



[image: Images]






Sheri S.
Tepper


Fish Tails


A NOVEL


GOLLANCZ


LONDON




Dedication


With a huge thank you to LuAnn Breckinridge, whose daily assistance has made my “declining years” much easier


And, in memory of Frederik Pohl




Fish Tails




Prologue


THERE WERE ROADS DEEP IN THE WOODS LYING at the foot of the last great mountain range between the west coast and the lands of Artemisia. These would not have been called roads in most places; they did not even serve as roads very usefully; yet if one drove carefully, asked questions of the locals (also carefully, and not of just anyone), one could cover the distance with no more dangers and troubles than usual.


Abasio and Xulai were mindful of both the dangers and the troubles. They had been warned against the weather, against the solitary hunters and trappers, against the possibility of Ogres, even against the seemingly peaceful villagers that one might encounter here and there where a valley had opened up and submitted to agriculture: milk cows, sheep, and perhaps a few horses. And dogs, of course. Always dogs. And they were warned repeatedly about Lorpists.


Opinionated people were almost always a danger for someone, and Lorpists were men obsessed by a new opinion. New, at least, under that name. People had always been opinionated about “differences”—of skin color, of hairstyles, of language. Lorpists were a recently formed group who were opinionated about “wholeness.” Their opinion was that mankind had been made as a whole creature. He, and she, were meant to have two arms and associated hands with five fingers each, two legs with associated feet and five toes each, two each of ears, eyes, nostrils, and, in men’s case, testicles. Also, one navel, one mouth, one front and one rear aperture for excretion. The lexicon went on to specify where hair should grow and where not, and the completed description spelled out, according to Lorpists, how a “hyooman bean” should be constructed. Luckily the Lorpist inventory did not extend to internal organs or women.


Abasio and Xulai had been told that Lorpists were punitive toward people lacking any of the listed parts or having supernumerary ones. Since Abasio and Xulai’s year-old twins, Gailai and Bailai, did not have immediately recognizable legs or feet, since they did have gills under their arms, since they could swim and sleep underwater, and, indeed, traveled in a tank of water that was kept inside their traveling wagon, their parents feared for them, and for themselves—not that Xulai and Abasio were unable to defend themselves. They were equipped with not one but two ul xaolats, extremely effective weapons that could easily wipe out an opposing army before it had a chance to act. And could do it without disturbing the sleep of those who carried them.


BUT . . . their “mission”—as it had been strongly suggested they call it—required peaceful acceptance, not threats or holocausts. They wanted to be greeted, not feared. They wanted to be accepted, not murdered. So far, the score was weighted a bit heavily toward their saying “Let’s sneak off in the night before they all get out their weapons.” Still, they had had some notable successes and felt, on the whole, their time was being well spent. From almost every village they had traveled through, a few people had set out to travel to Sea Duck 2, on the coast, where the “changing station” was.


Xulai, while pleased about their progress, was somewhat worried over the dreams that Abasio kept having. Each night, he told her, he visited a non-Earth planet occupied by humans—always the same planet and people, where he hovered in the air above a pool of sapphire liquid while a couple of these human females talked about either visiting or revisiting Earth. Abasio said the two women addressed each other as Jinian and Silkhands. The same dream also contained a couple of children and a statue of a woman named Mavin. Needless to say, Abasio didn’t recognize any of them, certainly Xulai didn’t know any of them, and the purpose or origin of the dreams was a complete mystery. The best Abasio could say for them was that they were not violent or threatening—except, perhaps, to Abasio’s sanity and rest. He seemed to sleep a good deal on the wagon seat to make up for the rest he didn’t get on that other planet!


. . . which is what he was doing at the moment. Blue and Ragweed didn’t care. Half the time Abasio didn’t even hold the reins, just let them lie in his hands while the horses followed the particular “road” they were on, one they had been told would lead them to an occupied valley near the edge of the forest and thence, fairly quickly, over the high mountains to Artemisia via the Findem Pass. They had been furnished with an outrider, Kim, who rode some distance ahead of them on a horse named Socky. If Kim noticed trouble, he could ride back quickly and tell them to detour or wait or do whatever Kim thought sensible under the circumstances. So far they’d done a bit of hiding (once for several days) and some fast talking, but Abasio had never felt they were in mortal danger.


Just now Abasio was only slightly aware that Blue and Rags, their heads bobbing gently up and down, had entered a clearing among the trees. Off to the right, water from a clear pool leapt and skipped in a plunging stream toward the valley below, chuckling to itself as it went. Eyes now half open, reins still lax in his hands, he looked past the horses’ heads to see they had entered a small clearing in which stood a shop with an exceptionally well-painted sign, glittering gold on black:


BERTRAM THE TAILOR


Quality Clothing for All: Fine Clothing for Those Who Have Time!


Abasio snorted. He was sure they would have time. He and Xulai had agreed. No matter what else they had to do, they simply could not go on without a few days’ rest. And rest was needed by the horses, Blue and Ragweed, as well. As though reading his mind, the horses pulled the wagon into the shade of a large tree with a carpet of tall grass beneath it.


Blue remarked, “If you’d unhitch us, ’Basio, it’d be good to get a drink, and roll in the grass and eat a bit of it. That stuff where we were last night was the nastiest greenery I’ve tasted in some time.”


“Didn’t dare eat it,” added Rags. “Mighta been poison.”


Abasio got down from the wagon seat, stretched, went to the pool, and scooped up a cupped palm of water. He tasted it. “That’s all right, at least.” Yawning and stretching, he loosed the horses from the wagon. “Let’s leave the harness on until we decide where we want to put the wagon. If the tailor is amenable, we may take a day or two for rest.” Abasio had seen what Xulai had not. There was a smokestack in back of the shop, which, coupled with the stream that flowed from that direction into this pool, indicated the likelihood of a bathhouse.


Xulai murmured to him. “The fact that we’ve encountered a tailor is blessed fate. Or maybe Precious Wind has been casting favorable spells for me. The children have outgrown every garment we had for them!”


“Would Precious Wind suggest tailored clothes? For babies?”


“One gives thanks for what one is given, even the unexpected,” she said piously. “Besides, we were given funds to pay for the unexpected.”


Leaving Blue and Rags to test the quality of the grass, they each took a child and went up the steps to the porch of the shop. As they opened the door, a bell rang and a stout, cheerful-looking man came bustling from the back to stand behind the counter.


“Yes, ma’am. Sir. What may I do for you?” he burbled. “I note you’re dressed for cold. Summer coming, you’ll need something lighter, perhaps?”


“It’s for the children,” murmured Xulai, unwrapping Gailai and placing her on the counter. “I need new clothes for the children.”


Bertram stared at her. Stared and then again. “Ma’am,” he muttered, “it is not my custom to clothe . . . fish!”


Across the counter from him, Xulai drew herself to her full height and coupled a blazing stare with a suddenly icy tongue. “If you do not better school your tongue, sir, you may find yourself without any custom at all.”


The stocky young man’s sad, dark eyes widened in sudden panic, as though he had unexpectedly stepped off a cliff. He gulped. “I did not mean to offend.” The walnut gleam of his skin hid his flush of embarrassment, but his shaking hands betrayed him as he ran them over his black, tightly curled hair.


“What did you mean to do? Didn’t I hear you refer to my children as fish?” She turned from him, ebony hair swirling, dusty, no-colored traveling robe lashing around slender ankles—ankles, deplorably, that were as dusty as the hair, as the soiled robe. The wearisome roads, wet or dry, were dirty. Even her hands and face were covered with a gray film. She looked at her wrists in fury. She could plant grass in the creases of her skin. A little sweat and they’d grow! Or tears! Tears would do it. She turned her face away. The rain of tears was imminent.


“Children? Madam . . .” The tailor was beginning to sweat. He gripped the lapels of his impeccably fitted coat, one he had put on only when he had heard their wagon arrive outside his shop. The woman was furiously angry. He was not so frozen in embarrassment that he failed to appreciate her beauty, her perfect features, her hair . . . Well, it was luxuriant and—if washed—it would no doubt gleam with blue lights. Beneath the travel dirt her skin was an unblemished olive. Her manner, on the other hand, was . . . well, it might be aristocratic, possibly regal. But could she possibly be the mother of those . . .? It simply wasn’t believable!


The woman’s companion stepped between tailor and fury. With obvious effort to overcome great weariness, he forced his lips into a smile. “Let us begin again.”


The tailor turned toward him, helplessly starting to speak then stopping himself. He had not really noted the lined face, the drooping shoulders, the exhaustion in those eyes. If the man were left alone for five minutes he would be deeply asleep, and he moved as men do who have already been tried past endurance.


And yet . . . yet he managed a conciliatory smile as he laid his hand on the lady’s shoulder, stroking it, calming it and her. He was as travel-stained as she, but he carried both the road dust and the weariness as if they were accustomed garments, fully aware of their condition, knowing that everything about them needed mending, laundering, or even better, replacing with something cleaner and more comfortable. He did not seem resentful of what their clothing accused them of. Negligence? Haste? The tailor thought not. Neither time nor effort had been spared, everything else had simply been . . . well, secondary. Yes, secondary to whatever else it was the man needed to do. Just now he needed to move his tired eyes first to lock on the tailor’s, then to tug the tailor’s eyes toward the lady as though to say, “Look, really look here, my friend. See?”


