportant?  Jume did not explain this, nor did he pluck me from amongst scores.  I stood in the dark, just inside the door flap.  But memory fades.  How did he choose me?  From two or ten?  From what village or town?  I cannot recall.

Outside, murmurs, grumbles arose, some in confusion, some in anger.  I waited.  If none can comply with undemanding direction, can any be Ymit?  Or are the parents forcing their children ahead?  Not all believe their sons should be Ymit.  Had mine?  Discussion began.  Toosen’s father was strident in attempting to command order.  Some argued; others agreed.  Many complained.  Much jostling, much shuffling.  When the impatience subsided, I reappeared.

I said, “I hear patience and order.  I commend you once again.  The initial fifteen boys may enter.”  I stood aside as a dozen and a quarter filed past.  To those remaining, I said, “I shall consider the second group in two hours.” I re-entered the Whh.

Those inside stood dumb – afraid, inquisitive, anxious, unsure of what was to come.  “As always,” I said carefully, crisply, enunciating each word as its own complete element, as if able to stand unsupported as an unbroken thought.  In an elaborate baritone, I said: “the purity of the tone, the duration, the loudness, the roundness or sharpness, the constancy of primary and secondary characteristics that together result in the overall aim of the endeavor.   The source of the sound is irrelevant—be it voice box, tongue, lips, mouth, hands, body, or implement of some kind – the purity of the tone is paramount.”  Coming to the end of this point, I quieted, as if my voice had been disengaged.  I had maintained a constant volume throughout my talk, and applied a slight edge, without a doubt Instruction, the fourth of the traditional eight tones.  Though most Ooonians used the third, Conversation, for everything, and if any accidentally (or intentionally) did otherwise, listeners ignored the shift as a mistake, I kept to tradition, both presenting a form of the Old Ways, and simultaneously perpetuating them.

I said: “Configure the fingers of your right hand in a point, the four meeting the thumb.  Hold that point in front of your mouth.  Purse your lips, inhale quickly, but gently.”

Fifteen students did as I requested.  Twice, a twinkle flared and died.  I said, “An expected beginning” – a beginning of tedious rudimentary lessons and much failure.  During its course were sparks, flickers, glows, flashes, and once a bright illumination.  All vanished as swiftly as they had appeared.  No student could sustain the magic, despite determination and repetition.

When the time was nearly up, I said, “Please cease.  This spell of Light is the first my Master, Jume, expected of me” – I deftly cast it.  The room sprang bright – “and proficiency is a Ymit’s opening step.  I am sorry.  I am unable to acquaint any of you with its execution, or none of you is able to perform it.  Due to your youth or a deficiency in knack or power?  No matter.  We are concluded.  I must admit another fifteen.  Please exit.”  I said, “ch-ch” to douse my Light.  I held the door flap aside as the boys trouped out.  When the last had gone, I called, “The second group may enter.”  

And so the day went, the entirety of the next, and on through the first two groups of the third.  By then my patience had shortened.  I contemplated rushing that last collection through, or skipping the congregation entirely, but convinced myself otherwise: ‘all comers will be considered.’  I stretched my arms and flexed my knees.  The one I had mended a few evenings earlier popped.  I recast Heal.  The joint recovered.  I reflected: I am old, yet I cannot rest.

When full, persistent sun warmed the Whh midway through the final lesson, drawing sweat from all within, I, a traditional old man, an aged man his life’s terminus at hand – laughed.  A success!  “Excellent!” I declared.  “That was Toosen’s Light, correct?”

“Yes, sir,” came a high-pitched reply.

“ch-ch.”  I extinguished the spell.  “Now, again, Toosen, you alone.”  A static moment passed.  A quick inhale.  The Light resumed, full and vivid.  I said, “Commendations, Toosen!  I shall continue with you alone.  Others, please exit.  I am unable to develop any of you further, or you cannot master Light perhaps for your youth, or it’s simply not in you – no matter.”  I stood close to Toosen.  His dejected classmates departed.

“Let us try two others.  First, Douse.”  I said: “ch-ch.”  Darkness returned.  “This spell must be articulated crisply, and with ending in your thoughts.  Before you speak, your mind must be filled with ending.  Now” – I inhaled across my touching fingertips; brightness appeared – “you try.  Ending.  Ending – nothing else.”

“ch-ch,” Toosen whispered.  No effect.

“Again.”

“CH-CH,” Toosen forced air between his teeth.  Not a waver.

“Do you comprehend ending, Toosen?  It’s like silence.  Have you experienced silence, perhaps of an older relative?”

The boy yelped.  He crashed through the door flap and ran away.  His father called after him.  Youth!  He is young.  Was I ever that young?  I do not remember.  Surely Jume would have sought older boys, but I do not have that luxury.  All comers will be considered!  They have been.  I sighed.  I Doused my Light, left the Whh, and plodded to my hut.

No crowds gathered behind as I walked, nor had any formed to greet me outside my temporary residence.  Once inside, with stiff arms and two crisply-spoken words, I cast Mask.  Before settling down to rest, I laid both hands over my belly, made a low rumble.  Assuage wouldn’t avert hunger indefinitely, but I did use the spell on occasion to avoid the bother of rummaging for food.

 

In advance of dawn, scarcely weeks of my Ymit elapsed, I packed my few belongings.  I rediscovered Hirees’s gift, the carven blue-stone Callail.  Uul – I had almost forgotten you.  Why are you always so cold?  Curious.  Some pertinacious chilling magic must have been set upon you.  Should I try to ascertain or remove it?  Or not: did you live deep in the waters of the Rrsh, in the cold waters – are they your preference?  I stowed Uul, finishing my packing.  Methodically, I searched the hut for any items I might have missed.  I found none.  What is my preference?  I wondered, preparing to set out.  Not Uulrrsh, with its loud busyness, mysterious curse, and four dozen failed acolytes.  I shall go to Eettenrrsh.  I am known there.  And Noomanrrsh.  Northward!  My preference?  The journey reminds me of my youth already!

I cast Mask.  I slipped out, settling into a careful, loping pace by the side of the river, delighting in the long-flowing smell, the Rrsh’s tale of its way wending down from the Northern Mountains.  Thus far, this Ymit is a wonderful closing chapter.  Walking, pondering, napping...  How can I be drowsy?  The day is opening!  Rrsh – that is your doing – lulling me to sleep!  But I am grateful for your ongoing and measured steadiness.  No, not napping, but unencumbered meditation. 

Contentment draped over me, I deliberately strolled, feeling for purchase with each stride before applying my full weight.  My head cleared.  I listened to the workings of my body – my breath, my pulse, the bending and straightening of my joints, and the slight cracking of my cranky knee.

I have forgotten Eeul!  I laughed at myself.  Am I so old already?  No, not yet.  Ymit has just begun!  I remember Toosen, the sole boy in the whole of Uulrrsh with any potential.  If I don't discover a suitable Ymit in a few years, I shall return to Uulrrsh to learn how he has advanced.  He may yet be the one.

Eeul – its secret must be here, somewhere.  The names of the towns – they are too alike.  But I must fulfill my obligation first.  I have many more places to visit, many more boys to evaluate.  My Ymit, he himself might solve this riddle Jume has left me.







Two: Northward with the Rrsh

 

Just my curiosity sniffing the breeze

 

 

Tworrsh

 

Two days north of Uulrrsh, I picked my way among stones along the Rrsh.  I had approached the river at a point of rapidness.  I sat on a substantial rock to give an ear to the chortling and swirling – and had spent a week doing so, hiking to and from a soft nestle I had made above in the drying grasses.  Their swishing in the breeze mixed pleasantly with the gurgling of the stream.  This uncomplicated blending after the clamor and tumult of Uulrrsh dislodged my burdens, produced a long, restorative slumber, and invited relaxation.

I set aside recent mysteries: “Eeul,” the enigma Jume had presented me prior to falling silent, and his secret, hidden Chronicle; the western migration of young men from the string of settlements between Dearth and Uulrrsh; and the cursed west bank, seemingly destroyed by Jume himself.  I set aside the failed would-be Ymits.  My imagination ambled the ten decades that remained of my life, a period to be used for identifying and training a succeeding High Omit.  I set aside Toosen, the single boy who exhibited any knack, any aptitude for incantation, but who had fled, unable to Douse his own Light.  Will they all be so untalented and uninspired?  I had departed.  Soon the Rrsh had banished my worries as I walked, unreflective, immersed in the uncomplicated sounds of water and wind, and in the wafting scents of K-k.

I developed a spell I named Warmth, a straightforward invocation of a gauzy, gray coverlet.  When one appeared upon my third evening of experimentation, underneath it I fell immediately to sleep, having murmured a song of Srsh and shut my eyes to better realize gentle heat – embers of a fire or the sun of a fine season.  By morning the blanket had fallen to vanishing dust but had served its purpose – a cozy night passed.

I played with Warmth, altering the color of the manifestation by admixing thoughts of green leaves or brown tree trunks or of variegated tan grasses, such as those among which I preferred to be.  Not that a disguise was needed, but I drifted off more easily knowing it there.

