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"AND THOSE WHO WERE seen dancing were thought to be insane by those who could not hear the music."

~ Friedrich Nietzsche
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Chapter One
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Namah pushed the small boat into the water, then hesitated for a moment before getting in. Most of her early childhood memories were faded, confused, but one was as clear to her as if it had happened yesterday. Men in three of the boats had been doing something wrong. She had been only a toddler at the time and did not understand exactly what was happening, but the people who were crowded around her were horrified at the actions of the men in the boats. She had been taught that they were good men until then, but whatever they were doing had upset everyone. Then the boats toppled, and the men fell into the water. Something had turned them over.

There’s something in the water. 

The water bubbled and blood floated to the surface. No screams were heard from the victims, but the people at the side of the river were taken aback from the horror of it all and Namah had been surrounded by exclamations of shock and surprise. Before then, the children sometimes had been allowed to swim in the river. Afterwards, they were never permitted to enter the flowing water again.

The river was tranquil now. The first light of dawn was just beginning to creep over the frosty morning, promising a warmer afternoon. It would have been a nice wedding day, only now the ceremony would be lacking a bride. She climbed into the boat, her feet slightly wet from the shallow water she had stepped into as she tried to handle the unfamiliar craft. The boats were known for being unsteady and were seldom used, but they were the only hope she had of putting distance between herself and the home that she would lose today, no matter what else happened. Too many times, Namah had heard the stories; that girls who ran away from the marriages their fathers chose for them had met the same fate as those men on the river that day. There was something in the water, and it had something to do with the goblins.

Namah remembered more about that day. Through all the confusion, Count Anton had walked right past her, and with him had been one of the creatures that they had called demons. The goblin had patted her on the head. In that touch, she felt a genuine affection that she had never felt from her own father. The goblin hadn’t seemed evil at all. Yet they had seen no more of them after that day. The stories of their existence seemed to grow more legendary with each whispered telling throughout Namah’s childhood.

Count Anton had been no younger then than her promised husband was now, yet he was so much more handsome. Had she been promised to him, perhaps she would have been happy to marry. 

The unforgotten memories began to seem, perhaps, the over-inflated dramatisation of a child’s mind as Namah looked out over the placidly flowing river. She felt much as a child now, although her first blood had declared her a woman and ready for marriage in the week past. The oars dipped into the water making little sound, and the small boat seemed less shaky now that she was calmly settled in the centre of the plank that served as a seat for the craft. As Namah reached what she judged must be near the halfway point in the river, her spirits soared with a feeling of freedom at last. The nightmare of her unwanted wedding faded behind her as a distant past event from which she was certain now that she could escape.

The first hard thump on the bottom of the boat broke the tranquil mood instantly. Suddenly alert, Namah’s breathing came in sharp, hyperventilating intakes as she dropped to the damp bottom of the craft, uncaring of the rough wood and splinters as she clutched the seat for lack of any other handhold in the rocking boat.

There’s something in the water.

Terror crept over her as the nightmare memories turned into a very real present crisis. For the first time, Namah understood what those men must have felt when they saw their companions’ blood floating on the water, knowing they had a few seconds at most before they would meet the same fate.

‘Please God,’ she said aloud with her eyes shut tight, ‘Don’t let them eat me. Don’t let it turn over. I don’t want to die.’

With a horrific demise at hand, Namah was suddenly not so sure of her previous resolve. She had convinced herself that death would be a better fate than marriage to Gareth, but the thought of being eaten alive like those men in her memory was too hideous to embrace as a romantic end. She shrieked as the second thump nearly capsized the boat. She could feel the unknown creatures’ attack right through the all-too-thin boat bottom. Her prayers were not going to be answered. She knew this with a surety that could not be denied. These were not creatures of the God she had been taught to pray to, and they were not going to respond to any plea she could make to Him.

She could feel the wobble of the boat increasing as the next wave came... the one that she knew would topple it and send her into the water to her doom. She squeezed her eyes shut as somewhere within her one final plea arose, but it was not a plea to God. Somehow, she knew that wherever they were, the magicians she sought would hear her mental scream, though she did not know what they could do to help her. No sound came from her lips as the words exploded through her mind, don’t let them eat me!

She felt the wave of water rock the boat violently, but there was no thump. The boat didn’t tip over all the way. In her mind, she thought she caught a voice that was not quite heard. There were no actual words, but she felt the meaning behind the thought, she is one.