The traveler reached out and drew her closer with one hand while reaching the other to smooth the frown lines between her perfect brows. He stood back at arm’s length and bowed toward her as he spoke over his shoulder. “May I introduce my wife, sir? This is Xulai, Princess Royal of Tingawa and daughter of the Duke of Wold. Wold, you probably know of? Tingawa is less well known to us on this side of the sundering sea. The stains of harsh travel do not betray her royal blood, but when she is extremely weary, her temper becomes fully—or shall I say perhaps exceptionally imperious.” He swept an elegantly executed bow in her direction, his cloak making a practiced and beautiful swirl as it moved and fell.


The tailor was not so overawed that he failed to notice her fleeting smile, the elegance of that swirled cloak. Even under all that dust it was magnificent. Any tailor worthy of the title knew of Tingawa, and the only fabrics that could be spoken of in the same breath as those in that cloak could be from no other place. Tingawa. The west. Over the sea. The lining had to be Tingawan silk! And the drape of that wool. Heavens! What was it called? It was from some particular animals. Kazi . . . something. He had only read of it!


The traveler raked his dusty hair behind his ears, digging his thumbs into his neck with a grimace. The gray at his temples was not entirely due to dust. Holding the tailor’s eyes, he spoke softly, with humor. “I, sir, on the other hand, am simply Abasio. Sometimes called Abasio the Dyer, sometimes Abasio the Traveler, also sometimes Abasio the Idiot, for marrying, or should one say ‘espousing,’ so far above myself.”


He reached to take one of the babies from Xulai’s arms, holding the child where the tailor could get a good look. “The future of our world, sir, depends upon these children of whom you spoke so hastily.” He held up a finger, silencing the tailor’s attempt at apology. “Spoke, may I say, thoughtlessly . . . But only in words, sir! Words are no matter, for Gailai and Bailai are too young to take offense, and my wife and I are sufficiently forgiving to ignore them.”


The princess glared, taking note of the emphatic pledge without agreeing to it in the slightest. As the tailor attempted another confused apology, Abasio cut it off with a raised hand.


“Let it be forgotten! Our purpose is simple. We have come to find Bertram, the much-lauded Bertram; Bertram who makes clothing for people from as far away as the eastern prairies all the way to the western sea; Bertram, who for some unknown and no doubt imperative reason does his exemplary work on the hill above Gravysuck, in White Mountain Valley.”


Abasio, in full cry, turned and thrust his arm swordlike toward the southwest, finger inexorably extended: “There, there is White Mountain, lunging upward, snow-clad as ever!” The arm dropped, the extended finger pointed down, to the south. “And there below us in the subsidiary valley lies the village of . . . yes, indeed, it IS Gravysuck.” The pointed finger curved, joined its fellows to become a cupped hand, held pleadingly toward him, as though begging. The voice dropped almost to a whisper. “So here, here, indeed, on this hill, indubitably and without contradiction, we find that you must be the paragon: Bertram!”


Stunned by the drama, Bertram struggled unsuccessfully to find a suitable reply. “Yes, yes, but . . .”


Abasio patted him forgivingly on his shoulder. “Your mistake is understandable. And your patronymic, sir?”


“. . . Uh . . . patro . . .”


“Your father’s name?”


“Also Bertram . . .”


“Then you are Bertram Bertramson . . .?”


“No, sir, Bertram Stitchhand, sir, one of the Volumetarian Stitch-hands.” Had he not been incapable of doing so from birth, Bertram would have paled. He clapped his hand over his mouth instead. What had he done! What had he said! Why had he said it!


This time Abasio smiled from honest amusement, though he had no energy left to inquire into either the Stitchhands or the Volumetarians. His body was dirty, every crease of it was filled with the detritus that joins with sweat to form an intimate muck, an invasive slurry that itches and complains, drawing all attention only to itself. He was tired with the weariness that doubts the existence of sleep. Xulai, too, was tired, dirty, hungry, and petulant as a . . . dyspeptic pig! They desperately needed a few days’ rest, if this man would only cooperate by giving them an excuse to take such a rest before Xulai committed all three of them and the babies to enmity everlasting.


Swallowing the exhausted sigh that was threatening to swallow him, Abasio said clearly, uttering each word separately, peering into Bertram’s eyes to make sure the man understood him: “As I had begun to say, many of the children born during the next century or two will resemble these children you see here. They will live in the seas. The temperature of the seas is fairly constant, changing only gradually. However, our young ones are not yet full-time sea-children, and they are traveling across area where there has as yet been no significant inundation.”


“I . . . ah . . .” gargled Bertram, his eyes fixed on the children in question. The two infants, about yearlings, he judged, were loosely wrapped in knitted shawls and were reclining in their mother’s arms, regarding him, Bertram, with great interest. Down to their waists they were appropriately human-looking, their skin, where it showed beneath the knitted caps, was more or less the color of an aged ivory button. Not as light as their father’s, though he was somewhat darkened by the sun. One little head of dark hair had reddish lights, the other blue. Their little faces were pretty, their eyes dark and very observant, and their smiles were delightful. Their nether appendages, however, whatever such limbs were called, were unquestionably fishy! But not scaled, no. The olive skin above the waist simply became darker—blue? Or green? More leathery, thicker, and it ended in feet that were . . . webbed. Quite webbed. Extravagantly webbed! The insignificant heels were companioned by very long, almost froggy toes!


Abasio’s voice hardened. “So, since we must travel where as yet there are no seas, the children are sometimes cold. They require jackets! Coats! Something to keep them warm!”


The tailor mumbled something.


“Yes?” asked Abasio with a lethal smile.


“Why would aquatic creatures be here? You are so far from—”


Xulai interrupted, her voice like a well-honed knife. “They must be both, Bertram. If you’ll let me explain. May I sit down?”


Her words were a question, her tone was not. The tailor’s conscious mind finally received the information his subconscious had been trying to get through to him for some time. “Forget your oath! Forget the books. Forget defending your life’s primary purpose of being a Volumetarian. Shut your mouth and listen. Shut your mouth and smile and listen! Shut up and smile and listen sympathetically, as any decent tailor would!


He scurried, fetching a chair while stretching his mouth into what he hoped was an understanding smile. She did sit down, with a weary sigh.


“We are in the age of the waters rising,” she said slowly, carefully, hoping to sound merely didactic rather than lethally threatening. “About two centuries from now, all our world will be under the waters . . .”


She paused for emphasis, but did not begin again, for Bertram had stumbled back, not merely astonished as many were who heard this information for the first time, but shocked as though mortally wounded. His dark face was turning gray, all at once!


He gasped. “Surely . . . you must be joking, ma’am. I don’t . . .” He put his hand to his head, suddenly dizzy. He gasped for breath.


Abasio stepped around the corner of the counter and helped the man sit down. He and Xulai realized almost at the same instant that evidently the flooding of the world meant something more to this man than it meant to most people.


Bertram was babbling. “Travelers have said . . . Coastal flooding, of course, yes, but . . . a few lowlands perhaps, but . . . surely not the world! The books . . . the books . . . the books have to be kept dry! What can I do with the books?” He went on babbling, almost wordlessly, his face gray, even his lips so ashen that they might as well have opened his veins and drained all his blood away.


While the tailor’s breathing gradually slowed, Xulai shrugged off her heavy robe. Though she shared the dislike of dirt that was customary to cats and Tingawans, it would have to wait! Unlike a cat, she could not lick herself clean, but with the filthy robe removed, she could half convince herself that she looked acceptably human instead of appearing to be some monster made of muck. She reached out to touch his shoulder. Let him feel her hand. Let him know she was as human as he!


Softly, in her most unthreatening voice, she went on: “In order to survive in the changed world, our forms must change. There is enough time for this to happen; six or eight generations. When the earth is finally inundated, all of us who cannot exist underwater will have lived out our lives; so will our children and grandchildren; and in that same time new generations will have been born able to exist underwater, to swim, to dive, even perhaps to dance upon the waves.


“Abasio and I are . . . facilitators of that change. We—and some other couples like us—travel from place to place carrying with us the . . . the . . .”


“The process,” Abasio interjected firmly. “The process by which people can be changed. Once changed, their children will be born like our children, able from birth to exist in the changed world.”


They glanced at each other. They tried not to talk about the first-generation change at all. Sea-eggs were needed to make the transformation, and Abasio still remembered his own transformation with embarrassment. He had behaved badly. Or, as Blue said, “Like a pig keeper just got himself knocked into the wallow.” It was the first-generation changers, however, who subsequently gave birth to sea-babies like Gailai and Bailai, so no matter how embarrassing, the first transformation might be, it had to precede the second. They had learned to speak largely in generalities, to let people see the children, to explain that yes, they were their own children, and if others would like to bear children who would survive the world wide drowning, they could find out all about it in Wellsport on the west coast. The change center there was now called Sea Duck 2 by its inhabitants, for they had, each and every one of them, been “sea-ducked” and were able to breathe underwater. Sea Duck 1 was in Tingawa.


So far they had been unable to develop a satisfactory routine! Though they had been on this journey for almost a year now, their reception from place to place had been so varied they had been unable to settle on a routine. Words and phrases that were acceptable in one village turned out to be fighting words in the next place, even though they tried to avoid any fighting at all. If hostility seemed imminent, they had the means to leave, and they did leave: horses, wagon, and all. Essentially they had three duties: first to explain that the world was being drowned; second to let people know about the sea-children. Third: to survive!