I regarded traveling with Jume, walking from village to village, my Master cajoling accommodation from residents, at times in exchange for curatives or education or conjuration.  I chuckled, recalling the bald stab Jume had once made to summon the future, hubbub or speech from years afar.  A groaning cry, rising from a mumble to a shout, accentuated with a grand arm-waving flourish.  He froze, expectation hovering, ears alert, in a crowded hut he had talked the two of us inside.  I listened.  Jume listened.  The family whose home we had invaded listened, and… Nothing, no noise, no discourse.  His spell had produced a portal into a future of absence.  As dusk settled to darkness, the good people who had kindly offered us shelter, politely requested we go.

Jume loathed sleeping outside, but at that moment, we had no option.  News of his chicanery leapt from person to person, and the next community was several hours distant.    We Masked ourselves.  He created a makeshift enchantment of our clothing to reduce permeability to cold air.  We spent several disagreeable hours, napping as best we could in a thicket of tall, narrow trees.  They swayed and creaked incessantly.  That and Jume’s grumbling kept repose away until sun up, when we moved on.

As a month passed, he attempted Foreknow at a few additional points, varying the tempo of the words he spoke, or shouting or whispering, altering the gesticulation, once uncharacteristically dancing, but the result never varied: quiet.  “I must be silent then,” he finally concluded, laughing at himself and his own failure.  “Time is mute.”  Had the Command miscarried, or do we advance upon an Ooon devoid of sound entirely?  I said, “Perhaps silence has found us all.”  After that, Jume left what will be alone and undisturbed.

On the eighth morning, I departed my nest near the pattering burble.  I Healed my right knee.  More so than with pain, the clicks and pops had been bothering me.  I headed north, following the river’s course.  My mind was untroubled and clear, but my stomach made loud complaints.  Aside from a stand of trees bearing ripening orange fruits, I had happened upon little food, and had often used Assuage.  The cumulative effect was beginning to leave me light headed.  Nonetheless, I applied the spell again, and moved on.

I made steady progress, the riverside providing the occasional bush from which I harvested deep red, black-seeming berries, sweet, but overripe and mealy.  I washed them down with invigorating Rrsh water, which provided more energy than the meager findings.  I slept in any shelter, no matter its suitableness – behind a rise or within a knot of trees or a huddle of bushes, but always close to a happy trickle or rush.  The temperature gradually grew cooler.  I cast Warmth each night, having perfected its coloring.  In a further extension, I fiddled with the magical blanket’s thickness, equipping it with self-adjustment to match air temperature changes.

Ten days out from Uulrrsh, I came to the confluence of the West Fork with the main flow of the Rrsh.  I stopped to heed the mixing and to take in the different odors.  The tributary smelled muddier, the main course fresher and older – an unusual combination for its blending of enthusiasm and unconcern.  I stood immersed.

Thin smoke found my nose.  My ears picked up conversation.

 

I quickly cast Mask.  Standing motionless, I focused my senses on the angle between the two rivers.  I listened.  One, two… five… seven, eight… ten – ten individuals laughing, playing, discussing, working.  Two men, two women… Six children, each at least ten years old, judging from their talk and their shouts.  Two families?  By their manner of pronunciation, particularly their habitual marcato, emphasizing, but not meaning to, they were not from Eettenrrsh or Uulrrsh.

A large splash.  Rhythmic slapping of the water.  By their voices, the two men had launched some kind of boat.  They rowed across.  I retreated, my right knee popping.  I blundered into a clump of the berry bushes.  I stood, a cloying scent around me.

The boat continued, the oar strokes powerful and evenly spaced.  As the craft came to the bank, the men leapt out and, sloshing, dragged it ashore.  Two sets of footfalls advanced.  They halted, almost on top of me.  A man said, “Something’s in the berries.  Some have been broken.  I hear breathing.”

The other added, “Do not fear us.  We come only for the fruit.  The last of the crop has ripened.”  He paused.  “I am Vllit.  My companion is Bok.”

“I am Ahern,” I replied.  I am heading north to Eettenrrsh, but the distance I have come is not yet great enough.  Are you as well?”

“No, we have ventured down the West Fork from Westrrsh to settle at the junction.   We have made a new colony.  ‘Tworrsh.’  Not a name filled with imagination, but honest.  From where do you come?”

“From Uulrrsh.”

“A long path.  You are invited to stay with us, if you need rest.  Our village is small but offers more comfort than a Rrshberry bush.”  He and his companion laughed.

“I accept your gracious invitation.  I confess, I have discovered scant food along the way, and a meal would be welcome.”

“But,” Bok added, his voice deeper and richer than Vllit’s, “not one of crushed Rrshberries.”

“No,” I agreed.  “Definitely not.”  I stepped away to allow the men to harvest the remaining fruit.  I carrying a half-full sack, the three of us returned to the waterside.  They shoved a raft off.  We leapt aboard.  Vllit and Bok rowed toward the angle between the rivers.  I filled my lungs with the thin spray the oars kicked up, and with the Rrsh itself, the breeze pulling a clean draught from its surface.  I inhaled and exhaled to the cadence of the strokes, wooden paddles diving in, pulling through, and the clack-clack of the poles shifting in the oarlocks.  I drifted with the current, idly reflecting on the men’s emphatic enunciation.  I searched my memory, trying to recall a like accent, but could remember none.  From somewhere north?  Too soon, we reached the further side.  Bok took my arm to help me onto dry land.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Common courtesy,” Bok replied.  “Don’t drop your guest in the river.  You may never hear him again.”  He chuckled.

“I agree!”

“Come,” Vllit said.  “Meet our families.”

Leaving the raft grounded among two others, I went after the men.  The screams of playing children bounded over flatness, snaps and crackles from a wood fire trailing behind.  A warm baking smell flavored the smoke.  My stomach announced its emptiness.  “My apologies,” I said.

“None are needed,” Bok replied.

Arriving at a cluster of huts around a central fire pit, the men greeted their families.  They explained my presence.  Three boys and three girls eddied in.  Coming close to me, one giggled, saying, “What’s this?  Your clothes are funny.”  She touched the white wrappings I wore.  “And they have red spots on them too.”

“Iott!” a woman called.  “That is not proper behavior.”

“I’m sorry,” the girl said in a tearful squeak.

I knelt to face her.  “You caused no harm.  My clothes are funny – and stained,” I said, noting red patches on the material around my legs.  I stood and moved back from the children.  I swept my arms down my length, while continuously exhaling.  The splotches fled.  The bands of fabric gleamed.  To Iott, I said, “Is that better?”

The girl darted over.  “The spots are gone!”  She tittered and spun away, the other children whirling after her.

“That,” Vllit said, “is our daughter, Iott.  She is first inquisitive.  And this” – he gestured toward the woman who had scolded the girl – “is my wife, Imrn.”

“Welcome to Tworrsh,” she said, chuckling.  She spoke in the same punctuated fashion, her intonation slightly higher in pitch than her husband’s.

“Thank you,” I replied.  “You are very kind to include me.”

“Of course you’re welcome – Iott approves of you.”  She laughed.

“As Bren, Mettl, and Ezzn, her brothers and sister soon will, I’m sure,” Vllit said.

“— and Oorrss and Jacen, my daughter and son,” Bok added in his rolling timbre.  “Please meet my wife, Ourrees.”

From beside the fire, a woman said, “Welcome.”  Her elocution carried genial musicality.

“Thank you – all of you,” I said.  “Your hospitality is much welcome, after my journey across the openness.”

“Please tell us your tale,” Bok said, “while sharing our food.”

“Thank you!  The bread smells wonderful.  My innards heartily approve, as you have heard.”

The parents called to their children.  Soon all were seated around the fire on mats woven of dried grasses, each with a wooden platter on his or her lap.  The kids cackled as they ate, teasing one another, and talking about everything and nothing – the events of the day, for them enlivened by my appearance.

“Your food is excellent,” I said, “especially the bread, with a subtle smoky-sweet chewiness.  A fine combination.”

“Thank you,” Ourrees said.  “An ordinary Westrrsh loaf.”

“Ourrees was the best baker,” Vllit said.  “Please,” he said to me, “eat your fill.”

“I have done so.  My stomach thanks you.”

The fare was modest – dried fish and berries, and the bread – but my body rejoiced with each mollifying bite.  I had not had a proper repast since the night prior to my attempt to teach Toosen and the boys of Uulrrsh.  “This fish,” I said, “Callail by any chance?”

“Callail?  No, I do not believe so,” Bok said.  “That variety is unfamiliar to us.  Why do you ask?”

“No particular reason.  The Master of Uulrrsh mentioned the Callail had vanished.  I was curious if that were also true here and in the West Fork.”

“Vanished?  Were they here and are now gone or were they never here?”

“Questions I could also ask,” Ourrees added.

“Not important,” I said, “just my curiosity sniffing the breeze.”

Bok chuckled.

Within our own thoughts, I and the two sets of parents ate for a time, listening to the banter of the children, their made-up tales about the countryside and imagined previous inhabitants.  When we finished, they ran off to play and extend their exploration of the rises and recesses around Tworrsh.

I said, “Again, thank you for sharing your food.  I feel more so whole.”

