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Over All the Earth






[image: image-placeholder]Just as summer was turning golden and easing into autumn, a stranger came to the village—that event alone was enough for Eisl’s curiosity to be stirred for a number of reasons, and all of them had to do with the bridge.

Eisl’s village was way up in the mountains, tucked on a broad ledge between craggy cliffs on one side and the great ravine on the other side. The ledge, which the villagers just called the Ledge, bore little more than a band of forest and a few tiny farms, mostly kitchen gardens—the soil was thin and rocky, and the peaks and crags soaring high above blocked out too much light. Goatherding and mining were the primary occupations—Eisl had tried both, and hated both, and begrudgingly decided he hated the goats slightly less than the mines. 

He would have left if he could. He could have been a carter and taken the ore and cheese down to the market town; that wouldn’t have been so bad. Even if he’d been tasked with taking the goats down to the butcher, that wouldn’t have been so bad. 

But he could not leave, and that too was because of the bridge.

It was a bridge of ropes and vines and planks, and it was the only way to get in or out of the village without climbing down the face of the ravine and following the river... Eisl had heard that there were two waterfalls that way, which also would have to be scaled if one wished to take that path. Eisl was afraid of heights. Eisl had never left his village on his own two feet, though he longed to see the market again—he had one faint memory of it from childhood—toddlerhood, really. 

It had been so huge and so bright and so colorful, without all the deep green trees and almost perpetual misty cloud-haze and the looming peaks above to choke out the sky and sun. The ever-present distant roar of the river at the bottom of the ravine had been absent too—that was the most astounding thing, even in memory. Even with the chatter and human bustle of the market, it had seemed so astonishingly silent.

But regardless of how alluring the memory of the market town was, how wistfully Eisl thought of occupying himself with some industry besides mining or goatherding, he just could not bring himself to cross the bridge, nor to climb down the side of the  ravine wall either.

The bridge was so terrifying, in fact, that he was by turns fascinated with and infuriated by people who did cross it, including the rare stranger who trekked up from the market town—but they were never really strangers. They always knew someone in the village or had business there with the mine. They were strangers in that it was profoundly strange to see someone that Eisl did not know personally and that he had not seen every single day since he’d been born.

This stranger, though. This was a new stranger—a properly strange stranger.

Eisl had herded the goats up the slope towards the grazing meadow, an area of the Ledge that had been cleared for pastures and a few fields, as it was the only place on the ledge that got sun for more than two or three hours a day. The bridge was a distant thread across the mist-choked ravine. Generally he avoided looking at it, but as he was sitting there with the goats, something caught his eye.

He saw the stranger on the bridge.

He knew immediately that it was a stranger, even so far away. They had stopped in the middle of the bridge, facing up the ravine. Eisl couldn’t tell what they were doing, but it stopped his heart dead in his chest even to imagine lingering in the middle of the bridge like that. 

There was... something in the ravine, it was said. A god, perhaps, or a spirit. Something or someone that had soaked into the land. Twice a year, at the spring and autumn equinoxes, the villagers made offerings to the god of the ravine—sweet honey cakes, and goat cheese, and bits of ore from the mine. Sometimes pretty things bought in the market town, too, because they thought that might be extra lucky.  Eisl had not made offerings in... years and years. He avoided the bridge and the edge of the ravine whenever possible—even thirty feet from the edge was far too close for comfort. 

The stranger stood there for nearly ten minutes—by which point, someone from the village passing nearby had noticed and was standing at the head of the bridge and gesturing emphatically for the stranger to finish crossing.

At length, they did, and they and the villager were hidden by the pines.

[image: image-placeholder]In the evening, Eisl brought the goats down from the pasture—safer than leaving them on the slope, where there could be wolves or landslides or sudden gales or any manner of disaster—and went looking for the stranger. It was not yet sunset, and the sky above was still light enough to distinguish it from the mountain peaks, but the shadows were as thick as twilight down on the Ledge.

“Someone came today?” he said to the first person he came across—Lisen, one of his cousins, who would be on her way home from the smithy for dinner—even as she opened her mouth to speak.