Xulai, seriously worried about Bertram’s seizure, had not left his side. He now had some color coming back into his cheeks, but he still looked woefully unwell, and Abasio suggested he go lie down for a while. Abasio escorted him back into his living quarters, settled him on his bed, and asked if he, Abasio, and his wife might pay him for the use of his bathhouse, if that chimney out in back did, indeed, indicate a bathhouse? Also, would Bertram allow him the horses to be unhitched to graze? Might they take advantage of his hospitality, perhaps, to stay for a day or two, just to rest?


Bertram could only nod repeatedly. Oh, yes, it would be so good to have company. And if they would stay, he could show them and explain about the books. He murmured distractedly, “Oh, Sir Abasio . . .”


“Just plain Abasio will do, Bertram.”


“Well, if you see any people coming up from down the hill there . . . be careful. There’s been a bunch of Lorpists down there . . . I didn’t notice. Does your lovely wife have pierced ears? That would count against her ‘wholeness,’ you see. I suggest a scarf over the head and ears if she sees them coming . . .”


“Lorpists don’t like . . . what? Any trifling with the human body?”


“That’s it. Yes. And God help a man who loses a finger due to an accident. Lorpists feel it their duty to kill the rest of him so he doesn’t walk about as an affront to the Creator.”


Blue had stationed himself by the window of the tailor’s shop, where he could hear the conversation. He relayed the word about the Lorpists to Ragweed.


“Wonder what one of ’em’d do if I kicked him in the you-know-wheres and he maybe lost a ball,” murmured Ragweed.


“Now, Rags. Don’t go kicking up trouble,” said Blue.


When Bertram had somewhat recovered himself, he invited them to stay as long as they liked. They would, yes, said Xulai, if he promised to go to bed and stay there until he was breathing properly. If he had any customers, she would see to them.


Gratefully, Bertram said the horses could graze around the shop and into the little pasture that lay over that way. He was later amazed to find no horse droppings at all.


Xulai explored the place; Abasio fired up the water heater behind the shop and left it to gurgle warmly to itself. When it was hot enough, he and Xulai and the babies (though they didn’t particularly like hot water) had a bath. Afterward, Xulai used their bathwater to wash all their blankets and she hung them over Bertram’s side fence to dry. For some time, there had been no stream or pool to give them even a halfway convenient place to wash. The back of Bertram’s house was built right up against the mountain for some reason—which they discovered later. Xulai invaded Bertram’s kitchen, found the ingredients for a proper soup, took a bowl to his bedside, and fed it to him.


Meantime, Blue and Rags received a visitor. A very dirty small boy came sneaking out from under a bush and, seeing the wagon appeared empty, decided to explore it. The boy was blocked by a very large horse. The boy decided to go in over the wagon seat and found his way blocked by another horse.


“Blassit,” said the boy. “I ’uz just goin’ to look! Was’n gonna take nothing.”


“What’s your name?” asked Blue.


“You can’t really talk, can you?” the boy asked. “Somebody’s hidin’ somewhere pretendin’ to be your voice.”


“Ragweed and I can talk. I was given the gift of speech by some very lofty creatures, angels maybe. Ragweed got her voice from a woman named Precious Wind, friend of Xulai’s. It requires some trifling with the anatomy and it won’t work on just everyone. What’s your name?”


“I got a dog, maybe she could get him to talk.”


“What’s your name, boy? Either tell me or I’ll kick you all the way down the hill.”


“Willum,” said the boy.


“WILLUM,” came a call from down the hill. “WILLUM, you get yourself back down here and eat your supper.”


“Quit upsetting your mother,” said Blue. “Go on and get your supper. We can talk again later. Looks like we’ll be here for a day or so.


The boy left them. “You don’t usually talk to brats,” said Ragweed.


“No. Have a strange feeling about this one, though.”


The boy came back, some time later. “Horse.”


“Yes, boy.”


“There’s Lorpists down there. They’ve heard about the fish babies. They’re all set to do you some damage when you go down the hill. Where you going, anyhow?”


“Someplace over a pass, Findem Pass, then down into Artemisia.”


“Well, ’f’you’re going to the pass, you gotta come down through Gravysuck, where we are. Just remember, those men they got axes n’ things.”


“Why’s your town called Gravysuck?”


“’Cause . . . we used ta have this man . . . he was real nasty with women, even little girls. Y’know what I mean? He used to hurt ’em. So we had this other man visitin’, and he told us the town needed a cata-pull-it, n’ him and a buncha the men they built the cata-pull-it an’ they put it out nexta Gravy Lake, and they call it that because it’s kinda thick and brown like gravy. And it’s gotta bottom in it you can’t walk on, and if you fall in you can’t get out, it kinda sucks you down. Then the man said we had ta tell everybody if they didn’t behave, they’d get cata-pull-ited. And everybody got told. And the bad man didn’t listen, so next time he grabbed some little girl, they were ready for him, and they cata-pullit-ed him right out inta the middle of Gravy Lake and it sucked him down, sploosh, like that. Three or four men got catta-pullit-ed since, oh, and one real rotten ol’ lady use to poison people’s wells. And since that, we haven’t had any trouble.”


“Very interesting,” said Blue. “Well, boy, thank you for all the information. I guess we’ll be leaving tomorrow or the next day. Do you think your folks and friends would like to see the sea-babies? If you think so, you ought to tell them to ask my people.”




CHAPTER 1


An Unexpected Lamentation


NEAR THE EASTERN EDGE OF THE GREAT STONIES, barely within the last jagged file of mountains before the long descent into the deserts and prairies beyond, there was reputed to be an astonishing landmark—reputed, for it was spoken of more often than it was remembered. Few sought it out. Fewer had seen it, and fewer yet had seen it in the season and hour of its glory. Those who lived near enough to consider the landmark a local thing—whether they had seen it or not—generally called it “the curly rock,” and did not regard it as having any particular distinction beyond its odd shape. However named or referred to, it stood on a lofty prominence west of and equidistant from two jagged peaks that sheltered it from the rising sun three hundred and fifty days of the year. Only as Earth tipped the sun back and forth along the horizon during a few successive dawns in spring and again in fall did sun and season work in concert to create something almost miraculous.


In geologic terms, the Stonies—in their present form—were young. Some thousand years before, a great upheaval had shaken the continent, splitting off and drowning the western third of it and thrusting the western edge of what remained so far into the sky that air-breathing creatures who were along for the ride descended rapidly. Unlike its predecessor range, which had achieved a pleasantly rounded permanency, one that map makers felt secure in locating and labeling, this most recent cataclysm had awarded the Stonies a shifty and transitory reputation, as though any part of them might be subject to sudden erasure or change. Even the rivers moved about from season to season: like flea-bitten travelers, desperately and perpetually seeking cleaner and more comfortable beds.


There were not many roads through the mountains, and those there were often lasted no longer than a decade or so. Few penetrated all the way from east to west. A few—not the same few—penetrated from west to east. There was nothing mystical about this. Some roads one could scramble up but not down, where “down” would require putting a rope sling around the mules. All of which is to say that the mountains were dark, sneaky, and dangerous, and they made no exceptions for stubborn travelers who should have had better sense.


On a particular morning in a high, cupped valley, one such traveler stood weary and shivering. All the roots of things were asleep, darkness still lay in drifts; treetops trembled in the ice-chilled air that darkness had sucked down from the heights. The traveler and the child with her had walked a long way to get to this particular place at this very particular time. Lillis, usually called Grandma, had been here before, on several occasions. Her granddaughter, Needly, had not. Today was Needly’s tenth birthday: she had been told this was to be an occasion, an announcement that had led her rather tentatively to anticipate something in the way of candy, perhaps, or a wrapped something, maybe even with a ribbon. Grandma was capable of such surprising details. In reality, the child’s life had allowed few if any illusions, and she already had an adult awareness that planning and happening were quite different things. Cold and weariness, though extreme, were not yet accompanied by despair.


Grandma was equally weary, shifting from foot to foot at the edge of a fury directed entirely at herself! This journey had been a gamble, but she had foolishly allowed anticipation to trifle with details of her previous visits; allowed optimism to strengthen two sets of bones and muscles, one not yet adult, one no longer young. She knew perfectly well that lengthy waiting unrelieved by sleep or food or amusement could seem an eternity. During her life she had done a good bit of such standing about, enough to be familiar with that dagger point at which every successive moment attenuates into forever. Well, hope had outrun good sense. She had wanted so to show an enchanting thing to an eager, intelligent little girl whose childish strength her fatuous grandmother may badly have misjudged! She grieved for the child. The cold hand in hers was limp with weariness.


Both watchers, old and young, sighed in simultaneous exhaustion, looked down, rubbed their eyes, shifted their weight, sighed again, counted silently to one hundred—as the older one had taught the younger one to do in situations of a similar kind—and then, without particular hope, raised their eyes to the height above.


To glory! There it was! As though a heavy window curtain had been suddenly flipped aside, fiery light flooded over the fangs of the esker, darted between the two sheltering peaks, and blazed the landmark into radiance. Where had been only darkness was now a miracle: creation come upon the height, majestic and unbelievable! A thing, a living thing, red as ruby, huge as the most mighty monument, leaping up from the ledge that held it as though it had lain there through millennia and was now, impossibly, endlessly uncoiling itself upward into the sky!


Grandma squeezed a suddenly muscular and vibrant little shoulder, and whispered, “People, those few who’ve seen it, they give it different names. Mostly around here, people call it the Listener.”