Namah felt the water settle back into its gentle rhythm. Eventually she opened her eyes. She was a little surprised to find herself alive and still within the boat. After a moment, her panic had subsided enough that she felt able to move again. She released her grip on the seat of the boat and shifted herself carefully to keep the boat as steady as possible. She had dropped the oars, but someone had been wise enough to design the little boats so that the oars were caught in oarlocks and could not be lost in the water. 

The one to her left was easy to reach, but the other had fallen with its full length through the oarlock so that she had to stretch across the boat to retrieve it. As she shifted her weight to do so, she realised too late that the river had not completely settled and the wave that swept under the boat as she leaned just a little too far flipped the boat mercilessly, so that she was plunging into the cold depths of the water before she had a chance to realise her error and shift her weight back.

Her first thought was that she would inevitably drown. Then she clutched her eyes tightly with her fists, trying to stem the immediate sense of panic as what felt like strong arms wrapped around her. Perhaps the creatures had decided to eat her after all. She could not bear to see her own blood float past her vision or the thought of the pain to come, but instead of pain she felt the sensation of water rushing past. Soon she felt a welcome blast of air in her face and the arms disappeared as suddenly as she had felt them wrap around her. She breathed in deeply, realising that it had been her panic that had made her forget to attempt to breathe in the brief moment that she had been under water. It had probably saved her from drowning, yet she was still floating in the water and whatever had thrust her from beneath the boat was still there as well.

The boat floated helplessly just a little distance away, but there was no way she would be able to retrieve it, or to turn it over and climb in if she could manage to catch it. She would have to swim. The distance to the north shore was daunting. She hadn’t got far enough before the boat had tipped. Swimming back to the southern shore might be a little closer and would make more sense, but she wasn’t going back there. The time it would take to swim back and try to launch another boat might well be enough for a search party to come along and take her back to her unwanted wedding. She was not free yet.

The morning sun reflected gently from something that moved beneath the surface of the water. Sparkles seemed to move and dance just out of visual range in the murky depths, teasing her senses. Whatever was in the water had apparently decided not to eat her, but it was still there. She began to swim towards the northern shore.

It wasn’t long before she began to struggle. The river had been forbidden for most of her lifetime and what little swimming practice she had gained in the small swimming pools her people fashioned had not prepared her for currents. Her determination was strong, but her body was weak. She felt herself sinking lower and lower, losing her will to the river as it flowed strongly over her exhausted body. She slipped beneath the surface, too weary to fight the inevitable death that awaited her. Then once again, strong arms enfolded her. Namah felt water rushing past her body, then something enfolded her face and air was blown into her deprived lungs.

She was too exhausted to feel fear. She gave herself over to whatever fate awaited her, hoping dismally that she was not destined to be painfully ripped apart for some unknown water creature's meal. There was something about the creature who held her that was distinctly humanoid, and male. The feel of the arms that held her against the firm chest reminded her of her awareness of some of the younger men amongst her people, those who might have aroused her interest if they had been considered to be of marriageable age. Here at death’s door, pressed against the body of another living being for the first time since infancy, Namah became aware of another new feeling of arousal as well − one that told her that she had indeed become a woman.

Namah’s confusion over the panorama of new sensations was abruptly halted by a sudden whoosh as she was thrust flying through the cold, damp air, and then landed with an unmerciful impact on the unyielding solidity of earth. Her breath was knocked out of her for a moment and she started to gasp for fresh air, but there was plenty to be had. She was on the northern shore. She felt completely drained of strength and allowed herself the luxury of collapse for a moment. She dared not sleep. She was still within view of the other shore where her people would look for her all too soon. 

It was unspoken among them, but the Southerners all knew that when a young girl went missing on her wedding day, the river was the first place to look. Indeed, Namah was grateful that her parents had not locked her in her room as some of her friend’s parents had the night before their weddings. It was her cleverness in feigning interest and excitement about the impending marriage that had circumvented suspicion long enough to escape, but now she had to find somewhere to go. She knew little of the land beyond the river, except that there were people like her own who lived less severely. There were also the magicians. Fear as she might, she knew that it was to these that she must appeal to for help. It was only an instinct, but her feelings had always served her well. There was something which drew her to the world of the magicians, as if there were a connection between them and herself.

Namah became aware of a presence. She opened her eyes to see an ordinary pair of human feet in front of her face. She lifted her head to see flowing skirts and long, auburn hair framing the face of a woman with a kind expression. So beautiful, Namah thought as she looked up at the pretty red-haired woman. Namah had always admired her own mother’s beautiful auburn hair as well, so unlike her own dull blonde tresses. 