“Yes!” she said, breathlessly excited. “I was just about to tell you! How did you know? Did you see him crossing from the pasture? You must have—oh, Eisl, everyone’s talking about him! He’s a storyteller.” 

“Where is he?”

“At Pollot’s,” she said, and before the last syllable was out of her mouth, Eisl was rushing past her to what passed for the village’s alehouse.

It was full of grubby miners and warm golden light—the warmest place on the whole ledge, Eisl had always thought. Usually it was full of chatter and laughter and life—or grim, bleak silence, if there had been some accident down in the mine—but tonight the silence was rich and thick with some kind of energy that made the hair stand up on the back of Eisl’s neck and all down his arms, that made the breath catch in his chest before he was even two steps inside.

Silence, yes, but razor-sharp, heavy, hungry. A few pairs of eyes flicked to him as he came in the door; Eisl got a few nods or smiles before all eyes turned back to... the stranger.

He was a young man, a couple of years younger than Eisl. He had pale skin like the southern lowlanders, golden hair that was long enough to fall into his face, and eyes of the most extraordinary rich blue—bluer than the center of the sky on a clear day. As blue as twilight. He was tallish, but not extraordinarily so; he was pleasant enough to look at, but not extraordinarily handsome. He looked like any reasonably comely young man—there were a few who brought up supplies from the town, and the stranger could have been one of them. (They rarely crossed the bridge. They left that to the villagers.)

But the stranger with the twilight-blue eyes had a something about him that made it impossible to look away from him. It wasn’t like heat radiating off a fire, or light from the sun, or the roar of the river. It was a still thing, a quiet thing, like the force that made ripples die down out of the surface of the water.

This stranger had that force, whatever it was, and it was keeping any small ripples from shivering through the crowd.

Magic? Maybe that’s what it was.

The stranger had a cup of Pollot’s beer in front of him, cupped between his hands.  There was a plate of bread and cheese beside him, and a half-empty bowl—likely Pollot’s goat stew.

The stranger was speaking. He was telling some story about something that had happened in the lowlands. The road down the mountain was arduous and slow; no one left unless they had business in town, so news of the wide world was rare and interesting.

“—but they fixed the dike and kept the water back, so all was well. Let’s see, what else? Oh, I heard from one of my colleagues that the sultan of Araşt gave birth to a daughter. That would have been... a little more than a year ago, I believe?”

“What’s a sultan?” someone whispered.

“Oh, a monarch. A queen, in this case,” said the stranger.

“Where’s Araşt?” someone else asked in a louder, gruffer voice.

The stranger traced a few lines on the table, broke off pieces of bread and cheese for markers, and explained—he showed them where they were, on the eastern side of the Wall of the World (which was apparently what people called the mountains here—Eisl had never heard this; they were only the mountains to him, because why distinguish these ones from any others? They were too tall and uniform to distinguish individual masses anyway, and the smaller crags weren’t worth naming). He showed them, even farther east by hundreds and hundreds of miles, the coastline—the Amethyst Sea, he said, and the Sea of Storms. 

“On the other side of the Wall,” the stranger said, “if you were able to climb over the mountains and go west from here, you’d find an enormous desert.”

“What’s a desert?” Eisl heard himself asking. The stranger looked up and met his eyes—he blinked and smiled. Oh, he had a nice smile. Eisl was sure, suddenly, that the stranger was a very, very kind person. It was in the way he smiled so gently, like he was pleased to be asked and not at all thinking of teasing Eisl for his ignorance—though if he’d tried to tease, it would have been an insult to the whole room. No one else knew what a desert was either. Eisl himself barely knew what an ocean was—like a pond, but a lot bigger. It was where the river went, eventually. He knew that much. 

“When you look out from the slope of the mountains here,” said the stranger, “the world rolls out before you, green hills and forests and fields as far as the eye can see. Right?” Eisl nodded; others in the room nodded too, caught in that pulling, stilling-ripples force the stranger had. “Imagine that the rolling hills were as golden as a wheat field, but made of sand and gravel and rock. Imagine that it was as hot as sitting next to a fire on a summer day. Imagine that it was dry as a jerky-hut. It never rains in the desert, so growing things are rare and tough and scraggly, like the plants that grow high, high up on the mountain.”