“Of course,” Bok said.  “We eat what Ooon provides.  We simply perform the gathering.”

“I am grateful nonetheless.”

“We are glad to have you with us,” Vllit said.  “Few come up the Rrsh, but some do float down the river or down the West Fork.”

“I must say, I was unaware of any settlements along the West Fork.  I have been told people fear its muddiness, so if they travel this way, they go on to Eettenrrsh, as I was intending.  Should I turn aside to go to Westrrsh?”

“As you wish.  The water is clearer farther north, collecting silt only nearing the Rrsh.  It’s quite fresh in Westrrsh.  Its people have flourished since settling there.  The town has grown large.  We moved to get a new start.”

Bok and Ourrees then told of their great grandparents’ migration from the far northwest, enduring a frigid wilderness and scrambling over craggy mountains – a report of survival in comfortless regions, concluding happily in the founding of the village of Westrrsh.  “They were fourteen when they built the first huts,” Bok said.  “But continual growth has taken place since then, increased by multiple groups in subsequent years.  Now the town is busy, and the residents must work hard to produce enough to feed everyone.  They cultivate Rrshberries and some other fruits and have built a lake in which to raise fish.  They are quite industrious.  But all that was too much for us.  A clean start is what we needed – and we had no mountains in our way,” he ended, chuckling.

“From your description, they have done well,” I said, absently Healing my right knee to banish stiffness brought on by sitting cross-legged for some time.  “I am interested to visit the community myself.”

“A fine place,” Bok said.  “They’ll welcome you as we have.”

After a moment, Imrn said, “A question, sir?”

“Of course,” I replied.

“I have noticed you use magic very easily, without thought or hesitation.  Casting your spell seems as natural to you as walking is to us.  In Westrrsh were some practitioners, but none like you.  We brush the soil from our clothing or wash our garments with river water.  You whisk off the stains and sour smells with a wave of your hand.  I’ve never met anyone so skilled.”

“Thank you,” I said.  “I have had uncounted years of practice.  Magic is second nature to me, as walking is to you.  I cast without much application.”

“Bok, didn’t your grandfather meet such a man?” Vllit said.  “Didn’t you once tell me of him?”

“No,” Bok replied.  “He didn’t meet anyone like that or didn’t tell of him.  But he’d learned old stories of an immortal being, named Omit.  He used to tell us these stories as children.  We’ve passed them on to Oorrss and Jacen to engage their minds and send them to sleep.”

“Omit!” Imrn said, with excitement.  “I remember!  The God and Protector of Ooon and its people.  Rarely met, but always present!  Everywhere at once and nowhere!  Speaks to those in greatest need!”  She paused.  She quietly added, “But in Westrrsh, we never heard him – he never came to us.  Our needs were too elementary or too small – or we had them well in hand.”

“Or he’s simply a myth,” Vllit said.  “A myth to recite, a hope to husband.”

“Maybe,” said Ourrees.  “Maybe he is a myth, but to the children he is an extraordinary hero.”

“Would you tell me one of those tales?” I asked Bok.

“Yes, of course!” Bok lowered his voice, replacing loudness with crisp enunciation, and frequent emphases, which, when interacting with his characteristic marcato, made for entertaining listening.  Had the words been foreign, I would have enjoyed them for their leaps and dives, their bellows and whispers:

“At Ooon’s beginning,” he said, “its people were scattered, undirected, always walking, living nowhere, finding edibles as they might, welcoming one another when met, but quick to be off on new adventures.

“These undirected, brave folk, they spread over the whole of Ooon.  They sought its secrets.  They scouted there and there and there again, and in this way chanced upon the world’s mountains and valleys, its deserts and seas, and its rivers and plains and forests and caverns, and they judged them thoroughly wonderful.  Ooon was a splendid world on which to live, and there they loved living.

“But once they had discovered all they might discover, once they had smelt all they might smell, heard all they might hear, these people, the people of Ooon, they felt a lack.  They felt an absence.  Something was missing.  And that lack, that absence, was companionship.

“In their rush to investigate, to squeeze into the tightest of cracks and scramble up and over the slipperiest of ridges, they had hurried on their way, leaving others behind.  Now they realized, everyone realized, they stood companionless, apart, isolated.  They stood there, each on a spectacular patch of Ooon, well-provisioned and well-supplied with water and with the marvelous music of the breezes in the shrubs and trees and with the fresh, clean scents of newness and with the warmth of the suns, but incomplete.  They lacked the nourishment of friendship.  They were individuals, solitary, alone.  That aloneness they did not like.  So, they didn’t stay on their spectacular, well-provided patches.  They set out to search for fellowship.

“Now they called greetings on sight, their voices rich in welcome, and reveled in companionship, enjoying the land, sharing their happiness, sharing their dreams and their thoughts, delighting in each other’s company.

“Soon twos and threes became eights and nines and fifteens and sixteens and then forty-nines and two-hundred and seventy-fives and seven hundreds.  Soon huge troops roamed the land, laughing, sharing food, knowledge, wisdom.  And as these men and women wandered, they understood it would be nice, indeed more enjoyable, to settle down in the best of the superb places that they among them had smelt, had heard.  So, they stopped their roaming to jointly discuss.

“A thousand days passed while they talked, debated, argued, seasons blending from one to the next.  Every person offered perspective, communicated experiences and preferences, and when all had spoken, all had made known what they regarded as the true, proper course to be, they, together, chose.  They chose the best of their superb places, of the very special locations, full of endless cheerful chattering and freshness.  Glorious places.  Happy magnificent places, most appropriate for settling down and for basking.   Where did they choose?  They chose the whole of the length of each of the Five Great Rivers of Ooon!

“With the choosing done, that enormous congregation, those many hundreds who’d gathered for a thousand days, they divided into five smaller groups, one for each of the Five, and, wishing the others well, set out.

“As you have guessed, our choice was (and is) the mighty Rrsh.  The people – our people, our ancestors – lived up and down its length, and nearby, and just over the hills, and roundabout, but always within hearing of the river’s effusion.

“These settlements brought community.  They brought tirelessness.  They brought advancement – building and farming and commerce.  And, unfortunately, as happens when many come together, they also brought conflict.  Living in bunches carried challenges – challenges of crowding and of competition and of dispute.  ‘That’s my land,’ a person would say.  ‘No, it’s my land.’ Another would reply, ‘I set foot there first.’  ‘You abandoned the plot.’  ‘I returned.’  ‘It’s mine now.’  ‘It’s mine!’

“So, the inhabitants of Ooon, gathered along their Five Great Rivers, assembled in their communities, happy for the flowing water and the bounty, happy for the soft breezes, the burbling currents, and the freshness, happy for their villages, and for the companionship they encouraged.  The people of Ooon in the entirety of their contentedness, in the entirety of their happiness, they fought.

“From that fighting came sadness.  Because in fighting they ruined their farms and destroyed their shops.  They shouted, they argued, they fought; they poked ears, twisted arms, broke bones.  They hurt others.  This was something new to the Ooonians – this hurting.

“Calls rang out.  Some for retreat – for abandoning the towns, for withdrawing, undertaking the solitary explorations of old.  Some few did depart, heading into the wilderness, away from the violence that had overtaken so many.

“Others called for order.  For organization, for cooperation, for generosity, for unselfishness.  From those calls – or in response to them – the Omits emerged.

“Did they arise from within the communities, or come from the outside?  No one knew, and no one yet knows.  Soon their names were called loudly, in deference and in warning.  These earliest two immortal beings, the ones who manifested at the apex of the brutality, of the hurting, they were named ‘Rrofyrn’ and ‘Trehsll’, the second the mightier of the two.  Together, they visited each of the Five and every settlement, and soon order came, or was brought, or descended.  For these men, these men naming themselves ‘Omit’ commanded this order, demanded it, and the squabblers, the arguers, the hurters – they obeyed, they all obeyed, for they most wanted an end to the violence.”

Bok paused.  He went on in his more usual deep marcato: “But, this is quite a lengthy bit of history, describing in specific the Two Omits, the superior variety of spells they wielded, and the surpassing effect they had.  Magic was and always has been common among our people – some are very skilled, especially at unexceptional castings such as Mask and Sleep (Ourrees might even apply a charm when cooking),” he chuckled.  She grunted and laughed.  He went on: “But these two exceeded everyone.  That made some afraid.  They hid or ran, while others accepted the hierarchy Rrofyrn and Trehsll imposed.  These two, they were at its head, of course.”

During the story, the children had come back and sat to listen.  Excitedly, they blurted, “Are you Rrofyrn?  Are you Trehsll?  They were very powerful.  If you’re one of them, you’re a hero!  Are you?  Are you an Omit?”

“No,” I said, “I am not either of them.  They lived long ago.  I am acquainted with much magic, because I have developed much magic and practiced and altered it, and because Jume taught me.”

“Jume!” Bok said.  “I’ve heard that name.  Where is he now?”

“We,” I said slowly, “We do not live forever, we are not immortal.  Rrofyrn and Trehsll, they have long since crackled to dust, as has Jume.”