‘It isn’t every day that the river spits a girl at my feet.’ The woman’s voice was melodic, soft, almost mocking − yet she spoke with sympathy. ‘Perhaps you had better come with me.’

Namah nodded. Whoever the woman was, she was kindly. Namah was also very aware that help to find her way in this new world was going to be essential.

‘What is your name, river spawn?’

‘Namah.’

There was a flicker of something in the woman’s eyes. Recognition? Surely news of her escape could not have reached the Northern people so quickly. Could she trust the woman not to turn her over to her parents?

‘Come, Namah, you are safe now. My name is Laura. You can rest at my cottage, then we can talk about what to do with you.’

There was no sense of deceit about the woman. Namah decided that she could trust Laura. She reached to accept the hand that was offered to help her to get up. As soon as their fingers touched, images came to Namah's inner sight. A young girl, no older than herself but with bright red hair, ran among the trees and bushes that she had come through herself just that morning. The boat wavered in the water, but this time it did not topple. It landed on the northern shore and a frightened girl stood alone, looking like a scared rabbit as she chose direction bravely, on the very spot that the woman was now standing.

The images faded and Namah looked into the eyes of the grown-up Laura. The woman nodded acknowledgement. Somehow, she knew that Namah had seen her own childhood flight across the river, so long ago. Namah knew then that she would not have to hide her visions from Laura. 

‘Yes, Namah. I am a magician and see visions of past and future, like you.’

There. It was said. After a lifetime of being told by her mother that she must never speak of her visions to her father or anyone else, someone had said it as naturally as if everyone had them. The short walk to Laura’s cottage seemed tiring, but it didn’t take nearly long enough to learn all that Namah wanted to know. She was too exhausted to ask all the questions that begged to pour out of her, but Laura told her enough during the walk for her to believe that her silent cry in the boat had somehow reached this woman... that her presence on the shore had been no accident.

It had been very early when Namah had left her parents’ house to run away. Laura’s offer to let her sleep a while was welcomed with as much enthusiasm as Namah could muster after the morning’s events. She ate just a little porridge, then accepted the offer to rest in Laura’s room. She felt complete trust for the strange, yet familiar red-haired woman. In no time at all, Namah was asleep.

When she awoke, the light from the window had faded. Namah assumed that it must be very late in the day, nearly nightfall. The time for her wedding would have long since passed. Had she stayed in her parents’ home, she would now be a maiden no more. Namah shuddered at the thought. Gareth, the man that her father had chosen for her, was considered to be a good man. He worked hard producing tools for the other men to use and could probably be described as kindly. 

Still, his round face and balding head were not appealing to a young girl who had only just started noticing that some of the younger men could stir her attention. She also did not like the way that he had behaved in the weeks leading up to her wedding day. He often stood too close to her, the smell of his sweat permeating her senses. He had looked at her in an odd way that had made her feel uncomfortable. His words had been polite and acceptable enough, but he had seemed somehow predatory. Namah could feel an urgency behind the pleasantries that would no doubt have been expressed physically had she become his wife. 

She was no child. Namah knew what took place among the animals and the married couples, and that compliance was expected. She remembered her friend Judith who had been married just a week before. The day after her wedding, Judith had been seen at the Sunday gathering with two black eyes. Her own parents had pretended not to notice.

Namah pushed away the disturbing thoughts and looked around Laura’s room. It was a simple room, decorated in artistic hangings made of wool. Namah had never seen wool used for decoration before, only for sweaters. Her people were practical. Her old room had had no decoration at all. Her mind drifted back to the sheep that her family kept. Most families had a few sheep, as well as other animals which were used for food or other practical purposes. In history lessons she had been told that the Southern families had been taught farming by the ancient Count Victor and that this had saved her people from starving during the Dark Times.

Now it was his descendant, Count Anton, who looked after the interests of the people. Namah pulled the coverlet closer under her chin as she thought of her resolve to see Count Anton, to ask for his protection. The childhood memory came back to her again. The goblin patting her kindly on the head... Count Anton stopping for a moment to smile at her. He had been a dashing figure. Again, Namah wished that she might have been promised to such a man, but now she must find the courage to speak to him, knowing that he was no longer the bachelor that had stopped to share his smile that day. The news that he had married the Countess Ariane had reached Namah when she had been still a small child, intruding upon her childish dreams of growing up to marry him herself someday. Their child, the young Prince Alaric, had turned ten recently. Not so much younger than herself.