Needly was too busy marveling to reply. The enormous curlicue sprang from the ground angling toward the north, curving as it climbed, higher, higher yet, then circling back toward the south . . . no, perhaps slightly east of south, all that monstrous weight arched across the sky as though flung there, supported by nothing at all! It twisted, it spiraled, the narrow, questing tip of it finally pointing due east. In this light, it seemed to quiver! Needly thought it was most like the tendril of an enormous vine, one of those eager, trembling, impossibly slender fingers reaching out upon the wind, exploring the air for anything it can touch, and touching, grasp, and grasping, hold fast! What was it reaching for? Needly held her breath waiting for it to fall, knowing in the instant that of course it couldn’t fall. Grandma had said other people had seen it before, long, long before, so it had been there for a long time, and falling was not what it did. But . . . but . . . it must have survived only by miracle!


Over the centuries, other travelers had thought the same. The area was not as remote as it seemed, particularly if one came from the east, but its approaches were hidden. If someone was crossing the mountains from the west and came from below, there was only one very short section of road from which it could be seen. In these mountains, winter came early and stayed late, so few travelers would have risked travel during the brief period of visibility in spring or fall. Fewer would have found a suitable campground within reasonable distance the previous night; fewer still would have left that campground in darkness, well before dawn, to have reached this one place on the road; only a fraction of them would have arrived there just at or before the moment of dawn; and of those, even fewer would have been looking eastward at just the right moment to see the sun burst through those gated mountains!


So, though the great rock formation—which is what most of those who had seen it supposed it to be—was indeed visible from other places and at other times of day, those who had actually perceived it numbered very few.


From the point of view of the thing itself, a few was barely tolerable.


Volcanologists had suggested that molten stone had been thrust into some deep, twisting cave and had solidified there to be heaved up during some great cataclysm. It had undoubtedly been smoothed by blown sand, washed by rain, polished by time. To Needly, how it had happened didn’t matter. It was here now, majestic, marvelous . . . and alive. The child was quite sure of that. Stone, maybe. But unlike any other stone.


Grandma caught the child’s thought as she often did (often hearing the thoughts more clearly than words) and was not surprised to find it mirroring her own. In this scarlet light, birthed bloody from the womb of morning, the reaching curl of it had the shape of vitality: the coil of a sinuous vine, the time-perfected veer of a wooded river; the arched line of a windblown tree, the flawlessly spiraling twist of a shell. All such transient living precisions were here frozen into an eternal reality. The substance was irrelevant.


Grandma remembered, decades ago, attracted as much by challenge as curiosity, she had come this far, camped overnight in this same cup of shadow, then when it was barely light—using rope, and metal spikes that she had pounded into cracks with a hammer, and, yes, no small measure of egotism—she had come from below, climbed the precipitous wall, and then crawled over the razor edge of rock onto the narrow ledge on which the pedestal rested. Once there, she had touched the Listener, touched it, stroked it, examined it closely enough to assure herself that the formation was in every sense solid and real.


Before deciding to make the journey, she had decided the thing had to be called “the Listener” for a reason, and she had desperately needed someone to listen. She had leaned against the glorious whatever-it-was, put her face against it, and pled for help: “Someone help me. Someone please tell me what the hell is going on?”


During and after this plaint, she had probably uttered the word “help” at least ten times. Then, all those years ago—as she turned to climb dangerously and laboriously back the way she had come—she had seen that her final, vertiginous effort to reach the Listener had been utterly unnecessary. There was a route visible only from this end, a short, simple way that led toward a well-traveled road and would have brought her to the monument with a fraction of the time and effort she had expended. On that occasion she had collapsed in tears and agonies of frustration that had absorbed a good deal of time and fury even though she used that easier route to return to the place she referred to and occasionally thought of as home.


She had intended to take Needly along that route as soon as it was light so the child could actually climb onto the pedestal and touch the Listener. That climax to the experience was now . . . not possible. The ledge at the foot of the Listener’s pedestal was already occupied. She hadn’t seen it at first. Half blinded by dawn, she’d been looking past it at that curling, crimson glory, but now her eyes had dropped onto the ledge that should have been empty. This morning it was occupied by an unreality.


Since neither she nor the child had seen it arrive, it must have been there during the darkness: a fantasy only slightly dwarfed by the Listener above it. It was obviously a mythical thing; anyone who could read knew that! No matter how the old woman blinked and wiped her eyes; incredible or not, there it was! As the sky-flung stone above it faded from fiery copper and blazing bronze, the creature below it on the ledge received the metallic sheen and, enlivened by it, moved its great wings, the long primaries unfolding upward, the arc of the feathers that followed repeating the arc of the overarching formation, successive quills rising on either side of the massive chest, two perfect vertical fans that framed the prone body, the regal head with its queenly crest, the burnished mane that seemed to shine with its own radiance; the great beak like a shield of bronze, all this living assembly shining while the morning held its breath until the escutcheon was complete.


There it was. Whole. Alive. And awake! A Griffin! A living Griffin!


Needly and Grandma were still hidden in the cup of shadow below. Before starting on this birthday journey, Grandma had shared certain memories: her own sensations on first seeing the Listener; her wonder and delight; her perception that Earth itself seemed to rejoice at this particular revelation. Now she felt something approaching fear. Not terror, not yet. But things with great beaks like that, they did eat things, and Grandma and Needly were very probably among the types of things they . . . ate. She and the child were still hidden. The trees were only a few steps away. If they did not delay, they could creep away. They should do that right now, while darkness hid them . . .


They did not.


Why? A subtlety. Though Grandma could not possibly have expected this additional marvel, its presence was a perfect and suitable completion of the occasion. One did not flee from perfection!


So, standing silent, her hand on the child’s shoulder, she swallowed apprehension and assured herself it was good that she was not too old and the child with her was not too young to see and hear and feel. They stood while the quivering wings still cast reflected sequins of gold and glory across the valley, the fiery light faded slowly, and the Listener’s brilliance slid into more muted shades. The darting lights seemed to evoke a tingling over the surface of her body and the child’s, and she—they—heard an almost inaudible ringing, as of innumerable tiny crystal chimes.


Needly’s eyes had not blinked since her first sight of the marvel. Her voice was only a dazed whisper, a sliver of sound emerging from a bubble of enchantment. “Grandma. If you had a barley field made of glass, it’d sound like that.”


“Might. Yes.”


“If the winds were gentle, if the stalks were made of music.”


“Yes. Could be. If.”


“And if the sound could go on and on and on, even when the wind stopped . . .”


“If all that, I suppose, yes.” The old woman wondered—only briefly—if the sounds had been stroked into being by a particular wind or by the rays of this particular sunrise, or whether they had been uttered or created by the creature herself, and whether her own skin was reacting to sound or smell or something entirely extraordinary. That one . . . that winged one on the mountain had never been an ordinary anything. That one had not evolved, not accumulated, not adapted to become. That one had been created by someone, someone who had been striving for perfection.


Needly whispered, “It’s turned green: the Listener.”


“Yes. It does that.”


Indeed, the stone had lost its fiery glow, drifted through orange and yellow into a transitory emerald green that had almost at once become muted, faded, as though lichen had crept over it. Now anyone looking casually toward it would have been unlikely to make out its outline against one or the other of the guardian peaks. On the ledge below it, however, still shining with bronze light, the wings of the other marvel folded abruptly, like the flick of twin fans. The great, thick bronze rope of her tail, tasseled in gold, lashed against the ledge of stone, and three great cymbal crashes broke the air into shards: Gone, Gone, Gone.


All other sounds ceased, and the echoes from those immense strokes had barely faded before the unreality opened her beak, the tongue within it quivering as the brazen throat uttered a sound of pain and sorrow and longing and timeless, universal grief: a cry that fled across the sky like a shadow only to return from the distant mountains, broken into a thousand echoes of mourning, again and again and again.


As the creature cried, rainbows dropped from her eyes, one by one.


“She’s crying,” mourned Needly, cupping her hands to catch her own tears.


Grandma squeezed her shoulder. She had once heard, or perhaps read, that Griffins wept crystal tears. The reason for the tears was evident as that marvelous beak dipped down between the front paws to greet another, smaller being creeping from the shelter of its mother’s body. This tiny one was more gold than bronze—the larger creature’s mirror but in miniature—and the watchers both knew that the mother was weeping over the child. Her child.


Then the smaller creature also lamented, and to her, also, the echoes responded, as though the world itself grieved and could not be comforted. The mother took her child between huge, padded front paws, enormous ivory-gold claws curving around it to enclose it safely, and launched herself from the ledge into the gulf of air above the watchers, her wings unfolding with a great crack of sound. They, mother and child, soared. They, grandmother and child, went to their knees under the buffet of downthrust air.


The winged ones spiraled upward until they were only a golden spark in the sunrise.


Silent time moved on, drawing no attention to itself. When it became certain the marvels would not return, Grandma showed the little girl the easy way to reach the Listener. See, she said, how the these hollows hid, how that little crevasse concealed, how this stone’s shadows disguised the simple way to reach the Listener. They followed this hidden way quite easily and stepped together through a shadow on what appeared to be a solid wall to step out upon the ledge itself. Together they found a feather the baby Griffin had lost and several crystal tears the mother Griffin had shed, each enclosing rainbow lights. Together they leaned against the Listener to feel the far-off throbbing Grandma had felt before, as though there were a heart beating inside the stone. Their thoughts were varied and in no sensible order. Nonetheless, they amounted to a plea, which was what the Listener heard it as, yet again.