“Not immortal!” Bok said.  “But no tale tells of the silencing of an Omit.  They tell that once the citizenry tired of their brashness and their self-importance and their bossing, the Omits, they left.  Their spells were missed, but not their insolence, not them.”

“You ARE an Omit!” the children cried.  “Rrofyrn!  I think you’re Rrofyrn!”

“I am not he.  I am called Ahern, but Rrofyrn was the first of my order, many thousands of years ago.”

“Then you’re Trehsll!  You have to be one of them!”

“No, children,” Bok said.  “He’s not like they were.  They acted worthier than everyone else, ordering them around, thinking they knew more and knew better.  Though they probably did, is that how they should have behaved?”

“No, they should have acted like him!” Jacen shouted, laughing, an arm outstretched toward me.

“But where did they go, the two Omits, when they left, when nobody liked them any more?” Oorrss asked.

“I cannot say.”

“Nor do the tales,” Bok said.  “They tell of the things they did when they brought order, nothing more.”

“Do more magic!” Jacen cried.

“More magic!” the other children brayed.

I chuckled.

“Not now,” Bok said.  “We must allow our guest to recover from his journey.”  To me, “A demonstration – tomorrow?”

“A demonstration,” I said, “perhaps this!”  I swiftly rose, stiffened my arms, and crisply enunciating two words.  My bodily noises – breathing, digestion – and my shuffles and rustles as I cast, and my nine-hundred-year redolence, they vanished – an audible and olfactory hole.

“My mom can do that,” Jacen said in a tone of disappointment.  “Don’t you know any good ones?”

“I can do that too!” Oorrss said.  She mimicked my movements and vocalizations, making herself inaudible and odorless.  “You can’t hear me!” she mouthed.

“Children!” Ourrees said.

“Sorry,” Jacen said.

I Doused my spell.  “No,” I said.  “They are correct.”  To everyone, I called, “Let’s go!”  I set out, toward a cluster of trees.  The six kids ran after me, a muted Oorrss chanting, “You can’t hear me, you can’t hear me!”  The adults trailed.  

When we reached the copse, I said, “Find me a sturdy branch, not too long or too thick!”

The children dodged among the thin trees, scrabbling through crunching leaves, scooping up twigs and releasing them.

“I got one!” Oorrss called, emitting syllables in sporadic bursts, as her Mask began to fail.  “How about this?”  She approached me, holding a slender stick, half her height, before my face.

“Yes,” I said.  “This is what we need.  Thank you, Oorrss.”

She giggled.

I called, “Come close – you must see this.”

The children pressed in.  The adults crowded behind.  I snapped the branch in two – a clean, sharp crack.  “Now, look.”  I knelt.  I held half in each hand.  I said, “Observe how the two pieces fit together…”  Aligning the parts, I mated the irregular ends, forming a whole.  “It was like this,” I said.  “But” – I dropped the branch, which parted on impact – “it is no longer.  Can anyone restore it?”

“I can,” Bren shouted.  He was the oldest and loudest of Imrn’s and Vllit’s offspring.

“Then do so,” I said, collecting the pieces, holding them out to the young man.

Bren held one steady.  He gently fit the other into it.  He wrapped a large hand around the break.  “Done,” he said.  “Fixed!”  He thrust it over his head.  He laughed.

“Noooo!” Oorrss shouted.  “That’s wrong!”

“It’s just like it was,” Bren insisted.

I said, “Yes, though perhaps you have made an addition.”

“No, I haven’t.”

“I surmise you have.  Please, permit me to inspect your work.”

Bren held the branch out between us, his fist tight around the break.  I enclosed the boy’s hands in my own, my fingers extending to the wood.  I squeezed and emitted a hum.  The young man flinched, but held tight.  Imrn put a hand on her son’s shoulder.  We stood frozen a moment, my thrum the only sound, the adults and children transfixed.

My voice faded.  I said, “Your spell is complete.  Please give the branch to Oorrss.”  I released the boy’s hands.

Bren hesitated, tensing his arm muscles, tightening and loosening his grip.  He said, “My hand – it feels strange.  I think it’s stuck.”  He tried to loosen his hold.  “Won’t come off!” he cried, alarmed.

“I apologize,” I said.  I touched the young man’s hand, whispering “ch-ch.”

Bren’s fingers sprang free.  The stick fell, splashing dry leaves.  The boy backed up, colliding with his mother.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Are you hurt?” she replied.

Oorrss scooped up the branch.  She held it inches from her face.  “He did fix it!”

“Of course, I did,” Bren said, flexing his hand.  “As I said I would… No, I’m not hurt.”

Oorrss danced away, whipping the stick through the air, chanting, “It’s fixed, it’s fixed.  It’s really, really fixed!”

“Be careful!” Ourrees shouted.

Oorrss ran toward the camp, the other children chasing, all but Bren.  He stood, massaging a hand with the other.

To Imrn and Vllit, I said, “Again, I apologize.  The Alteration is more difficult through another’s hands.”  And to Bren, “How are your fingers?  Are they in need of Healing?”

“A little,” the boy said, drained of bravado.

“May I?”

Bren made an affirmative noise.

I took the damaged hand in my own.  I drew a deep tone from my depths.  I said, “Better?”

Bren fluttered his fingers.  He made a fist.  He splayed the digits of both hands, holding them before his own eyes, looking back and forth.  “They’re better.”  He moved from me.  He ran to be with the other children.

“Again,” I said to his parents, “my apologies.”

“No harm,” Vllit said.  “Let us return.”  He led the way.

After a short while, Bok said, meditative, as if speaking from contemplation, “It’s called Ymit, isn’t it?  The time of training.  Also, they weren’t two Omits, were they?  Trehsll was Rrofyrn’s Ymit, his student.  The word means both things.”

“Yes.  ‘Ymit’ means both ‘apprentice’ and ‘the Century of the Choosing.’”

“Your Ymit has commenced.”

“Yes.”

We walked onward.

 

I remained with the two families for many days.  I socialized with them, teaching fundamental magic – Mask, Heal, Douse – and working on Knit Bone.  Their range of aptitudes was wide.  Generally, to Ourrees and her children expertise came effortlessly, although completeness and duration were widely variable and required much repetition – repetition the youngsters disliked and often avoided.

I emphasized Heal.  I insisted they practice daily, practice recollecting and imagining particularly.  I said, “One of the foundations of conjuration is calling to mind memories and drawing power from them.  Everyone has experienced sadness, and everyone keeps that sadness deep inside.  For Heal to work best, you must open that fathomless reservoir of sorrow and pull from it intensity, which you then use to drive the spell.  I do so with ease, because I have done so often.  Practice!  You will have to practice!  Especially Heal, which is the most important Alteration you might absorb.  When someone is wounded deeply, you must completely focus your energy on the mending.  If you do not, you might poorly repair the damage.  You might worsen it.

“Equally important is to believe your magic will effect a change.  That is the primary component of Knit Bone.  I believe I will mend the bone, that it will soon be whole.  I concentrate my belief on the mending.  This is important, because an insufficient casting of this Alteration may result in a crooked limb or in aching or soreness.  In these cases, you will have to re-break the bone and repeat the spell.  That is uncomfortable and painful for you and for the person you are healing.

“So, please, please practice!”

Despite my patient instruction, the children shied from the curative spells.  The possibility they would worsen injuries flustered them.  Jacen said, in a higher pitch for emphasis, “I don’t want to fix Oorrss’s scraped knee.  What if I do it wrong and she starts bleeding a lot more!”

The adults were hesitant as well, except Ourrees, who had been working basic magic since she had been young.  She said, “My mother taught me Kindle when I was five or six – and she told me to be careful, or I’d burn the huts down, so I learned to control the spell from the beginning, and I learned to pay attention.”

Everyone did attain proficiency in Mask, even Bren, who was least inquisitive (and least capable).  The children liked practicing this spell, in part because failures had obvious and unusual (but undamaging) side effects.  Once Mettl, Bren’s younger brother, performed the Diminishment before attempting to sneak off.  A month or so ago, he had realized that a knot of boulders well-known to both families concealed a squeeze-through entrance to a chain of four caves.  He was anxious to explore them – explore them alone initially.  Maybe he would tell the others about them later.  Maybe.  So, one afternoon when I was describing the subtleties and uses of Douse, Mettl slipped aside, stiffened his arms, spoke two words, and snuck away.  Soon the others noticed – not directly his withdrawal, but the smelly trail that marked his route.  Allowing him some distance, they chased, giggling and gagging.  When he heard their remote, but approaching, racket, he cried, “How did you find me!  I have my Mask on!”

“You stink,” Ezzn, his older sister said, softly, petitely, making her statement all the funnier – tiny enunciation, enormous stench.  The children laughed.  Mettl ran back to camp.  “Yuck!” Iott, his other sister, called after him.  Her voice was stronger and rougher – and of course that was funny too.

I Doused the spell.  When the teasing had subsided, I explained, that if not done correctly, a Mask would manifest with holes, from which sounds or smells could escape.  “Although,” I admitted, “yours is the first I have encountered to produce additional odors, but that isn’t surprising.  Imperfect casting usually makes for unpredictable results.”