As she lay musing, the door opened gently and Laura entered carrying a tray with food on it.

‘I sensed you were awake and thought you might be hungry.’

Namah suddenly realised that she was indeed hungry, but she was more intent on Laura’s choice of words.

‘There is no point in pretending, among our kind we often know things. We develop it and learn to use it properly. We are discreet among the people of course, but when we gather, we can be freely what we are. When you have eaten, we can go to meet the others.’

Namah sat up, pondering Laura’s blatant admission. She nodded to the woman as she accepted the tray of food, lost for words to express the onslaught of feelings that stormed through her mind. This woman knew her thoughts, which was a little scary. More significantly, she was openly acknowledging the magicians in a way that suggested that she was speaking to another of their own kind. That thought was exciting. Despite a lifetime of teachings that their ways were wrong, Namah knew that she wanted to be among the magicians. She knew nearly nothing of what their lives must be like, only that she wanted to be one of them. Surely it must be more interesting than life among the ordinary people.

Laura smiled at her, as if yet again, she had read her mind. Then wordlessly she turned and left Namah alone with her food. It was simple fare, a small plate of meat and vegetables that had been freshly cooked, but Namah was used to simple food. It was almost disappointingly similar to what she would have eaten at home, or at least she thought so until she tasted it. There was something different about the food... a flavour that was sweet and unfamiliar in the vegetables. The meat also seemed subtly different, yet she could not identify the exotic new taste. She would have to ask Laura about it later.

Namah finished the food quickly and got herself out of bed, straightened her simple black dress, and borrowed the hairbrush on the dressing table to tidy her hair. By the time she was ready, darkness had fallen over the world, yet a bright full moon lit the sky like an eerie beacon as Namah followed Laura trustingly into the cool night air. She did not need to know exactly where Laura was taking her. She knew only that she was being taken to meet her new people, the magicians.
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Chapter Two
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Rested and fed, Namah was full of questions for Laura as they walked in the cool evening air. Many of them were about Count Anton. Laura smiled indulgently, recognising the young girl’s fascination for the romantic figure whom she would have seen in the dashing Count. The real man would no doubt dazzle her with his charm and quick smile when she met him. All women who encountered him were at least a little in love with Count Anton and most men wished that they could be him. He ruled by charisma as much as by birthright. No previous ruler had ever been so admired.

Namah told Laura of her encounter with the Count when she had been little more than a baby.

‘I remember his smile most of all,’ Namah explained at the finish of her tale. ‘The goblin might have frightened me, although it was only kindly patting my head, but when the Count smiled at me I just knew that it was alright and that I was safe. My father was pulling me away...’

‘You trusted the Count more than your own father?’ Laura queried.

‘He knew the goblin, my father did not.’

‘Here,’ said Laura, removing a ring. ‘Take this in your hand and see if you can get any impressions from it.’

Namah obeyed, taking the simple ring into the palm of her left hand. She closed her eyes and watched the images dance. It was something that she had always been able to do. She need only close her eyes and flickers of light and shadow would begin to take shape into mental images. If she watched them undisturbed, they would form into moving pictures. Often she would not know what the images meant, but they fascinated her and sometimes she would learn later that visions of people she knew would depict something that they had been doing at the time that she was watching them behind her eyelids. It was one of those things that her mother had told her not to talk about.

The images from the ring flickered back and forth, Count Anton and a goblin cavorting in some form of rhythmic spectacle, but soon it became apparent that this was no dance. The sword of the goblin barely missed the finely sculptured cheekbone where Count Anton already bore a small scar. He turned so quickly that Namah could hardly see his intent, then dropped and rose swiftly with the blade thrusting towards the stocky goblin. Namah saw that it was the same goblin that she had seen as a child. The goblin parried, stepped and suddenly it was Count Anton who had the end of a blade touching his throat. Namah caught her breath, but she relaxed again as she saw the familiar smile spread across the Count’s face. The goblin blade dropped casually and immediately Namah understood. They had only been sparring.

‘What did you see?’ Laura had observed the changing reactions of the young psychic, but was too well trained to interrupt her before the vision had finished.

‘Sword practice. It was them... the goblin who patted me and Count Anton.’ Namah looked up at Laura. The woman was smiling down at her as if she had achieved a personal triumph.