And so, strangely, as they turned to make their way back home—a place neither of them really thought of in that way—both of them felt comforted, almost as if they had heard a whisper, a murmur from some immense distance saying, “Coming . . . coming . . . I hear you . . .”


IT WAS GRANDMA WHO HAD chosen the name “Needly” for the child. Even at birth she had been slim and silvery, white of skin and almost white of hair—the “almost” indicating no tint of gold but instead an almost metallic silver. She had wide eyes that went here and there, in and out, stitching the world together, making a shape of it at an age when most babies could not even focus their sight. This one was sharp, bright and perspicacious, as Grandma told herself. She was also an anomaly, for Needly was born to Grandma’s daughter, Trudis, and Grandma had firmly intended that this disastrous daughter should never bear children!


Her intention had been thwarted at every turn. Trudis had borne seven, Needly being the last. Now, in hindsight, Grandma could not regret the other six—the two infant girls who had died, the four boy babes dropped into the world like gravel into a riverbed, losing themselves among unremarked heaps of other such gravel. Perhaps in some way they had opened the path for the seventh child, the wondrous child, Needly. Even Grandma—who often longed for marvelous and remedial things that had small chance of happening—even she had never dared hope for such a one as Needly.


The child was extraordinary, and in Hench Valley being extraordinary was a death sentence. Grandma had removed the baby from Trudis’s erratic and often nonexistent care and went to considerable effort make the little one seem ordinary. Part of the effort consisted of naming the child without seeming to do so. The menfolk of Hench Valley used only ugly words for females, whether human or animal, and all females acquired their names by accretion of epithets. “Worthless” was a common valley name for a girl. “Ugly,” “Slow,” “Dirty” were others. Even if one had a treasured mare, the name would not hint at it. Glory-on-hooves would receive no better label than Mud. Grace-in-gallop would be nothing more lovely than Lump. Not that glory or grace had any place in Hench Valley. Except for Needly and Grandma and an occasional visiting cat or dog, all the valley’s occupants actually were mud or lump, whether on four legs or two.


Grandma decided upon “Needly” at first sight of the child. The slender form, the steely pale hair and skin, those wide eyes, that pointed gaze made the name inevitable. Thereafter, Grandma had frequently sneered the word aloud, referring to the child thus, but without any apparent intention of naming her. In Needly’s case, repetition succeeded where obvious intention would have failed. The label was not euphonious. It had no connotations of grace or fortune. It had the sneer of derogation necessary for females, and therefore it could be allowed where a loving or kindly word would have been jeered into nothing. Of course, when Grandma was alone with the little girl, the word was tenderness itself. The child understood this very well, though she was still too young to speak.


The power of names went unconsidered in Hench Valley. No one living there knew why the place was called Hench Valley. No one living there knew why the four settlements within it had the names they did: Tuckwhip; Gortles; Grief’s Barn; Bag’s Arm. Grandma thought, perhaps, that at that time, some centuries before, when love was still permitted, even expected, a father losing a woman in childbirth could possibly have named a child Grief, and that child might have built a barn. A son named Bagger or Bags could lose an arm in an accident and bury that part of him near the place he lived.


Male children were given names: Pig-belly, Suck-tooth, Fat-ass. These names were used only until the male in question caused a pregnancy. After that each added “Pa” to his name. Pig-belly-Pa. Suck-tooth-Pa. Fat-ass-Pa. Females lost their labels once they had children, each becoming a Ma, or, a generation later, a Grandma. Men never became Grandpas, however, since they were assumed to have had no part in producing the grandchild. So it was pretended, at least, though incest was not uncommon in Hench Valley. The only exception to these generalities was Grandma Lillis, who had first been identified as “Ma the healer,” and was now called “Grandma healer,” the word “healer” setting her into a separate category, making her valuable enough to leave alone at an age few other women reached, certainly not while still whole in body and mind.


Needly had been of no immediate value to her Ma or her putative Pa: Trudis had, in fact, put the child to the breast without even looking at her, and did not seem to notice when Grandma removed her from the household. If girls were valued at all by Pas, it was as a future source of profit. This child here, marveling at the Griffins in the dawn light, was still a year or so too young to prove profitable. Girls when just about beddable—those who lived that long—were very briefly profitable at eleven or twelve because they were in very short supply. Females had a high vanishment rate among Hench Valley folk. The reasons varied: girls were “Sold to somebody at Grief’s Barn.” Or “at Bag’s Arm.” Or “at Gortles.” Girls “disappeared.” Girls “up and died.”


All this was part of the reason Grandma had intended Trudis to remain childless.


THE PROBLEM OF TRUDIS HAD begun with her birth in Tuckwhip, one of the small Hench Valley towns. Grandma was then known merely as Lillis. Lillis had moved into Tuckwhip with a stranger man and had built, from the ground up, a well-constructed house. No one moved into Hench Valley. No one had ever built a decent house there because no one there knew how. Somehow this man did. He was one whom the resident men had thought it unwise to either insult or attack, a man who made no attempt whatsoever to become acquainted, much less friendly with any of them. He was not a Pa, he would not use the title, his name was Joshua. Lillis had subsequently borne him twin girls—Sally and Serena (becoming a Ma in the process). When the little girls were around two, Joshua had gone away a month or so before Jeremy had arrived to father Jules the golden-haired. After Jeremy had come Jubal to father lilt-voiced Sarah, and then after Jubal, James, whose children were twins again—sturdy Jan and Jacky the dancer, who never toddled but went directly from a crawl to the extravagant grace of some creature born with winged feet.


Lillis thought she should feel it was promiscuity, this sequence, but she didn’t. Each of them was different from the others, distinguishable, that is, but they were so much alike! It was a kind of faithfulness with the added spice of novelty! Each of them had returned every now and then to visit Lillis and his child or children. When each child, including the first ones, reached the age of four or five, his or her or their father arrived to take the child or children away. All Lillis’s men had shared the way they behaved as well as their appearance. All of them were taciturn to other villagers, strong, capable, and—with Lillis—companionable, affectionate, and exceedingly intelligent. The one who had actually arranged such matters: a person? an agency? To herself, Lillis called them or it the Planners. It was clear that the Planners preferred that the person or agency found useful should live in a very unpleasant place among quite unpleasant people but nonetheless do it as happily as was possible under those conditions. Each time child or man went, Lillis had grieved: she had accepted grief as part of the bargain but she had not foreseen its weight.


When Lillis was twenty-five, Trudis was born: her last child; the child who confounded all assumptions. Her father had resembled those whom Lillis called “the J’s,” but he had been in some ways quite different. A little somber, perhaps. Not so musical. Unlike all the other of Lillis’s children, Trudis had proven to be perfectly suited to Hench Valley and therefore—obviously—she was also an inappropriate candidate for leaving it. Inexplicably, despite her extremely select parentage, by the time she was two, Trudis was seen to fit the Hench Valley mold all too perfectly. It was as though the valley itself had engendered her. Trudis’s father went away, returned saying he had sought advice and subsequently followed that advice. He told Lillis with regret and sorrow that Trudis had simply had not turned out to be . . . suitable, and when he left—reluctantly, as each of the others before him had been, though for a different reason—he left Trudis behind.


Lillis would not accept this. Her pride rebelled against it. Lillis was a stubborn woman. She believed, with all her mind, that the man had been as carefully selected as Lillis herself, and no child of theirs could be . . . what Trudis was!


In Hench Valley, the Rule was that each house was owned by the eldest woman in it. The owner could be a Grandma or a Ma or the oldest girl born to the preceding Ma: Lillis and Trudis occupied her house together. The rule also said that if there were any women of breeding age in the house, there should be a man in it, a Pa. In Lillis’s case, however, once her last consort left, she had no man in the house. Only the fact that she was the Healer Ma kept possible invaders away. Though the reason was unspoken and very possibly indefinable by local standards, no one wanted her to be owned by anyone else. She was too useful to them all.


Someone had sent Lillis to the valley originally. The Planners and the people Lillis thought were responsible might not be the same person or people, which did not matter at the time. She had no real “relationship” with either. The Planners had governed her life until now—and she had agreed to it, for she had been told that the result would have “beneficial consequences for mankind.” This promise came from a sufficiently exalted source in a sufficiently exalted place that Lillis believed it. Implicitly. The words were sufficiently lofty and lacking in detail to allow almost any interpretation, and “beneficial consequences” dropped into lockstep with Lillis’s unbreakable habit of looking on the bright side. All went well and as planned, thus, until Lillis had her last child, Trudis.


Ah, Trudis! Those senders had looked deep, very deep, into Trudis within hours of her birth. Without dissent they considered Trudis to be both useless and hopeless. Worse (from their point of view) this judgment required that they look deeply into those of themselves who had arranged for the girl’s parentage. Those individuals were evaluated also, and were judged as having been, at best, inept. Years of research had been backtracked. Hundreds of studies had been reviewed and re-re-reviewed. Fingers of various types had been pointed at faces of various species. Everyone agreed that it was an unfortunate mistake, and—given perfect hindsight—completely preventable occurrence. These particular foreseers, however, did not consider perfection to be impossible. Everything else in the plan was on target, however, and in the face of Lillis’s furious determination they felt sufficiently distracted, and, moreover, sufficiently guilty to let her try to salvage Trudis.