In the subsequent weeks, Mettl diligently practiced the Diminishment several times a day, until he reached absolute mastery.  In this way, he also increased his reserves of power, but he applied them to Mask exclusively, and for the variations he developed.  He acquired no other spells but did experiment with adding specific scents (and noises) to distract or mislead would-be pursuit.

Other misfires were less spectacular – typically frequency gaps (high-pitched shrills or bleats) or insufficient durations (as when Oorrss’s voice began intermittently breaking through).  They committed Mask to memory.

When a coldness blew down the West Fork, I invoked Warmth.  The children passed their hands through the fuzzy gray blanket, as if it were a thick mist.  Enwrapped, they were snug.  Jacen and Iott were most intrigued by the incantation, but when the chill retreated, the appeal faded – though their parents kept up their practice to have the spell on hand for occasional cold snaps. 

Two months after I had come upon this small community, a whiff of Hss snuck into the air.  K-k was fading.  Soon, Hss, the Ooonian spring would be in full bouquet.  One evening, a good meal behind him, and the children off playing, to me Bok said, “Omit, might a child of Tworrsh be a suitable Ymit?”  He spoke in his usual deep marcato, but I discerned a slight variance, as if a register of an instrument were minutely mistuned.  I interpreted this variance as hope – Bok hoped a child, one of his, the High Omit might accept as Ymit.

Bok’s query settled over both of us, dissipating, as I considered my reply.  I answered in a flat tone, tinged with optimism: “Perhaps.  Some do have the capability but would rather play than practice.”  I paused.  “Training to be Ymit is demanding.  I recall my own labors, once Jume selected me.  Many nights I slept as if silent, so exhausted was I from my exertions of the day – exertions that often felt pointless, fruitless as they had been.  Would you subject Jacen or Oorrss to such rigors?”

“I might,” Bok replied, “or Imrn or Vllit might.  Rrofyrn and Trehsll are legends to us.  Who would not wish for their child to become a legend?”

“Many in Uulrrsh and the string of villages to the east would agree, yet I am here with you, no Ymit by my side.”

Bok laughed.  “But none before were as good as my Oorrss!”

I too laughed.  “Yes, she has the greatest adeptness, but…” I hesitated.  This was not the first time the Old Ways seemed to lack good sense.

“But?” Bok urged.

“But,” I finally said, “the Old Ways demand the construction of a Whh.”

“Yes, the proper setting, I understand.  You must adhere to the Old Ways always, everywhere?  Have you not been exposed to enough of their talents to decide?”  Impatience edged into Bok’s question.

“I am sorry, but, yes, for this I must, although… Although I might be convinced to forego the cabin of logs and mud, as few trees are of proper girth and are too distant to be used practically in construction.  I dare say you could scoop up mud enough, though,” I chuckled, attempting to lessen the tenseness.

“Yes, mud we have aplenty,” Bok said, chuckling, and banishing his slight frustration in acknowledgement of my leavening.  “If not logs, what then?  For what would the Old Ways grant their approval?”

“Just a simple hut… large enough to accommodate the six children and myself, sound enough to block noise and inflow of air.”

“A hut.  A hut we might build!  I shall discuss this with the others.  Thank you.”

“You are welcome.  I do not mean to exclude the children of Ourrees and Bok, nor those of Imrn and Vllit, but in matters of ceremony, I must defer to the Old Ways.”

“I understand.  Thank you for deferring a little to the left.”

“Of course.”

Construction of the framework began the next morning.  The adults enlisted the children to gather sturdy sticks, and to cut lengths of Stnn (the vine grew commonly alongside rivers) to bind the skeleton together.  Initially they responded enthusiastically, running to and from the nearest stand of trees, branches in hand.  But soon fun turned to work.  They lost interest, dawdling or chasing each other or going into Mettl’s caves (after thoroughly scouting them, he proudly conducted a tour) or playing in or on the water (a raft-racing game had evolved into one of trying to remain stationary by paddling).

When two days had elapsed with minimal progress on the hut, in a serious but upbeat fashion, Vllit said, “Do none of you want to be Ymit, to become heroes like Rrofyrn and Trehsll?”

“I don’t,” Bren said loudly.  “The hut is fine, but not to learn magic in.  We should make an administration building, so Tworrsh can be a real town.”

Mettl agreed with this point, saying, “We’ll need bigger branches.  Let’s go get some.”  The two of them walked away.

Their sisters, Ezzn and Iott, said, “Magic is hard.  You have to practice a lot and then it doesn’t always work right.  Fishing is better – that’s hard too but afterward you get something good to eat.”

“What about you?” Vllit said to Oorrss and Jacen.

The boy shrugged.  “I’m not good at it, and I don’t care about making blankets.  When the cold air comes down from the mountains, I’m not that cold anyway.”

“You are too!” Oorrss said, challenging.  “You shivered like me.  I felt you shaking when we got close together to try to stay warm.”

“Did not!”

“Did too!”

They ran off arguing (and laughing), and the Whh-hut stood, a bare, partial framework.

Later, Bok, his tenor downcast, spoke with me.  “None of the children wants to be Ymit.  I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?  Why?”

“For pressing you to teach them, to choose from among them an apprentice.”

“Few are suited to a life of magic.  Some do become proficient, like those who dedicate themselves to healing, but most deem it a tool to ease daily burdens.  Although a spell like Warmth might have no value farther south in Grgsh, here, the mountains looming, its use can bring welcome comfort when the chill winds blow.”

“Yes.”

“Would Oorrss permit me to guide her?  Will you help me to encourage her after tonight’s repast?”

“Of course!” Bok boomed.  We made an uncomplicated plan.

When we had finished eating, and before the children drifted off to play, before darkness shrank their world, I said, “Thank you, each of you, for your warmth and hospitality, and for sharing your food and fire and shelter.  I have enjoyed my weeks at Tworrsh.  I will speak kindly of your village to those inclined to visit.”

“Thank you,” Bok said.  “Are you going to leave us?”

“Yes, tomorrow or the next day.  Hss is upon us – a fine time to continue north to Westrrsh.  I am sure the people will be glad to hear the happy news of your settlement.”

“Will you accept from us provisions?”

“Yes!  You are very generous.”

“Oorrss, will you help Ahern gather Rrshberries for his journey?”

“Papa, you said they were all gone.”

“I did say that, but I could’ve been mistaken.  Please take the High Omit to the bushes up the river.  Some might remain.  We may not have harvested every one.  You can find them, can’t you?”

“Yes, I can!”  She ran several steps.  I hastened in pursuit.

After a few minutes of Oorrss jogging and I striding to catch up, I said, “I am in no hurry.  Can we slow down, so we can talk as we go?”

“I guess so,” Oorrss said, discouragement seeping in.

“Do not be unhappy!  We shall soon reach the bushes.”

“I can find them!”

“I have no doubt you can.  Like you know how to Mask yourself, right?”

“I can do that too!”

“Please do so.”

The girl stiffened her arms and blurted two syllables.  Suddenly, her footfalls and her words were muted.

“Good!  You have been practicing.”

Oorrss capered an inaudible ring around me.

“Can you remove your own spell?”

Her mouth moved as she danced a rustling circle.  “I can do both of them!”

“Very good.  Would you like to learn a new spell, one nobody else in Tworrsh has learned?”

“Yes!”

“I’ll teach you when we get to the berry bushes.”

“Good!”  She dashed away.  I stepped rapidly behind.

The subdued meandering music of the West Fork grew in volume as we went.  Soon we neared its low purling gurgle.  My spirits rose.  “Do you hear the water?” I said.  “It cheers me.”

“Why?  It’s just water.”

“Of course,” I said.  “Of course.”

“You’re funny.”

“Yes, I suppose I am.”  I chuckled.  “That’s because I am so old.”

“How old are you?

“How old are you?”

“I will be eleven when Hss turns to Srsh!”

“Well then I am eighty of your elevens.”

“That sounds like a lot.”

“Yes… Where are the Rrshberries?”

“Over here,” she said, darting toward the river.  “Right here,” she called from over a slight rise.  I followed her voice.  She stood amongst a cluster of bushes.  “Smell!  No more berries – they’re all gone!”

“I suppose they are.  So that means what remains is the new spell I want to teach you.”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot.”

“Do you want to learn it?”

“Yes!”

“Then I will demonstrate.”  Holding them near my mouth, I made a point with the fingers and thumb of my right hand.  I slowly inhaled.  A yellowish glow suffused the shrubs.  “Now we might be certain of no more berries.” 

“That’s scary.  I don’t want to go in there.”

I said, “ch-ch” and the Light faded out.  “How about now?”

“That’s just like before.”

“Yes.”

“Is that the new spell, that light?”

“Yes, that’s the first my students master, but not everybody can do it.  Can you?”

“Probably.”

“Don’t you want to?”

“I don’t want to make scary Rrshberries.”

“Then let’s go somewhere else.  Where should we Light next?”

“What about – can you put it in the river, so the fish can see?”

I climbed down the bank, stopping at the edge of the stream.  I repeated the Invocation.  A shimmer appeared in the muddy churn.  “How about that – do you want to try to do that?”

“No, I don’t care about light for the fish.”