‘The ring was given to me by Count Anton, just a token.’ Laura slipped the ring back on. For a moment, she looked at it wistfully, as if she was remembering something from long ago. Then she continued chattering gaily as if she had just come back to the present.

‘Touching it gave you a connection to him, more so because you had a memory of him in person. He will be pleased that you reach visions so easily. We need more like you.’

Namah opened her mouth to speak, but no words were forthcoming. After a lifetime of hiding her ability as if it were something shameful, she had at last come home to a place where it was valued. Yes, she thought to herself. That’s exactly what it’s like. Coming home at last.

After a few moments Namah began to chat freely with Laura, which continued for the rest of the walk. She asked many questions about the magicians − what they were like and how many there were, what they did, even what they ate. Laura tried to answer as many as she could. She told Namah that there were children among them that she would be introduced to right away. Namah noticed the odd look come across Laura’s face again as she mentioned the children, as if there were something that she wasn’t saying. Namah could sense a little trepidation from her benefactor and wondered what there could be about a group of children that would cause such a reaction. Certainly they would be different than the children she had grown up with. Even the ordinary Northern children knew different ways than the children of the Southern people and these were the children of magicians. 

Namah felt excited as the bonfire became visible in the distance. She could hear sweet music drifting on the air currents and saw the flicker of people dancing in front of the flames.  As they drew closer, she felt something in the air that was somehow different, as if the magic itself was a tangible substance that created a different world within the space where these people sang and danced. Namah felt as if she was about to step within a separate space from the outside world,  far away from that land where she was meant to have been married this morning. She felt an indescribable joy and sense of freedom. She had never danced in her life, but now she felt as if she wanted to.

Laura led her to the circle of people sitting around the fire just as a song was coming to a close. There was applause for the musician, then Laura commanded the attention of the onlookers.

‘We have a new one among us, my friends. This is Namah, whom the river practically spat out at my feet this morning.’

There were a few seconds of silence, then a man asked.

‘Spat out?’

‘Yes, Brion, spat out from the river itself.’

The emphasis on the words and the significant look that passed between Laura and Brion said far more than the words. Namah looked from one to the other. They knew. They knew that there was something in the water and the fact that it hadn’t eaten her was what was causing the uncomfortable silence and odd looks that they were all giving her. Then it all changed. The music began again and the others returned to speaking amongst themselves.

‘You are most welcome among us, Lady Namah.’ Brion stood and emphasised the words with a formal bow, as if he were speaking to royalty.

‘Don’t tease, Brion.’ Laura remonstrated gently. ‘She’s had a very trying day. Where are the children?’

‘Lurking in the shadows, as usual’, replied a young female voice from the darkness. Then a slim girl who looked about twelve or thirteen stepped into the light. 

Namah had been struck by the melodic, even sonorous, quality of the voice that came from the girl. As she saw her better now in the flickering light of the bonfire flames, her attention was drawn in by her straight stature and a pair of eyes that seemed to penetrate right through her. The girl’s eyes were the most interesting spectrum of colours, so that it was difficult to determine their colour at all. First green, then brown and blue and yellow, and then all colours all at once. 

The spell was soon broken by the arrival of a boy bounding into view from out of the shadows. He was dark and lively, smiling and playful as boys were inclined to be.

‘A new girl! Come with us, you can meet the others. We were just having a game, but we can start over if you want to play.’

Namah smiled. The boy had a presence to him that was hard to resist. It was as if he were welcoming her into his own private realm of play.

‘I see you’ve met Alinea already. Is it true? Were you actually thrown out of the river?’ The boy stepped closer to Namah before she could answer and looked into her eyes, as his tone turned suddenly very serious. ‘Did you see them?’

Once again, Namah was captivated by the multi-coloured eyes, but they were the boy’s eyes. They were disturbingly similar to those of the girl called Alinea.

‘Come.’ Alinea interrupted the scene almost as if she were doing it deliberately before Namah could answer about whatever it was that was in the water. ‘There are others for you to meet, and you mustn’t think about the things that might frighten children.’

She gave a significant look to the boy. He grinned back as if he had been caught at something, but Alinea had taken Namah’s hand and was pulling her towards the darkness before the conversation could continue.

Namah liked her new companions. She instantly trusted Alinea. Laura had allowed the children to take charge of her, so Namah knew that it must certainly be safe. She found that as they moved farther from the fire, her eyes adjusted so that she could still see the adults around the bonfire clearly and also could see for a distance in the darkness around herself. With no light to shine on them, the children would be hidden from the adults in the darkness. Namah smiled, remembering what Alinea had said to Laura about lurking in the shadows. It had seemed like a joke, but the girl had meant it literally.