“The plants only goats can eat,” Eisl said, nodding in understanding.

The stranger paused and seemed to look at him a second time. A flicker of something passed across his face; a moment of wry amusement, though it was gone again instantly. Then he did give Eisl another look, a third one, this one more deliberate, dragging his eyes down Eisl’s body and back up to his face as a light of interest kindled in his twilight-eyes. “Yes,” he said, as if answering some inside-joke he had with himself. “That sort of plant. Are you yourself a goatherd, then?”

Eisl wished he could say no. He wished—oh, he wished to be anything but a goatherd. “Yes,” he said. For now, he wanted to add, but that would only make everyone in the room laugh.

The stranger smiled to himself and lowered his eyes. “The desert, then. Beyond that is grasslands, and if you keep heading straight west, you pass through the jungle—that’s like a forest, but hot and wet and so full of life that you would not believe such a thing was possible. If you keep going west, when you exit the jungle you will find another ocean—the Sea of Serpents. Follow the coastline north and eventually you will come to Araşt.” Another one of those wry, private-joke smiles as he said, “If you hit the footlands of the Mountains of Mirhalaş, you’ve gone too far.” Several of the others in the room looked at each other in confusion, but Eisl laughed—though he didn’t know why he was laughing or what the joke was. 

The stranger looked up again and smiled at him.

[image: image-placeholder]The stranger tried to tell them legends, but always someone would interrupt to ask what such-and-such thing was, or what the animal the stranger had mentioned looked like, and so on. He seemed to realize this with an impressive swiftness, concluding that they were hungry for stories of the world, that every word he told them about the lands he’d seen and the peoples of it seemed to stretch out the horizons farther, and farther, and then farther still... until the world grew bigger and more vast than they had ever imagined, yet still small enough to fit inside their heads. At least, that was how it felt for Eisl.

Finally, when it was properly night-time and getting a bit late, the stranger remembered his beer and drank half of it in a gulp. The alehouse was packed with all of Eisl’s kith and kin—there were even more of them now than there had been when Eisl had arrived; half the village had tried to cram inside. With an endearingly shy look at all of them, the stranger said, “I’d be happy to tell you more stories tomorrow, but it was rather a hard path up the mountain—they didn’t tell me down in the village how steep it was!”

“The town, you mean?” Eisl said; he’d drifted up slowly, pulled helplessly forward to the table as the stranger spoke, and then someone had given him their chair.

“Riverhead Village, they said it was called,” said the stranger thoughtfully. “The one right at the bottom of the path.”

“Yes—we call that ‘the town’. I guess because it’s bigger than us.” Riverhead Village, Eisl mused to himself. He’d never heard that name before. “What do they call us?”

“The folks up on the ledge,” said the stranger with a laugh.

“That’s right enough, I guess,” Eisl said, gesturing to Pollot for a cup of beer.

“And you? What do you call yourselves?”

“Just the folks on the ledge, I suppose,” he sighed.

[image: image-placeholder]The stranger was... enchanting, in the sense that Eisl felt he had been ensnared by  magic. Attractive, in the sense of some mysterious force pulling Eisl towards him.

Attractive in the sense of handsome, too, but Eisl had never flirted with anyone before. The boys in his village liked the girls in his village, and that was that. Eisl had felt frustration and longing through all his youth and hadn’t even known that boys could like boys until one of the people who brought supplies up to the ledge arrived just as a storm was looming over the mountains—he’d had to cross the bridge and stay the night at Pollot’s place, and Eisl had overheard him talking to someone about how worried his husband was going to be. A great crashing wave of ohhh! had slammed into him, and many things in the world suddenly made a lot more sense.

The stranger seemed to like boys too—he kept giving Eisl these... these looks, warm and appreciative and intriguing, and somehow Eisl knew exactly what they meant. He was thrilled, terrified, exhilarated, starving. He wondered if this stranger might... touch him, or kiss him, or... or lie down with him in the hayloft and be close to him.

“Would you like to go for a walk?” Eisl asked awkwardly, because that’s what the boys and girls of the village often asked each other when they wanted to be alone.