“No?  Then what instead?”  I Doused the spell.  The water went dark.

“I don’t want to do this any more.  Let’s go back – I don’t smell any more berries.”  She bounded over the rise.  I jogged after.

When we returned, Bok approached me.  “Well,” he said, excitement edging in.  “Did our plan succeed?”

“No, unfortunately not.  She exhibited no interest in Light.”

“Ah, well, she is too young, yet.  Can you come back in a few years?”

Shouting and wonderment interrupted our conversation.  Energetic voices poured from a hut.  One of the children, Bren or Mettl most likely, called out, “How did you do that – some kind of trick?”

Bok and I approached.  The children were crowded inside, the parents listening at the doorway.  The interior itself was bathed in a weak orangeness, and Oorrss was giggling as the children crowed – except Bren, who denied she had made it.

“That’s from my Light spell.  The Omit taught me, when we went to the Rrshberries.”

“Indeed!” I said.  They faced me.  To Oorrss, I said, “I didn’t expect you were interested.”

“Yes, I was, but I didn’t want to make scary bushes or gloomy fish.”

“You have learned well… But your Light is failing.”  The orange was noticeably weaker.

“It always does that – I can’t make it stay.”

“That will come with practice and focus.”

“I don’t want to practice and focus.  I like it the way it is, besides that way I don’t have to put it out like you did with yours.”

I laughed.  “You are right about that.”  The interior fell into darkness.  The other children piled out, Oorrss chasing them.

Ourrees, her mother, said to me, “Can you teach me your Light spell?  Many possible uses come to mind.”

“Of course.”

In another hour, the children were falling asleep on their mats, and I was tutoring Ourrees.  In four tries, she mastered Light.  I said, “Daughter and mother both learn quickly.”

“Thank you, Omit,” she said.

“Perhaps Oorrss is suitable for Ymit,” Bok said.

“Perhaps,” I echoed.  “I am uncertain she wants to be Ymit – a century of repetition.  When Jume chose me, he educated me at such a slow pace, sometimes a single word, a portion of a conjuration, for a week – practicing speaking one word, over and over, until I achieved perfection, after which he permitted me to combine that term or name with others, until an incantation finally emerged.  Eventually, I realized the purpose of his methods.  For complex spells, I was well-prepared – I could make the sounds properly, and it became a matter of correctly combining them.  But those years were frustrating and tiresome.  Often, I wanted to give up, to quit.”

“Those years?”

“Yes, the full process required decades of edification.  But when complete, magic was as much a part of me as my feet or ears.  Casting was like breathing – effortless.  I often wondered if I was conjuring while dreaming.”

“Were you?”

“No, I don’t believe so.  Jume said I wasn’t.”

Well,” Bok said, “I would like to ask Oorrss about it in the morning just the same.  With your consent, of course, Omit.”

“Certainly.”

 

The next day to everyone I said, “You, all of you, have treated me as well as any has during my centuries of life.  Your company, your fare, your happiness and enthusiasm, and your kindness – I could hope to meet no finer people.  I thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Bok said, “but we’ve done nothing special.  If you meet others from Westrrsh, you will receive equal kindness.”

“You are overly modest,” I said, “but I shall hear for myself.  I intend to go up the West Fork to Westrrsh.  I will depart early tomorrow, before the suns are fully up.”

“Then we shall have a bag of food for you to carry with you.  With care, enough for the entire trip.”

“You are too kind, but I gratefully accept.”

As the suns crossed the sky, I socialized with the children, practicing spells as they wished, or demonstrating variations.  To them, I was more entertainer than instructor.  They enjoyed the different colors of Warmth and the range of brightness of Light.  Casting the latter, I said, “Oorrss, can you make it brighter on purpose?  Imagine the brightest light you have ever seen…”

The girl tried, but achieved only a blinding flash, not sustained illumination.  “Practice!” I said, my voice thin and upbeat.  “The only requirement is practice.”

“I don’t want to practice,” she complained.  “It doesn’t have to be extra bright in Mettl’s caves.”  She darted off, the other children running after.

During the evening meal, Bok, blending in persuasion, said, “Oorrss, do you like the magic the High Omit has taught us?”

“Yes, it’s fun,” she replied.  “Fun to do, and when I have my Mask on, no one can hear me making spells.”

“No, they can’t” he said, his words happy.  “You’re very good at making them too.”

“Not as good as he is.”  She pointed at me.

“Daughter,” Bok said, “would you like to learn more from him, from the High Omit?  He could teach you many, many spells, and you could live a very long life.  How would that be?”

“That would be… If the spells were fun, that would be fun.  But he would make me practice too much.”

“Practice,” I added, “is the path to mastery.”

“But I don’t like to practice – I just want to do them.  I don’t care how they come out, so I don’t have to practice.”

“But,” Bok said, “You could be a hero, like Rrofyrn or Trehsll.”

“I don’t want to be them.  I don’t like them.”

“Or like Ahern.”

“I do like him, but…” she trailed off… “But, he’s a boy and I’m not.  He just wants me to practice anyway.  I’m done eating, Papa.  Can I go play?”

“Yes, Oorrss.”

“Yay!” she yelled, getting up and running away, her brother chasing her.

“Well,” Bok said, discouraged, “I suppose she is too young.”

“I believe so,” I replied.  “I am sorry.”

“I’m sorry as well.”

In a moment, I said, “May I ask you – each of you – a question?”

“Of course,” Bok replied.

“Yes,” said Imrn.

“Thank you.  This had almost left my mind the last few months, but as I readied myself for the continuation of my journey, it came back to me: immediately before he fell silent, Jume left me with a riddle – or a puzzle – that I have been unable to solve, nor have the residents of Uulrrsh or those who live to its east.”

“And you suspect we might?” Bok chuckled.

“Nothing is lost in asking.”

“I suppose not.”

“Ask us Jume’s riddle then,” Vllit said.

“Very well,” I said.  “Have you heard the word, ‘Eeul’?”

“’Eeul…’” Bok said, considering.  “Not a common usage...”

“No,” Vllit added.”

“I think I have,” Imrn said, “or something similar.  When Mettl brought us to his caves, after he had first discovered them, a strong wind was blowing.  Once we were inside, the air sometimes caught the opening in such a way as to make a wailing or a howling.  My family’s name for this was ‘eeul’ – from my father’s parents, as if mimicking the sound with voice.  My uncle did it best.  Mine was always too high pitched.”

“Now I also remember!” Vllit said.  “Many caves are north of Westrrsh.  Those surveying them used the word as well – for the wind in them.  I’d forgotten.”

“Blowing into a cave…” I said.  “Those in Uulrrsh said a similar thing.  The term seems to be used to describe the moaning a wind makes in some instances.”

“I regret we can offer no more,” Bok said.  “We use it rarely, as you have heard.”

“I never did so, until Jume left it with me.  But this is a minor matter.  Please let me thank you again, and then I must rest.  I would like to make an early start.”

“Quiet night,” Bok said.

“May silence find you, each of you,” I replied.

“And you, Omit.  And you.”

 

 

Westrrsh

 

I arose early, the dawn beginning its bloom.  Inside my hut flap, I found a cloth bag of food – dried fruit and fish and compact loaves of Ourrees’s fine, dense, chewy bread, enough for the good part of a week.  I ate a few morsels.

I stood in the cool, early-morning air, listening to the waters meshing, their tumbling and swirling, and sampling the bouquet of Hss flowers in the waning darkness.  A gentle westerly breeze carried these scents and blended them with those of the Rrsh, its fish and banks and flora – smells as intimate to me as any of Ooon.  Jume and I went to many regions, crossed many rivers, but always I return to the Rrsh.  My mind, my heart, my being are content there.  I am most at ease within earshot of its voice, within range of its singular odor, the suggestion of life, or so it is to me.  As Bok told, one of the Five Great Rivers of Ooon.  I cannot stay.  I am in my Ymit.  I must locate an apprentice.  I must seek until he presents himself, or I happen upon him.  Until then, I must move on, but I might, after he is uncovered, bring him here, ready him near the Rrsh, the heart of my being.

Resigned yet eager to explore, I made my way to the Rrsh itself, above its union with the West Fork.  Cupping clear water in my hands, I drank my fill, and set out beside the unrushed, muddier tributary.

The Fork ran west for two days.  I heard no person, but birds called and small animals rustled, most actively at daybreak or sunset.  I cast Mask every night before sleep to avoid drawing them or attracting biting insects.  Not far from Tworrsh, I frequently encountered their whining buzz, trailing behind or diving at me.  The slowness of this portion of the West Fork offered them a breeding ground.  I recast Mask each morning before moving on.

I was careful with my provisions, allowing myself a single meal daily, and using Assuage to quiet my stomach’s complaints.  This routine recalled many adventures Jume and I had shared, often traversing emptiness as the most direct route to the next town.  Jume preferred communities and knew the distances between them.  That occasionally meant days in the wilderness, often with little to eat at hand.  I took up our old routine.  It lent me comfort.  My spirits rose.