The boy chased after them, then skipping playfully past them and ran ahead. Namah wondered if he might be related to Alinea. Such unusual eyes could not be so similar otherwise, unless there was something about magicians that made their eyes sparkle in such colours. Laura’s eyes had been an ordinary green, although her gaze had been powerful.

The sounds of more children laughing and playing reached Namah’s ears, followed quickly by a glimpse of moving shadows that could only be the children they sought. Alinea had known the place where they would be with uncanny accuracy.

‘It’s my eyes,’ said Alinea, as if the question had been spoken aloud. ‘I see in the dark like a goblin.’

Namah didn’t answer. She did not find Alinea’s figure of speech funny at all. She was sure that she would be terrified if she ever actually met a goblin, despite her childhood experience. She had been too young to react when the nice one had patted her head by the river, but even that kindness was associated with the memory of his frightening appearance. Rumour had it that the magicians actually spoke to goblins regularly... demons as some of her people still called them... and her one fear had been that seeking life among the magicians would result in encountering one.

Alinea stopped just before they reached the children. She turned and looked deep into Namah’s eyes. She spoke seriously, again as if she had heard Namah’s thoughts.

‘You will like my friends. There is no reason to be afraid.’ Then she nodded, dipping her shoulders as if it were almost a bow, and led Namah into the circle of children. 

Namah looked around at their faces quickly, half expecting to see goblins among them because of Alinea’s assurances. She saw only children, much like herself, and one small creature that was certainly no goblin. She had seen pictures of such creatures in her lesson books. The funny little animal was called a monkey. It jumped onto the shoulder of the boy, who was now leading the others playfully in a game of singing and slapping hands that had them all giggling hysterically. The monkey screamed along with the childish squeals of laughter. Namah decided she quite liked the boy and that she would certainly like the others. There was no restraint in their play in order to seem ‘proper’ as there was among the children of her own people. They played un-self-consciously and their laughter had real joy in it. 

The boy danced impishly among them, charming them all. Alinea had waited with Namah so that they wouldn’t interrupt the game, but the boy saw them and ran over, grabbing Namah’s hands and pulling her into the centre of them. He mouthed the words of the song to her and showed her the hand movements patiently, without breaking the rhythm of the game. Alinea integrated herself in gracefully, also without disrupting the play.

The song and hand movements were actually quite easy. After a couple of verses, Namah had caught on and she was slapping hands with the others randomly, but her attention kept returning to the boy. He was younger than herself, perhaps nine or ten. Far too young for her to have any romantic ideas about him, yet something about him was compelling and drew her in. His long dark hair bounced from his shoulders as he moved and those multi-coloured eyes sparkled with warmth, even in the darkness. An unbridled joy emanated from him and seemed to magically encase the circle of playing children. He was an attractive child and would be a real stunner when he was older.

Then Namah remembered that these were the children of magicians. Part of the spell in the game was his doing. He was probably unusually powerful among his peers, charming everyone into his own rhythm and even extending the charm to the monkey on his shoulder. Namah had paid a lot of attention to the whispered tales of magicians. Her own people spoke of Count Anton as a particularly powerful and charismatic magician when they thought the children could not hear. What she felt from this boy was similar to the feeling she had all those years ago, when the Count himself had smiled at her. It was not a babyish crush she had felt for Count Anton, but a feeling of recognition. To some extent, Namah could feel it towards all of her new friends, especially Laura. Still, there was something special about how it expressed itself with the boy.

The game came to a natural end as the song finished and the children all collapsed on the grass in laughter. Alinea was the first to speak.

‘As you can see, we have a new friend among us. This is Namah, a child of the river.’ All eyes turned to Namah then. The sudden silence and look of awe made her nervous for a moment, until a pretty, dark haired girl who looked about her own age stood and walked over to Namah, offering her hands. Namah took them and the girl bowed slightly in an odd undulating motion and looked into Namah’s eyes warmly as she spoke.

‘Welcome among us, Namah, child of the river. I am Lolari, you already know Alinea. These are Damon, Saffara, Emily and Jase.’

Each of the children nodded acknowledgement as they were named. Damon and Saffara were fair and looked to be close to Namah’s age as well, or perhaps a year older. They had the look of nobility about them, in contrast to little Emily who looked like a very common eight-year-old with her shaggy, black hair falling into her eyes. Jase also looked very ordinary. Namah realised that some of the impressions she was forming were based on the clothing the children wore. There appeared to be a mix of classes among the magicians.  