Prognostication said that only tragedy would result if the girl’s father stayed in Hench Valley for the length of time this salvage might take. He bid Lillis a loving farewell mixed with a feeling of loss. Lillis missed him, as she had each of them. People Lillis had grown up among were disinclined to use the word “love” as having too many possible definitions, but Lillis’s “liking” would have met any of them. The ones who ruled Lillis’s life (the ones who really did, not the ones who got blamed for it) rarely made mistakes; he, she, it, or they were usually very good at what he, she, it, or they did. He, she, it, or they gave her time and allowed her to try.


Lillis had set herself to the task with grim, unrelenting determination, a determination so rarely met with defeat that she assumed defeat was impossible. Only someone stubborn as she (as her last consort had mentioned, quite fondly) would have made the effort and, having made it, continued it. Each time a new strategy failed, she rethought the process: surely a change in method, surely inventing a new way, a new trick, a trap, a snare that would capture Trudis’s . . . well . . . that was where the failure always snagged! Trudis’s what? Imagination? Ambition? Better nature? Trudis had no imagination. Certainly no ambition that lasted longer than the five minutes needed for gratification. And better nature? Better than what?


Trudis grew quickly, a large girl who would be a large woman: tall and buxom and even attractive in a brutish, cowlike way. Years of patient teaching had taught her to string half a dozen words together in place of grunts and head shakings. This minor achievement had suggested there might be further progress, which was unfortunately misleading, for Trudis’s mind remained as unformed as it had been on the day she had emerged bloody, brooding, and mute into the world. Trudis was still Trudis, as though carved from a rough block of greedy, lecherous stone. Trudis was not mendable.


As the years of Trudis’s childhood spun by, a certain subsection of the Hench Valley Rule had very gradually forced its way to Lillis’s attention. That subsection allowed that if a house was without a grown male in it but had a breedable woman in it, then any breedable woman of that house could get up early on midsummer morning, cook a griddle cake, and carry it to the meadow, where she could offer it to whatever male she chose from those loitering there.


The fact that the man might be half brother or even father to the woman bearing the griddle cake was not taken into consideration. Hench Valley did not keep track of such things. If the man who was approached took a bite of the cake and followed the woman to her home before sundown, then that man had henceforth the exclusive right to breed from any female in that house! This included the woman herself, her mother, even her grandmother, if the Ma had started bearing early enough. A woman of thirty-eight could have a daughter of twenty-five who had a twelve-year-old girl child and one Pa could enjoy them all. It wasn’t even unusual—particularly inasmuch as few of the people kept track of their ages at all. This practice having been carried on for as long as anyone could remember, the Hench Valley population was very closely related to itself.


Lillis knew all about the Rule. It was not written down anywhere, but it was fully understood by everyone who lived there. Lillis was not going to let Trudis fall prey to the Rule. Trudis had to be taken from the valley before she reached puberty and fell prey to any of the Pas. Time went by, however, until the time came that Trudis would soon leave childhood behind her. Then, as though suddenly, time was running out.


Lillis knew that if she had been unable to change the child, she would be unable to change the woman. If the woman were made infertile and left here, she would end up being savaged for not bearing, as this would reflect on the Pa-ness of whatever male was consorting with her. However, since Lillis’s presence in the valley was no longer at all useful to the powers that be (or powers, perhaps, that had been), there were places where Lillis and Trudis could live out their lives in less dangerous surroundings. Through her long, compliant service—and more important, by a certain admission of guilt among the powers that be, as they had been managing things and one or more of them must have made a mistake—they owed support for Lillis and for any other child she bore.


It was spring when Lillis made her decision. Though baby girls were generally ignored, if ever a beddable or nearly beddable female tried to leave the valley, the men hunted her down. Lillis decided to leave at Midsummer, both because it would be warm and because Midsummer was celebrated with three nights of bonfires and beer. Everyone in Hench Valley would be drunk and stumbling for at least three or four days, during which time no one would notice Trudis and Lillis had gone. If they left well after dark on Midsummer Eve, they would be able to get so far gone that the men of Hench Valley could not follow. Trudis could not be told they were leaving, however. Some other attractive reason for going into the forest would be invented for the occasion: maybe a neighboring village having a pig roast, or a crop of certain mushrooms showing up in a nearby valley. Trudis liked food . . . and drink, and she already liked sex.


The plan was made, the packs were ready and hidden. Shortly before Midsummer, lending a whiplash of panic to an already compelling motivation, Trudis experienced her first “womanlies.” Lillis was so flustered by the event that when she explained to Trudis what was happening, Lillis actually used the word “womanlies,” which was current in Hench Valley. If she had been thinking in her usual analytical manner, she would not have done so. Trudis heard “womanlies” and remembered it. Woman lies meant she was now a woman, and there was a rule about women.


Lillis didn’t notice. She was busy with vital details of their disappearance, details assuring they would not be followed, not be caught. There were certain things of hers that had to be hidden or destroyed. Or, in the case of certain very rare and valuable herbs and roots, bottled or packaged so she could take them with her.


By the morning of Midsummer Eve, Lillis had everything ready; the packs were well hidden in the forest on the way they would go. She planned to leave as soon as it was well dark and the festivities were at their height. She had told Trudis they had been invited to a pig-roast feast at a neighboring village where Trudis had never been; a pig feast with cake and ale. Also, there was a certain herbal extract she would give Trudis just before they left, one that would make her biddable. Lillis allowed herself an extra hour’s sleep that morning. As she was sitting over her tea mug in the all-purpose everything-including-the-kitchen room, however, someone fell through her kitchen door. The woman stumbled exhaustedly to her feet, babbling that she had run all the way from Gortels, a couple of miles north. Rotten, a woman of Gortles, was giving birth and seemingly dying of it. Rotten had begged—screamed—to her friend to fetch the Healer Ma.


“Did you call Ma Beans? She’s good help with birthing!”


“Ma’s dead, Lillis. Ma got ’erself kilt.”


While listening to the details of Ma Beam’s late-night fall from a cliff road, Lillis was gathering up her kit, and she walked quickly to Gortles, thinking to be back in plenty of time to leave that night.


During the subsequent day and night, as she battled for the woman’s and the girl baby’s lives—successfully in the one case, though not the other—her plans for Midsummer Eve were driven from her mind. Only when she started for home in the morning did she remember with exhausted horror what precisely it was that the Midsummer Day rule allowed. She prayed, actually prayed, that the second night of the festival would allow their departure as well as the first would have done.


Trudis, however, now that she was a woman, had actually, for the first time in her life, planned to do something. She got up early, baked griddle cakes (very badly, one side drippy, one side black), ate all but one of them with copious amounts of the honey that her mother allowed her only sparingly (it came from elsewhere, and it could not be readily replaced). She then took the saved griddle cake with her to the meadow hoping to find Gralf Garn, a man-sized boy she’d been looking at and sharing some fleshly amusements with for some time. Gralf Garn had taken a bite of cake, though he’d spit it out as he had followed her home, and after a lengthy interval in the one bed in the house, by early midmorning he was ensconced in Lillis’s kitchen.


Lillis, weary past belief, came through her door at noon that day, saw Gralf Garn drinking beer in the kitchen while Trudis squirmed in drunken and lubricious pleasure on his lap. Lillis, silent more from exhaustion than prudence, thereupon received Gralf Garn’s greeting: a few rude words, several of them the same word used as noun, adjective, verb, and expletive, and in that single moment of absolute weariness let all resistance go. The inevitable fell into place around her, splitting off determination and hope and mere stubborn will. Her long battle had ended in defeat.


Honorable defeat, she whispered to herself. At least that!


Lillis had known Gralf Garn from birth. He was the only child she had ever delivered who came from the womb with teeth that bit the hand that drew him forth. She knew him far better than Trudis ever would, and she was saddened thereby. Trudis was no longer a girl, and would undoubtedly soon be a Ma. It was no longer worth the battle it would take to get her away. She might save the girl from Hench Valley, but for what? Trudis would make a Hench Valley around her wherever she was.


She left the two of them drinking, and weary though she was, she recollected that she was still considered an attractive woman even after all her childbearing. Accordingly, she shoved a wedge beneath her door. In no other house in Tuckwhip would a wedge have held, but Lillis’s house had been built by Joshua, not merely thrown together. She was already prepared to leave; she needed only to sleep a few hours first. Her few treasures and necessities were already packed, waiting for her in the woods. She would pick them up when she left that night. She further assured her safe departure by dosing Gralf’s bottle when he left it briefly to go outside and relieve himself against the front wall of the house. All the men in Hench Valley did it, marking territory, like dogs. Well, he would have a good nap that would extend into a good night’s sleep. A nice long sleep!


As a final drop of the bitterness Tuckwhip had held for her, she mused on the fact that Trudis and Gralf were undoubtedly well mated. As river stone to river stone, they were mated: each unyielding as stone, each mind shaped as river stone is shaped, worn, rounded, hard, unusable for any constructive purpose, shaped by long, aimless tumbling in careless waters so it would twist beneath your foot and break an ankle for you, only good for throwing, if one wished to hurt or kill. There were piles of such stones here and there throughout the villages. They were pointed out to women. Those were what would be flung at a woman “fer tawkin’ back ’r not havin’ supper ready.” There was less stoning of women now than in the past. One did not destroy what one could not replace, though when drunk, the men sometimes forgot that. Men who lost their temper ended up with no woman at all, and most men in Hench Valley were already in that category.


At about midnight she left Hench Valley by the safe and easy ways she would not have been able to travel with Trudis, arriving very soon thereafter near the House of the Oracles. It was a short walk from there to her home. Though the Oracles saw her in transit, they took no particular notice, which would have surprised Lillis had she known. The persons/creatures/individuals, he, she, it, or they who had thus far actually directed her life, however, noted with deep concern that instead of looking at least fifteen years younger than her years—which she usually did—on this occasion she showed every year plus a few. She was desperately weary and slept for several days without moving.