Jume – I miss you, your companionship on these excursions, but not your impatience for destination.  You could never enjoy the simple music and fragrance of the land, of the plants and streams and animals of Ooon.  The next stop for you was always primary, the next group of people to impress.  Often, I yearned for more deliberate progress, for time to cherish the simple natural strains, in advance of (or in preparation for or in defense against) the cacophonous impacts of the upcoming spirited settlement.  But you were High Omit, and I a very young man.  How would our century have been had our roles been reversed, me dragging you out into the countryside, you obediently following, but wishing for conversation, for commerce, for bustle?  What kind of Omit would you have been, having (eventually) learned humble appreciation from me?

The West Fork unhurriedly dipped south, bent northwest, and headed due north, toward the mountains.  I could not perceive them, the mountains, some hundreds of miles distant, but knew of them, knew them, having navigated through to get to the Source of the Rrsh.  Jume had presented that specific uninhabited spot, a gurgling spring in a concealed cave as critical to my training.  Not long after choosing me as Ymit, he dictated we temporarily vacate his home in Essllooll to head to the mountains, then west, up and down the north-side foothills.  We stopped at each inhabited place.  They were laid out like widely spaced knots in a lengthy rope.  Jume told grand tales.  I cured rashes and upset stomachs.  Having traveled some two-thirds the length of the mountain range, we reached a pass.  Promptly, Jume climbed in, up, and over.  I followed uncertainly, but the High Omit knew the route.  He later explained that at their eastern end, the mountains flung a southern arm, which made the route from Essllooll a much more substantial undertaking.  But Noomanrrsh, our eventual destination, was not far south of the river’s source.

I took my first sips of the West Fork.  It had been growing less turbid for some miles, and my reliance on Quench had begun to have a dizzying effect.  Crouching at the current, I scooped water into my hands and drank.  My tongue detected an unfamiliar tang, tiny suspended dirt particles or rare minerals coloring, but it refreshed.  I swallowed a bellyful and settled down for a night’s rest.  I cast Heal on my right knee – the popping had restarted that afternoon – and Mask.  I went to sleep.

The beginnings of a shower awakened me, the spattering on my skin, and the pit-pat of drops, near and far.  I stood, my arms tight around myself, and shut my eyes.  I rotated my head as far as possible to the left, then slowly back to the right, while humming an even tone.  Rather than penetrating into my hair and wrappings, drops beaded and cascaded.  Shed Jume had called the Command, teaching me by having me stand in a drizzle during our jaunts from Essllooll.  He had said the spell was very old, as old as magic itself.  “Who wants to be wandering in the wilderness and soaking wet?  Not my antecedents, and not me!”  I remembered holding my tongue.  One did not disagree with Jume, especially not about trivialities such as being outside, and certainly not as a newly-appointed Ymit.

Today, as High Omit, hiking north, accompanied by the West Fork of the Rrsh, I breakfasted on bread and fruit from my bag.  The sounds of my own chewing were gradually overwhelmed by the precipitation swelling to a drumming downpour.  I was stationary, impacts encircling, taking in the freshening of the vegetation and the dampening of the soil.  Jume would have thought me a fool – did think me foolish, when he first smelt me standing in the rain… Ulluzz, my memory furnished the name of a village we visited as we entered the foothills.  Jume had pressed to arrive there ahead of the deluge.  Clouds had been bunching among the peaks.  He had talked his way into a family’s hut, but I stayed outside to enjoy the music of the storm.  The gusts in the spindly Prn trees, the drops driven in swirls, drenching from every angle, the staccato plits and plats and plunks delighting my ears, Shed keeping me dry as I listened, engrossed.  I would have remained in the wet without the spell, and often had prior to Jume selecting me at Ymit.  My parents… Even then I could no longer hear their voices.  They would have been shouting at me to come inside.

After eating, I moved to the edge of the river, now growing with the additional inflow, churning past, punctuated by thousands of tiny splots and splatters, the West Fork accepting its pummeling and taking the sky’s contribution as its own.

As the suns approached mid-morning, the overcast dissipated and the raindrops grew heavier and less frequent.  When they ended altogether, I sighed.  I continued north, the fibrous slabs bound to my soles squelching with my footfalls.

The moist wind chased lingering clouds south.  Ooon gleamed.  My spirits lifted as Hss, roused, injected perfume into the air.  Pausing, I gave ear to the flowers opening to the sunshine, releasing their variegated scents.  Hss and the river – both absorbed me as I headed toward Westrrsh.

 

Half a week farther on, the breeze began to prickle with the odors of life, of cooked food, of decaying waste, of labor, of sweat, but my ears perceived no person – no shouting, arguing, discussion, or laughter.  No children playing.  No oars in the water.  When the breath of air failed, the whiffs of habitation failed as well.

I tucked myself into a hollow along the upper bank, the jostling stream lulling.  I inhaled deeply of the twilight around me – the closing plants settling in for the night, and the ceaseless river, its distinctive smell a component of that of the Rrsh itself.

A snuffling awakened me.  Becoming alert, but unmoving, I analyzed the noise – sniffing, grunting, rummaging – nearing me, near at hand.  A snout!  It must be a snout.  One has found me and what remains of my provisions.  But how – how did I forget my Mask?  The formal name of the animal was “Rōgr” or something similar – pronunciation varied by people – but invariably, having distinguished its active and sensitive nose, they had each dubbed it “snout”.  I must not yet be close to town.  They seldom venture near citizenry.  I clapped my hands.  The creature scampered off.  My ears tracked its easterly retreat, until the trotting vanished, leaving the pure, flowing river.  I stood to recast Mask.  I lay back down to finish my sleep.

In the morning, I knelt, and, as if bowing, bent forward, my face inches from the ground.  I saw tracks, leading both cautiously up to my hollow and hurriedly away.  A solitary beast.

I ate the last morsel Bok and Ourrees had given me, and Assuage alleviated my complaining stomach.  I walked along the snout’s tracks to the water.  I drank my fill.  I resumed my journey.  Heat was beginning to build.  I would take numerous breaks to splash my face and quench my thirst before scrambling into a suitable location in which to rest.

I met no person or animal that day and heard no snuffling snouts, but the next wind carried both sounds and smells of a community.  They were sporadic and indistinct, offering no insight or identification, though I considered: from the variety, a large population, as large as that of Uulrrsh.  A new place?  Jume did not mention it, and I have never strayed this direction, dissuaded by the muddiness at the confluence.  What did Bok say?  His ancestors founded the village – his great grandparents.  Not a century ago.  Jume would not have come across it.  I had not.  What tales will the inhabitants of Westrrsh tell?  Under Mask and hidden amongst flowering Rrshberry bushes, I listened to the busyness of the settlement dwindle with the darkness.

 

Overcast greeted me when I arose, and pain in my right knee.  I cast Heal and Assuage and Clean, gathered my things, and walked toward the growing din of the awakening populace.

As I rounded a bend, the hubbub rose to welcome me.  My ears picked out fishmongers and builders and their customers, and, as I advanced along a broad, straight road, people walking, joking, chatting, the morning greeting them.  Their marcato, their emphatic style of elocution, reminded me of those of Tworrsh, as did a distinctive waft of baking bread, of Ourrees’s bread.  My gut shouted.

 

A loud, chuckling call from my left: “A hungry visitor – your stomach’s grumbling unmasks you.  Welcome to Westrrsh!”  Lurching with each step, a man approached.

“Thank you,” I said.  “I am afraid I have had little recently.  One cannot harvest Rrshberry blossoms.”

“Sure can’t – can’t eat them either.  Wouldn’t fill a baby’s belly.  I am Gorzz, Master Baker.  What brings you up the river?  Nobody comes that way or hasn’t yet.”

“Gorzz, thank you for your warm greeting.  I am Ahern.  I come from Tworrsh, a colony established by two families who traveled down the West Fork to its joining with the Rrsh.”

“Did they?  From here?”

“Yes, and your bread – do you know a woman called Ourrees?  She—”

“Ourrees!  My apprentice, my previous apprentice, when she had the time.  That boy and girl kept her running.”  He chuckled.

“Jacen and Oorrss, yes.  An energetic pair.”

“Well, come with me then!  Ourrees’s guest is my own.  Have some bread and tell me whose is better – hers or mine!”  Gorzz laughed.  He pivoted and headed away from the river, away from the vendors of fish and of clay.  His stride was labored, an awkward rhythm of scrape-clump, scrape-clump, as if a leg were stiff or damaged.

We crossed the road.  Alongside, I said, “You are injured – I hear a painful gait.  I might repay your kindness, particularly if your bread is as good as Ourrees’s.”

“Mine’s better!” Gorzz laughed.  After a few chunky steps: “So you’re a healer, then?  Your skills would be welcome here.”

“Then I shall stay a bit, before I restart my search.”

We came to a hunkering gray edifice.  A doughy savor poured from the doorway.  Gorzz entered, a moment later emerged.  “Try this and tell me which you would rather eat.”

“Thank you!” I said, my belly moaning, as I accepted a warm slab.  I inhaled the aroma, nearly a duplicate of that of Ourrees’s loaves, but something, some tinge, differed.  I pulled off a piece, pushed it into my mouth.  I chewed slowly, enjoying the crusty saltiness, the dense texture, the subtle nutty flavors.  “Wonderful!  Westrrsh must be a clan of master bakers!”