“Love to,” the stranger said in a low voice, looking right into Eisl’s eyes.

Eisl lost his courage as soon as they stepped out of Pollot’s, but the stranger seemed to know what he was doing—he took Eisl’s hand, and they strolled off into the dark. “Where shall we walk to?” the stranger asked lightly. “It gets a little chilly at night in these mountains.”

Eisl gulped. “We could... sit in my uncle’s hayloft?”

“That sounds cozy.” A moment later, he squeezed Eisl’s hand and said, “Your pulse is like a frightened rabbit’s.”

“I’m fine,” Eisl said. “I’m fine.”

“Shy?” the stranger whispered, squeezing his hand again and bumping their shoulders together.

That was easier than admitting he’d never done anything like this before. Eisl nodded.

“We can just sit and talk if you want,” the stranger said, smiling at him.

Eisl’s heart stopped for one panicked moment; he shook his head violently. “No—no, I—” He’d never met a boy who looked at him like that; what if he never met a second one?

The stranger’s smile widened, almost fond. He bit his lip, glanced around, and then caught Eisl around the waist and backed him against a tree. “How about now? Still shy?” he asked—his eyes were so terribly blue, so terribly warm and inviting. Eisl was trembling from head to toe, but diving in to kiss the stranger was... irresistible. As irresistible as an avalanche.

[image: image-placeholder]He was laughing by the time he dragged the stranger into the barn and up the ladder into the hayloft—both of them were laughing. Eisl grabbed at him, already greedy for another kiss, another press of someone’s heat and weight against him. He was still shaking. It was less with terror now, just singing want and the heady thrill.

The stranger let Eisl bowl him over into the hay, giggling. “What’s the rush?”

“I don’t know,” Eisl said breathlessly, crushing his mouth against the stranger’s. “You’re so—I just—I’ve never seen someone so—” He shuddered all over with desire and buried his face against the stranger’s neck. He smelled of the pines and fresh air and warm young man, but Eisl imagined that underneath all of that he could smell all the intriguing scents of strange and far-off places, richer and more wonderful than he had ever imagined.

The stranger hummed and tipped his head aside, baring his neck; Eisl heard himself making a soft noise of desire and opened his mouth to taste the stranger’s skin. “What’s your name?” he murmured, feeling half-delirious. “I didn’t ask—sorry—I should have asked—”

The stranger laughed, catching on a gasp as Eisl’s teeth scraped across his skin. “That’s a complicated question—which one do you want?”

“What’s that mean?” Eisl said, muffled against the stranger’s skin.

“I have—oh—options for you to choose from, you can have--” He caught on another breathless laugh and slid his hands into Eisl’s hair, “—you can have the name that’s means me, or the name that means what I am.”

Eisl couldn’t think, didn’t want to think, didn’t want anything but... everything. “Both, both, all of it,” he said—it was like being drunk. He had never felt more alive, never.

“Ylfing,” gasped the stranger as Eisl mouthed greedily at his neck so he’d make that oh noise again. “Or Chant.”

Something in Eisl trembled again, another want, a different kind—one that was thinner, reedier, crisper than the all-consuming desire to touch and be touched, to want and be wanted. “Ylfing,” he whispered against the stranger’s skin. “Chant.”

“Kiss me again,” said Ylfing. So he did.

[image: image-placeholder]Afterwards, they lay in the prickly hay and breathed together in the dark.

“Why do you have two names?” Eisl asked—he’d caught his breath, but he was still pleasantly glowing with warmth and relaxation.

“I told you—one is who I am, and one is what I do. Chant is a... a title, I suppose you could say. A label. Like farmer, or cooper, or blacksmith.”

“What is it? What does a Chant do?”

“What you saw me doing earlier in the tavern,” Ylfing said, laughing a little. Eisl heard him shift in the hay, turning towards him. “A Chant wanders from place to place and tells stories and... looks for new ones.”

“Why?”

There was a long pause. A huff of breath—Eisl couldn’t tell if it was amused or annoyed or something in between. “Because the world is wide, I suppose,” Ylfing said. “Because there are beautiful things in it. Because there are... things no one knows about.”

“You want to know them?”