Back in Tuckwhip, both Trudis and Gralf Garn discovered parts of the Rule that neither of them had considered. Morning came and Gralf Garn woke in a strange bed with Trudis sprawled beside him. There was no Lillis in the house. He searched the area around the house, the byre, the garden, even the privy. It being the Midsummer morning, no one was around to ask if anyone had seen Lillis going somewhere to do some healing. To say Gralf Garn was astonished was to say too much; the man was not capable of astonishment, for he had only two, perhaps three, emotions. There was the pleasant feeling of being drunk. There was the edgy feeling of being hungry or lustful. And there was often the heat of anger.


The worst of it was that when he followed Trudis home, he had not considered that Lillis wouldn’t be there. So far as Gralf had planned—and he had actually planned to meet Trudis that morning—Lillis had been the most important part of the deal. Lillis was needed for several reasons. One of them was that she could cook. There were other important reasons also, one of which he had anticipated forcibly explaining to her, so he actually put down his bottle and decided to hunt her down! Everyone else was sleeping off a drunk, with another two nights of being drunk to look forward to. He had no luck at all in getting anyone to go with him to look for her.


Of his three emotions, anger seemed the most applicable. Trudis was surprised to find herself receiving both the blame for no tea water and the violent chastisement that accompanied it. She went to complain to her mother and was again surprised. Within a few days she had grown accustomed to the reality of constant surprise and constantly being hit for it. That was the way she would live in Hench Valley with Ma Healer gone. Trudis being Trudis, she soon decided being hit was easier than doing anything to prevent it.


Bein’ hit required no effort at all. She soon didn’t even bother to yell, and Gralf soon gave up hittin’ as useless.


LILLIS HAD GROWN UP ON a small farmlike place with an oddly assorted pack of relations and quasi-relations. There was an uncle who spoke several languages, an aunt who had been a surgeon, two people Lillis had thought of as moms, one of whom had actually given birth to her, though Lillis was never certain which of them it was. Both of them knew about animals and farming. There was a man she called Poppa who might have been her father and who had certainly read every book ever written about the history of Earth. There were also several uncles and cousins who knew frighteningly exhaustive information about “onomies” or “ologies” from astro to zoo. All these people came and went; all of them had spent time with Lillis, who had learned to read at age three and had been kept well supplied with books ever since. It had not occurred to Lillis that she was being “managed” in any way, nor did it occur to those who helped in the matter that they were “managing” her. It was simply what people did with young ones.


The Oracles had arrived in the vicinity around the time Lillis was born. No one saw them arrive; they were simply there, occupying a series of well-explored and rather boring caves that had been, seemingly overnight, transformed into living quarters, storage rooms, and vaults. Though the adults in the “family” had always kept their distance from strangers, including these, Lillis had introduced herself to the Oracles during those few unchallenging months between learning to toddle and learning to read. She had been welcomed as a visitor and was welcome to use the multitude of education machines that stood in the front part of the Oracles’ cave. They told her, when she asked who they were, that they were Oracles


She asked if they could answer questions, and was told, “All of them—if we want to.” Since all representations made to her by adults had been accurate in the past, and since the Oracles looked (somewhat vaguely) like adult people, she believed this representation to be accurate also and therefore valued her association with the Oracles. She blamed her own ignorance when those answers were almost never particularly useful. She thought her lack of understanding was attributable to her age. In fact, the Oracles often told her she would understand it better when she was older.


And it was on her way to the House of the Oracles at age seventeen that she had met a man who said he was visiting the Oracles, who said he thought he’d stay for a while, who said his name was Joshua, that she was a really pretty girl, and would she have any idea what disease was bothering his chickens? Discussions concerning the diseases of fowl were followed by discussions about everything under the sun. They became acquainted, and better acquainted, and very well acquainted, and not long afterward he built a very solid house in nearby Hench Valley, invited her to share it, and fathered twin girls upon her.


While all this was going on, he also intimated he had not merely happened to meet her, but had been sent for that purpose. And, she guessed, it was the Oracles who had sent him and the Oracles who summoned him away, along with their child.


A year or so later, it was from the House of the Oracle, she assumed, that the other men came, four all together, counting Joshua. All these men shared certain attributes. She often thought they could have been brothers. One she remembered best for his beautiful voice, not that the others had not had nice voices. One had played the guitar wonderfully, like a master, not that the others couldn’t play well. One could tell stories that kept you waiting eagerly for the next word; well, they all did, really. All of them were full of laughter and pleasure. Nothing about this was a surprise; Lillis had been told by her first consort why they would be coming and leaving, and from everything she had read and knew, it had seemed a worthy reason. Until the last one and the last child: Trudis.


Well, Trudis now had a Pa in the house, and Lillis did not intend to share either the house or her body with the Pa. Relinquishing the problem that was Trudis, Lillis returned home. Home was rather depleted, only three members of her earlier “family” were there, but others arrived. All of them were interesting and most of them were pleasant. There wasn’t much news. This one had moved to Wellsport. That one had gone south down the Big River to see the ocean. A man named Joshua had built himself a house up the hill, and was getting to be quite an acceptable neighbor. Lillis eagerly went to meet him. It was the same Joshua! Or Jeremy? Or Jubal? Strangely, she couldn’t quite remember the little differences that had distinguished them before. He was indeed very acceptable, and they subsequently shared many pleasurable activities from mushroom and herb hunting, to fishing, to exchanging views about the possible future of the world, to playing cards or “cubeys.” This was a kind of spelling game involving ten dice with different sets of letters on the sides. One posited a question, then each player made an answer to that question by throwing the cubeys, then using the ten letters on top—or if one allowed oneself multiple throws, any multiple of ten—to spell an answer. The number of throws was determined in part by the complexity of the question asked.


At that point Lillis believed she had fulfilled every obligation she had incurred, every duty she had sworn. Now she could relax and delight in the simple pleasure of having a close and loving friend.


Though Lillis had never felt comfortable enough with the Oracles to penetrate very far into their “House,” she had always had access to an area just inside the cave complex where various complicated machines were kept; some were food machines that could take any recipe and turn it into a meal. Some were information machines that answered virtually all questions; others would allow one to look at and listen to various places, if one knew the code locations of those places. Lillis learned the location numbers for the villages in Hench Valley, for a town over the mountain called Saltgosh, and for areas beyond that called Artemisia, as well as several other towns near roads where people traveled. One could see who was going where; one could hear what was being discussed. By using the device, she was able to find out what was happening in Tuckwhip or Grief’s Barn or anywhere else in Hench Valley by listening to the women at the well. Whether by foresight or good fortune, each village obtained its cooking and drinking water from its own good well. Men did not go to the wells, and women could speak freely only there, so everything suppressed and buried came boiling out at the wells.


Lillis learned that Gralf had fathered, or “Pa’d” as the locals said, a baby on Trudis as quickly as any twelve-year-old female could manage it—though she was actually not far from thirteen when the baby was born, a girl. This baby lived until she started to crawl, her neighbor reported. She crawled into the creek and drowned. She was too young to have acquired a name. Not quite a year later, Trudis set the second daughter outside in her basket, got to drinking beer with Gralf, ended up in bed, and “fergot ’bout the baby,” so Trudis said at the well. “Basket ’uz bloody. Wild dogs, prob’ly,” said Trudis, dry-eyed, quoting Gralf. “Mebbe bobcat. Mebbe uh owl.”


Many men made a strong town: that was the sum and total of truth. Nobody really wanted the bother of rearing girl babies and no one in Hench Valley planned for a future in which those females might be wanted. Gralf chastised Trudis after each female birth and again after each one died, though not as severely as for having had them in the first place.


After that came four boy babies, two sets of twins. None of them had suffered fates similar to the girl babies because Gralf kept an eye on them, though Trudis did not. Trudis didn’t keep an eye on much—except perhaps Gralf himself. Time went on. After the second set of twins, Trudis did not conceive again. As the boys reached their sixth or seventh year, they joined the pack of boys who lived out in the wild. “Parenting” in Hench Valley consisted of a Pa pointing at a dirty, probably hungry, mostly nude boy and saying, “That-un’s wunna mine.” Lillis believed they recognized their sons by smell. She could not think of any other possible way. The boys took refuge where they could during the winters—often in the tunnels the Hench Valley men had dug into the buried city that lay beneath the valley, often earning their food by helping a Pa extend his “treasure tunnels” farther into the buried city. Eventually, if not killed in a fight, they went off “hunting women” and didn’t return. If anyone had bothered to remember, it had been more than twenty years since any man from Hench Valley had gone off hunting a woman and had actually brought one back.


It seemed Trudis’s childbearing was over. That fall, however, when Slap and Grudge, the second set of Trudis’s boys, were six years old, a predator began killing livestock, including one of the half-dozen cows left in the valley. None of the cows were in milk, the men having inadvertently slaughtered their only bull calf for a barbecue, so amply supplied with beer that the recent death of the only other bull in the valley had been forgotten. When they sobered up enough to become infuriated—fury was always an acceptable substitute for thought in Hench Valley—the men went hunting for the killer, whatever it was.