“Ha!  I hear you can’t decide,” Gorzz said behind a mock insult.

“Well…” I said, pausing for another bite.  “The two,” I continued, around a swallow, “are very similar in thickness and chewiness, but yours is saltier and carries a spiciness, a sharpness I cannot identify.”

“And?” Gorzz added, chuckling.

“And… The water!  The spiciness – it’s from the water.  I tasted the same in my first drink from the West Fork…”

“AND?” Gorzz laughed.

“And your bread is perfect – perfect to accompany the evening’s repast.  Heady, earthy, with a bit of zest – excellent opposite meat or fish.  While hers – hers is best at the opening of the day, the suns in the morning sky, with water fresh from the cool night.”  I ate the remainder.  “For her recipe, she draws from the Rrsh itself.  Where they have settled, the West Fork is too muddy.”

“So, you cannot choose,” Gorzz said, laughing.  “I reckoned as much.  None of my customers could tell hers from mine either.  I take that as a compliment.”

“As you should,” I said, laughing.  “I and my no-longer-empty stomach thank you.”

“You’re welcome.  I must travel to – ‘Tworrsh’ you say they’ve named their home?”

“Yes, two families are the founders.”

“Must be Bok’s doing.  A good, strong man, but not a crumb of imagination.”  He chortled.  “But he married well.  I must visit them to taste the Rrsh – and her loaves – myself.”

“You would receive a happy welcome.”

“More?” he said with a rhetorical lilt.

“Yes, please, my stomach is content, but my bag is empty.”

Gorzz handed me a loaf.  He said, “What are you searching for?  You said you can stay a bit, before you restart your search.”

“Thank you!” I said, stowing the bread.  “I did, yes.  Bok told a story of Ooon’s beginning, and of Rrofyrn and Trehsll.  Are you familiar with it?”

“Yes.  Everyone is familiar with it – everyone in Westrrsh, anyway.  We know them, the wizards that came to help, but wanted to order everything.  We had to drive them away.  Things were the better afterward.”

“A sad account, sad to me, for I am their descendent.”

“You!  But you – you’re polite.  Except for that white cloth you wear, I would have thought you’re from Westrrsh.  But your accent isn’t right either.”

“My accent – where is it from?  Definitely not Westrrsh.”

“What do they have to do with your search?  You aren’t trying to find them, are you?”

“No, they have long since become dust, but I am like Rrofyrn, in that I am seeking an apprentice.  Trehsll was his apprentice.”

“That must be the healing, then.  Were they healers?  Maybe.  But they flung magic around alright – or so the tale goes.”

“Yes.”

“Do you…” The chuckle left Gorzz’s voice, replaced by dejection.  “Do you… Can you fix my leg?”

I spoke with an upbeat lilt, “I hope so.  May I perform an examination?”

Leaning against the building, Gorzz levered himself down to sitting.  I knelt to probe his rigid leg.  “Please,” I said, “When it hurts – if it hurts – tell me.”  I pressed and prodded the limb, from thigh to ankle.

Once, Gorzz flinched, “There.”

“Ah,” I said, moving my fingers farther down.  When I had finished, I added, “You have a cracked bone at your knee.  The two halves have knit unevenly.  What happened?”

“Nothing – at first.  We were trapping snouts, and I fell down a steep slope.  I tumbled, scraped my arms and face too.  Bled some…” He raised a hand to his cheek.  “When I tried to stand, the pain was so sharp I screamed.  That surprised everyone,” he said.  “They carried me to my hut.  After a few days, the pain was less, so I went back to work – to baking – but all that standing – I guess that made it worse or prevented mending, because it stiffened up.  I can’t hardly bend the leg any more.  If I do, I scream.  Makes people come running,” he laughed.  “I don’t need that kind of attention.”

“I suspect you broke your leg, but resumed standing even though it remained sore and had not completely knitted.  Does that match your experience?”

“Could be.  I’m a baker, not a healer.  Can you fix it?”

“Likely.  But to do so, I will need to break it.”

“Ow!  Again?  Get ready for the screaming!”

“No, I will make you sleep before I start.”

“Sleep, huh?  The pain won’t wake me?”

“No.  This sleep is deep, though short.  You will not awaken until the healing is done.”

“How long would that be?”

“Not long – quicker than the baking of your bread.”

“If it doesn’t work?”

“You will be no worse off.”

“Then I would be a fool to turn you down.  How about once my day is done?”

“Of course, whenever suits you.  I shall come back when the suns begin to set.”

“I’ll be tired, but that would be best.”

“Until I return, then.”

“Where’re you going?”

“I seek to locate the Master of Westrrsh.  I would like to meet him.”

“Certainly, but ‘he’ is not what you expect.  Westrrsh sits in a bow of the river.  The Master’s workplace is across from it, on this side of the main road.  The place is bigger than the huts and houses and is easy to get to.”

“Thank you.  After I meet with him, then.”

“I’ll be here – resting my leg.”  Gorzz’s chuckle was restored.

I laughed and helped the baker to his feet.  “Thanks,” he said.

“You are welcome,” I replied, moving off, heading farther up the primary way.

Ambling along the road, I listened to the voices around me.  When not barking wares, the cadences and emphases formed a jumbled music.  For stretches I could comprehend discrete themes, learning of a mishap or a prodigious catch or a child’s adventures, but then other instruments swelled, blending, obscuring, until a different theme arose.  I was enraptured.  My feet slowed.  I stopped, attentive, occasionally turning to better discern.

Time passed, I pivoting this way and that, seemingly lost or disoriented, others paying no heed, walking around me.  I was a leaf twisting in a pond, spun back and forth by capricious breezes.

A controlled feminine enunciation intruded, one of steadiness and clean articulation, attempting to minimize the characteristic marcato.  “Sir, may I help you?  Sir?”

I emerged from my trance, turning to face the speaker.  “My apologies…” I said weakly, softly, as if to myself.  “And thank you.  I am susceptible to your delightful vocal medley.  Captivating…”  I swallowed.  More directly to the person, I said, “I am Ahern.  I am journeying from the south, following the West Fork from its confluence with the Rrsh.”

“I am Ojuul, Leader of Westrrsh.  Yes, my spell informed me of your arrival.  Few visit us, and more animals than persons.  Welcome!  May I guide you?”  For her introduction, her enunciation strengthened, reminding of birds – snappy and piercing – and of command, that of a chief or captain.

“Yes, please.  A guide would be appreciated.  I evidently need one to prevent me from losing my way in your voices.”

She laughed, a sharp, eruptive cackle, the opposite of her controlled manner of speech.  “Then accompany me, please.”  She stepped twice, commencing a touring stroll deeper into the community.

I joined her, taking in the interactions of commerce on both sides of the road – hawking, bargaining, metallic clanks in hands, with Ojuul’s narration running over the top: “As you can hear, this is our business district, a lively place, particularly so when traders from Noomanrrsh or from the west are here.”  She greeted individuals she met.  They responded energetically, often with happiness and warmth.  She conducted short conversations, discussing doings or the numerousness or paucity of customers.  At times vendors inspected me with curiosity; at times they targeted me with their sales pitches.  I courteously declined.

As we proceeded, I noticed a lessening of intensity of the voices and a distancing of the river.  As if attuned to my senses, Ojuul said, “We are coming to the middle of town and to our administration center.”  A large, gray, blocky hulk loomed to the left, the only two-storey structure.  She went on, “This marks the beginning of the residential district – no buying and selling.  Citizens prefer quiet for their homes and the wind in the trees and the West Fork’s washing as it draws near once again.”

Noting a street branching east, as if leading from the administration center, I said, “A path to the river?”

“Yes,” she replied, standing still, “our main road is straight, but the river bends and curves as it will.  Here the flow is at its farthest, so we made an unswerving route to the bank – and we’re considering adding a channel next to the lane to carry its water, but that has been no more than talk thus far.  One day we shall.”   She turned toward the tall structure.  “Please, come inside, into my workplace, so we may speak about your stay in Westrrsh.”

“Of course.”

She led the way through an open archway into an expansive room divided by a corridor, doorways on each side.  At the rear, the passage ended in both left and right turns.  She chose right, climbing a staircase of clay and stone.  As we ascended, I chuckled at the echoes of our footfalls on the hard steps.  At the top was a landing with a window.  Ojuul continued on.  We curled left and entered a sizable chamber.  Fresh air streamed around flaps swaying in arches which opened onto a balcony above the main road, overhanging the lane to the river.  I inhaled.  “Ah, less dusty above the activity.  I can smell the young West Fork – fresh and distinct.  I have often delighted in the mineral essence of the scent and taste of the Rrsh itself, but until recently did not know of its origin.”

“Yes, the West Fork is great in its own right, though not identified as such by the Old Ways.”  She moved, settling into a scatter of broad cushions.  “Please, come sit with me.”

When we were both comfortable, Ojuul said, “Ahern, how have you chosen Westrrsh as your destination?  Seldom do travelers intentionally arrive here – traders, yes, travelers, rarely.”