“If no one knows them, can they be known?” Another little silence, and then Ylfing said in a quieter voice, “I think I’d like to try, though. Sometimes striving is reward enough itself, isn’t it?”

Eisl wasn’t sure about all that, but he hummed in vague acknowledgment. “You won’t find any of that up here, you know. Things that no one knows. There’s nothing like that on the ledge. No new stories either,” he added, surprising himself when his voice came out unexpectedly bitter. “It’s all—old news. Dullness. Sameness. Every day.”

“I don’t know about all that,” Ylfing said. “You don’t seem dull at all, for one thing.”

“Thank you,” Eisl said awkwardly. He might not himself be dull, but he was steeped in it—he breathed it and ate it and lived in the midst of it. “I’m sure you’ve met more interesting people in more interesting places.”

“People are the same everywhere,” Ylfing said solemnly, and then laughed to himself as if it was some kind of private joke.

“Are they? What do you mean?”

“I mean that people are people. You think, oh, the people who live there, on the other side of the world in that interesting place, they must be so interesting themselves—but then you go there and you meet them and they’re... normal. They’re just like the people you left behind—not in everything, of course. But there are people who are kind, and people who are cruel, and people who don’t care one way or another. There are beautiful people and plain people. And it’s usually in roughly the same proportions of one to the other.” Eisl heard the hay rustle as Ylfing shifted again. “May I ask you something? Something about here?”

Eisl wondered what on earth Ylfing could have to ask questions of about anything on the ledge. It was just... the ledge. Plain, ordinary, mundane. “If you want to.”

“The people down in the village—the town, that is—told me to come up here when I was asking around about... about one of the things no one knows, one of the things I’m looking for.”

“Oh?”

“What’s in the ravine, Eisl?”

[image: image-placeholder]When Eisl had been ten years old, he’d gone to give offerings to the god of the ravine at midnight on midsummer, as the villagers of the Ledge did every year. He hadn’t gone with the rest of them, not the whole laughing procession. Every year, they’d set up a bonfire near the entrance of the bridge, and they’d heat soup and cider to keep their bones warm—it was chilly at night in the mountains, even at midsummer—and they’d laugh and sing songs and take turns going out onto the bridge in ones or twos or small family groups to toss their offerings into the ravine and make wishes to the god who lived in it. 

Most folks seemed to wish for a good harvest, or better weather (more rain, if it had been dry; less rain, if it had been wet), or a happy marriage, or healthy children, or safety in the mines, or for a sickly goat or its kid to recover and grow strong.

Eisl hated the midsummer offerings—some years, his parents had forced him to go to the party, to participate in the community. But they never forced him out onto the bridge, and they had taken it upon themselves to toss in an extra honey-cake on his behalf. 

But that year, the summer he’d been twelve, he’d gone by himself, shuddering with fear as he crept through the woods and up to the edge of the ravine. He’d intended to stay fifteen feet back or so, but some of the other children had made fun of him for his fear, and he was aching to prove them wrong, at least to prove to himself that he wasn’t afraid, even if they never found out what he had done.

He had forced himself almost to the edge—close enough to peer down into the dark abyss and see the river sparkling below. At midnight on midsummer, both moons were full and directly overhead, so the moonlight blazed down and made the landscape almost as bright as it was just before dawn. On any other night, you couldn’t really see colors in the moonlight, only shades of black and blueish grey. But on midsummer—and midwinter, and the two equinoxes—the four times a year when the moons were both full at the same time, then it was bright enough to see colors, just barely. And so Eisl had seen the eerie blue-white mist rising from the roaring river below, the way it danced and twisted in the moonlight almost like a person... The way it had paused, and then the way it had turned towards him. 

He had thought, just for a moment, that it was looking at him.

He’d heard the voice in his head. Ah, hello, love—it’s been a while, hasn’t it?

If he’d had his slingshot to hand, he would have slung a rock at the thing instantly, before he’d been able to think about it. All he’d had was a fragment of honeycake, crushed in his palm against a lump of goat cheese. He’d flung that instead, and then he’d turned tail and run. 

[image: image-placeholder]“What do you mean?” Eisl’s voice shook.