‘Where’s Drazek?’ Alinea asked the group.

‘Lurking among his own shadows, as usual. You know how he is.’ Lolari answered. ‘He’s probably watching us right now.

The boy she had first met had still not been named. As Lolari released her hands, he rose and came to Namah, kissed her cheek and sat casually next to her.

‘Your sense of rhythm is remarkable, Namah, I shall have to fall in love with you and grow up and marry you someday.’

Namah laughed. 

‘Just because I have good rhythm?

‘You would be amazed at how important that can be among our kind,’ he answered seriously. ‘Magic works in patterns and I could only love a girl who could feel the rhythm of The Dance.’

‘But you’re a little young to be thinking of marriage anyway, aren’t you? I’m sure you’re younger than me.’

‘That won’t matter when we’re grown,’ he answered her confidently. 

‘And I don’t even know your name.’

The boy turned and looked at her in surprise then, as if he had expected her to know it. He stood and took her right hand in his, made a sweeping bow and spoke formally. The impish smile lit up his face as he answered.

‘Alaric. At your service, My Lady.’ Then he kissed her hand, his eyes looking up into hers with mischief gleaming from every pore.

Namah’s mouth dropped open.

‘Prince Alaric?’ She managed to remember to close her mouth after saying the words, but her expression was aghast.

Namah had no idea how to respond properly. Prince Alaric! The son of Count Anton and the Countess Ariane was the romantic fantasy of many mothers of young girls, although he had only recently turned ten. The idea that he would be playing amongst ordinary children had not occurred to Namah during the game, but here he was ,speaking to her of marriage... albeit in jest.

Namah gathered her wits about her, then found an answer that she hoped would not make her seem too much like an ignorant commoner.

‘Well, kind sir, I hope I will have the chance to know you better before you speak to me of marriage again!’

The other children laughed at the rebuff.

‘Told you, didn’t she Alaric?’ Laughed Jase.

Alaric joined in the laughter, but his eyes twinkled even more at Namah. She had evidently gained his respect.

‘As you wish, My Lady. Shall we have another game?’ Alaric directed the question to the group as a whole.

‘Can we play a goblin game please?’ asked Emily in a sweet, high voice. ‘Please, Lolari, will you teach us a new game?’

Namah looked with curiosity at Lolari.

‘You know goblin games?’ she asked incredulously.

Lolari turned to Namah, her eyes unreadable in the dark.

‘Didn’t you know?’ she said gently. Then she pushed her long hair behind the large pointed ears that marked her as goblin. ‘I forget that humans cannot see colours in the darkness. See? My skin is quite green.’

Lolari hovered the palm of her hand over her arm, somehow producing a light between the skin surfaces which clearly showed very green skin. Namah looked at this, then she looked up at Lolari, seeing for the first time how the goblin girl’s golden eyes shone in the darkness.

The shock, and almost horror, were all too apparent in Namah’s unguarded expression.

‘I thought...’ Namah gathered her words unsure what to say to her new friend. Her new goblin friend. ‘I thought that goblins would look... different. Like the one I saw as a child. He was...’

‘Goblins are of many types.’ Lolari explained patiently. ‘You saw one of the Deep Dwellers, who are very different in appearance from humans. I am a Betweener. We are not so removed from our human ancestors that we have changed to become like the rocks in our natural environment.’

Namah blinked.

‘Goblins have human ancestors?’

Lolari nodded assent in the undulating goblin fashion.

‘I am not surprised that your people do not tell you. The magicians teach their children of us, but most of the humans only pretend we are not there.  We stay out of sight so they forget about us. It makes them happy and keeps us safe.’

‘Are people so dangerous that they would harm you without reason?’ Namah asked incredulously.

Alinea looked sad as she joined the conversation.

‘Humans will harm what they do not understand. I look entirely human, yet the humans tried to drown me as a baby.’

Images returned to Namah’s mind then. The baby thrown into the river... the boats being knocked over by some unseen creature in the water. Creatures she reminded herself. They had been in the water with her that morning, yet they did not kill her as they did those men.

‘You were that baby,’ Namah stated in understanding. ‘You’re a goblin.’

Alinea nodded assent as Lolari had done, with the undulation of the shoulders that was customary among goblins.

‘I was seeded by a human, so I look like one.’ A conspiratorial look passed between Alinea and Prince Alaric. Alaric’s eyes glinted. Namah could see that he shared some secret with Alinea that they were not yet going to tell her.

‘But in the dark I see with the eyes of a goblin, and I grew up among my mother’s people so I know the ways of our kind. Still, I have always been welcomed among these humans, the magicians, and I know their ways also.’

‘How did you survive being thrown in the river?’ Namah asked. Again, a look passed between Alinea and Alaric that was difficult to read. Alaric was attentive, awaiting her answer to the question, but Alinea answered very simply.

‘Some goblins can swim.’

The smirk she gave Alaric was enough for Namah to see that this was an old game between them. Alaric didn’t know the answer, yet Alinea obviously did and wouldn’t tell. Namah decided she would ask Alaric about it sometime if she could find an opportunity to talk with him away from the others.

‘The goblins live in harmony with the earth, feeling its natural rhythm and reflecting it in the music we make,’ continued Alinea. ‘This is why we often know things that are occurring in other places. If the rhythm feels wrong, we know there is trouble and we will help our own kind in whatever way we can. Sometimes my people have even been known to help yours, although mostly we stay out of sight because the humans will kill us.’

Namah was fascinated by all that she had seen and heard amongst the children. She quickly grew used to the greenish tinge of the young goblin girl’s skin and began to get to know her just as she did the humans. Alaric was a striking lad, but Alinea, with her goblin heritage and human appearance, captured Namah’s interest in a very curious way. The girl was incredibly pleasant. Her mannerisms were much like the goblin girl’s, yet if she had walked among the people of Namah’s village, Alinea would only have been thought a little odd at most and might well have passed as one of the Northern people, with their different customs.

Namah closed her eyes, trying to feel the rhythm that Alinea had been describing. It was faint, but she thought that she could sense it a little. It seemed somehow familiar, as if she had experienced it unconsciously all of her short life. Some scrap of memory came to Namah of that morning, when she had awakened to what had been meant to have been her wedding day. In the quiet of the pre-dawn hours, she had felt... something. The unheard rhythm had enveloped her in pure sensory instinct. It had told her to run.

Something else began to entwine itself through her senses. It contrasted with the irregular rhythm of the earth, embroidering a high pitched resonant melody that seemed to lace itself between and at peace within the rhythm. It was several minutes before Namah realised that she was actually hearing the melody with her ears. It was coming from the group of adults who were gathered round the bonfire.

Nobody spoke to Namah as she quietly got up and walked towards the fire. She had to know the source of that music. She followed the sound as if she were in a trance, unable to resist, following the tune with both her mind and her body. Some part of her felt as if it were observing her movements from afar, no longer in control of this young girl in an alien world. She wondered for a moment if there would be goblins among the adults as well, but as she came upon the adults she saw that they were nearly all humans. The magicians. There was only one green skin among them. He was playing an instrument which she could see now was the source of the music.

It was some sort of flute-like device that looked as though it had been carved from bone. Bone of what creature? Namah could not help but wonder. There were holes drilled into it, just four in a row and one on the side that the goblin blew into. How do goblins drill holes in bone? Her inquisitive nature soon gave way to pure sensory enjoyment as the sonorous music enraptured her.

Even in the trance-like state, Namah was astounded at the beauty of the goblin. He was slim, yet his toned muscles spoke of strength and agility. It was then that she noticed how little he was wearing, nothing more than a reddish-tinged skin loincloth stood between him and complete nakedness, yet he looked so like an animated statue that she had not immediately noticed. His dark hair fell only just past his pointed ears and had a texture like some of the bigger fluffy dogs that her father kept. There was a long plait that hung down in back between his shoulder blades. His skin, although green, was a deep shade that looked as though it was what green skin would be like with a suntan. Namah knew this was a silly idea. Goblins lived underground where there was no sun, but it was the only way she could describe it to herself.

She felt confused. She had always been told that goblins were ugly. The vague memory of the goblin she had seen when she was two was not of a very ugly goblin, but it was not one with this kind of slim beauty that she had seen first in the younger men of her own people and now in this lovely musician. She could not help but admire the delicate line of his straight nose as his fingers moved gracefully over the instrument. He seemed completely at one with the music, the instrument a part of him as much as the elegant fingers that moved across the air holes so expertly. She wondered for a moment how old he really was. If he were human, she would guess him at about nineteen, but goblins were... different. After all, the man that her father had intended to marry her to had been thirty.
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