“The people in town told me that there was a spirit who lived in the ravine here,” Ylfing said. “They said it’s... not always a nice spirit. They said you give offerings to it and pray to it.”

“Pray? What’s pray?”

“Praying is—it’s like talking, and wishing. It’s when you talk to a god or a spirit or maybe just yourself, or maybe the whole world, and you ask for something you want, or for something bad to not happen.”

“I guess some people make wishes,” Eisl said, uncomfortable and longing more than anything that they could return to the warm drowsiness in the aftermath of pleasure. He felt rather cold now, and terribly awake. He shivered. “I don’t. I don’t... talk to it. The spirit, or whatever. The god. It’s a god, or that’s what people say.”

“Can you tell me more? Where do they go to talk to it? Is there a shrine or a temple, or—”

Eisl didn’t know what a temple was, but he’d heard people talking about shrines a little ways down the mountain path, shrines to other gods, lowland gods. On the ledge, there was just the ravine. “They go out onto the bridge. Nowhere else. They don’t... talk to it every day. But when you do talk to it, you have to go out onto the bridge, that’s what they said. Or at least... nearby.” He swallowed hard, shivering.

“How near?”

“Near enough to see the water.” No, that wasn’t right. “The—the mist, I mean.”

“The mist from the river and the cascades?” 

“Yes. Well—not the normal mist, I don’t think. The blue dancing mist.”

Ylfing was quiet for a moment. “Can you tell me more about that?” 

“No. Not really. You can go see it for yourself. Or—anyone else can tell you. I wouldn’t have very much to say. I don’t go to the ravine. I don’t... look down there.”

“I have asked other people,” Ylfing said. “Nobody else mentioned blue dancing mist. They said that on midsummer’s night, they give the spirit gifts of cakes and cheese and whatever other offerings they have.”

“Well, the—the mist is probably so normal to them they just didn’t notice it. Or mention it.”

“But you did.” He heard Ylfing shift closer, felt Ylfing’s hand on his cheek, in his hair. “You said you don’t look down—how did you see the mist?”

“I—I looked down once when I was small, the first time I crossed the bridge. Someone carried me; they carried me back across too, but that time I hid my face and cried the whole time. And then when I was twelve, I looked again.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I wanted to be brave.”

“You were brave to look, if you were afraid.” Ylfing stroked his hair, rubbed his thumb across Eisl’s cheekbone, pulled him close when he felt Eisl trembling. Eisl buried his face against Ylfing’s warm damp chest and shuddered again. “Can you tell me what you saw? Can you tell me about the mist?”

“Not much,” said Eisl. “Why? Why do you want to know?”

“No one knows this but you, Eisl,” Ylfing said, a little coaxing. “I’m looking for things no one knows. I—” He paused. Eisl felt Ylfing shake himself and when he spoke again his voice was different, more real, more... him. “I—sorry, I don’t want to do that to get you to tell me.” He took a deep breath. “I was taught things, by my master-Chant, who I was apprenticed to. He taught me how to winkle stories out of people, even hidden ones or secret ones that they might not otherwise want to share with an outsider.” He kissed Eisl’s hair, breathed again. “I’m not going to do that to you,” he said, his voice firm—almost as if he were saying it aloud for himself, rather than so Eisl would know. “It sounds like this might be something you’ve never told anyone. If you don’t want to tell me, you don’t have to. But if you would like to, I would be grateful. It would... help me.”

“With what?”

“I’m looking for something. Someone.” Ylfing paused; Eisl might have spoken again, filled the silence, except he could sense somehow that Ylfing wasn’t done speaking, that he only needed a moment more to get his thoughts in order. “Once—recently, only about a year ago—a god looked at me. Spoke to me. He came to me in dreams, but I lost the thread of our connection just as I realized what was happening. It snapped, or wore out. I thought it was only dreams at first, you know. I didn’t recognize him.”

“Why would you recognize him?”

“I’d heard stories about him. He’s the god of the ancient Chants and their people, who came over the sea thousands of years ago when their homeland sank beneath the waves.”

Eisl shivered, thinking of the god in the ravine... “He came into your dreams?”
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