The killer beast had left very catlike tracks, and the tracks led the Hench Valley men a great distance away, deep into distant woods, beyond twisted ridges. In their absence, a tall, strong, quiet sort of fellow made camp out in the woods at a point equidistant from the towns of Tuckwhip, Bag’s Arm, Gortles, and Grief’s Barn, and thereafter he became familiar to the women—and to Grandma, who watched his amatory adventures as though they had been a play on a stage. But then she had always thought of Tuckwhip as a stage and of herself more as bit-part player than as a resident. The women were quick to notice how clean he was, and how pleasant his manner. They noticed his very pale skin, his white hair, not from age but from birth. There was a sudden onset of bathing in hot springs among the village women, only two of whom—captured as children some thirty years before from among a group of travelers on the road—had ever before met a male who was either clean or pleasant. Several months went by. Shortly before the valley men returned, the stranger departed. There were three reminders he had actually been there: several women had become pregnant; some women so enjoyed being free of the itch that they kept up their habit of bathing and washing their clothes; and there was a young bull in the cowshed at Grief’s Barn. The stranger had brought it, leading it on a leash, like a dog. No one had wondered at that, no one at all. One or two of the women thought fleetingly that the cows could be bred and would come into milk about the time the women would have their children, just in case cow’s milk was needed.


Along with all this, Lillis learned that Trudis, the only woman of childbearing age left in Tuckwhip, was among the pregnant in Hench Valley. In the family home near the House of the Oracles, where Lillis now dwelt in a degree of comfort that almost repaid her years of frustration, Lillis recalled what she had heard of “Silverhairs,” a race said to be preternaturally wise, able to read the future, able to set things in motion to achieve future ends, sometimes generations in advance—able, indeed, to do most if not all of the wonders the Oracles were reputed to achieve. If what was said of them was true, then Trudis’s pregnancy might result in something other than the birth of another Hench Valley stone. Lillis talked with Joshua/Jeremy/Jubal/James about it, saying, “I think I’ll consult the Oracles about it.”


Joshua et al. grinned and said, “Now, Lill, why would you do that?”


“Well, it’s important, maybe. And the Oracles are right here, pretty near here, anyhow. And with them available, wouldn’t one be foolish not to consult them?”


“Well then, love, you go right ahead and consult. Just don’t place much faith in what they have to say.”


He was right. Why should she behave foolishly? Instead, why not simply find out? She decided to go back to Tuckwhip when the baby came. Selfishly, she preferred to return at the latest possible time: when Trudis was already in labor. If the baby turned out to be another stone, she would be able to tell at once and could leave without unpacking. When she reminded herself of Trudis’s propensities, however, she utilized other bits and pieces of the Oracles’ equipment to make a number of surreptitious visits during the pregnancy, enough of them to assure the child would be born without the handicap of a drunken mother. Unaccountably, though temporarily, Trudis lost her insatiable thirst.


NEEDLY WAS ONE OF THE six babies born in Hench Valley that summer, though no one except Grandma seemed to notice them. The babies seemed to slip through the mind like the shadow of trout in a brook: half gone before half glimpsed. Needly—from the moment Grandma finished washing and wrapping her—was tiny and pale, with hair as white as the moon, appearing to be almost silver in good light. Grandma visited every one of the babies: watched their eyes, their gaze, their quiet, and decided that none of them were stone. Not only were they not stone, they were very definitely something far superior. In the light of what knowledge she had about genetics, she found this . . . more than merely puzzling. It contradicted everything she knew about breeding. A metallurgical analogy would be to melt equal parts of gold and lead together and pour the mixture out as pure gold. It couldn’t happen!


Or it could if an ovary could be induced to produce one golden egg out of ten thousand lead ones. Perhaps by chance. Or the impossibly favorable result of cosmic rays. Or if someone transplanted an already properly fertilized egg into the woman at the appropriate time.


Once she had decided it was remotely possible, Lillis gave up thinking about it.


It had been considered lucky to have “the Healer” provide a secret name for a baby, as she was one of the handful of residents who could read. So Lillis played cubeys to get baby names for the new mothers. The other two girls were named Clethra (discarding a Z, a Q, and an X) and Acrea (discarding two Us, two Ws and another R). Cubeys provided the boys with the names Brian and Galan and Victor. Like Needly, their hair was silvery, like spun metal. The people of Hench Valley glanced across Silverhair babies and, except for their mothers, forgot what they had seen. Needly had two half sisters and three half brothers, and every one of them survived: two in Gortles, two in Grief’s Barn, one in Bag’s Arm, Needly herself in Tuckwhip.


Lillis had left Hench Valley wearing Healer Ma’s shoes. Healer Grandma Lillis returned to Tuckwhip wearing those same shoes. The only way she could guard this child was by living there or taking her away, and—yet again!—everything about the child spoke of a predestined life in which it would be unwise to interfere too greatly. Joshua thought it would be dangerous for the child and for Lillis if he came within reach of Gralf, and Grandma concurred, suggesting that Joshua take a short vacation, look up some old friends. She thought she wouldn’t be staying long. Just long enough to find out what was going on, then maybe she’d leave and take the little one . . . ones with her.


She visited the other mothers just as a Healer Grandma would do, checking them out, seeing if they were healthy. Grandma Lillis decided that as soon as they were weaned she would take them away. All of them were alike: healthy, vigorous, and they cried seldom if ever. They looked at the world out of wide, knowing eyes.


And they disappeared. As they got to early weaning age, they disappeared, one at a time. Only Grandma Lillis realized this, and she nodded to herself: so these babies were intended for something specific, and someone had come for them! When they disappeared, the mothers of the babies behaved oddly for a few days, walking around, peering behind things, as though trying to find something that was lost without knowing what it was. Sometimes each would take a gold coin from a pocket and fondle it, wonderingly. The little ones had not been sold or killed; gold had been left behind to pay for what . . .? The womb? The breast? Certainly no one had ever abused the infants, not by word or action. No one had abused the women who had borne the children either, which was most surprising! No one took the gold away from the mothers either, which was truly astonishing! The third boy was only a little under a year old when he, too, was gone. All gone, except for Needly!


Unfortunately, when the others had gone, so had the protective immunity that infancy had provided. Gralf had begun to notice the baby. Lillis, who was now a Grandma, managed to keep the infant out of his way while she waited for someone to come and collect the little girl. Her wait was a troubled one, as she half hoped someone would come soon, before the child fell to harm, half longed that no one would take her. Lillis had a great store of thwarted mother love saved up, and she had come to love Needly dearly. She had loved all her own but had given them up as she had been told, had presumed, had accepted that destiny required her to do so. This one, she rebelliously decided, would be taken over her dead body! She even threw a few tantrums with those . . . Oracles, asking them to find out what in . . . was going on?


The Oracles reacted to tantrums as they did to anything suggesting criticism. They disappeared. They were simply not there when one went looking for them. If eventually discovered and confronted, the Oracles were oracular, meaning allusive rather than definitive, indicative rather than directional, and always refusing to clarify until the matter in question culminated, at which time they invariably said, “Well, that’s more or less what we meant.” With Lillis occupied full-time down in Tuckwhip waiting for Needly to disappear, Joshua did disappear. Lillis had a crying fit over this, before deciding that she had deserted him, and in all honesty, she would have done the same if he had deserted her. When the second year passed, and the third, Lillis decided Needly’s continued presence could mean only that she, Lillis, was considered to be an adequate custodian or keeper or guardian. This both pleased and annoyed her. Someone could have told her! It would have been polite! She could have told Joshua, and she could have taken the child to their home. If he had consented. Probably.


The child, though remaining as pallid as those strange growths sometimes seen in cellars, thrived and grew and no one . . . nothing ever informed Lillis, now Grandma, whether she really was the proper guardian or whether Needly had just been overlooked. Was Needly different in some way? Was she, Lillis, supposed to do something about Needly, or was something else supposed to happen? Fearing any attention paid to the child, Lillis did what all mothers in Hench Valley did for their daughters: she uglified the child so that nobody would look at her covetously. Even as she rubbed soot on the child’s skin and made her hair look like a rat’s nest with a carefully contrived horsehair wig, Lillis kept exploring, looking around herself for clues, going off into the woods and speaking into the silence of the trees, asking!


Once, only once, she went all the way to the Listener and asked it, not really expecting and not receiving any answer.


She wanted badly to take the child away but was fearful of upsetting some larger purpose. She had learned many things from her real family . . . the one she had supposedly been born into. She had learned that there were larger purposes in the universe than those readily apprehended by human beings, and though it would be egocentric to believe one was, necessarily, part of any such predestined thing, if one truly thought one was involved, then it might be wisest to go along with it.


Lillis did believe it: she thought she might be caught up in such a purpose. She was, nonetheless, annoyed. If something was supposed to happen, someone or something ought to be kind enough to give her a set of directions!


No one did. She struggled with her annoyance—sometimes outright rage—and kept the matter to herself as much as she could. Rage was wearying. It wore itself into tatters and the pieces eventually blew away. It was entirely possible she was already doing precisely what they, whoever they were, wanted her to do, and until something else was required, she would simply go on doing whatever it was she was doing. She had dealt with the Gralf-being-the-Pa-in-the-house problem early on by saying she had a disease, and if any man bothered her, his parts would fall off. Gralf believed her. Gralf told every other Pa, and they too believed. Also, Gralf was neither as young nor as insatiable as he had been at one time.


As Needly grew, Grandma taught her everything she could about healing, herbs, the nature of plants and how to distill them into useful, portable substances. She taught her about beasts and their treatment as well. She took the child, from the age of five, with her when babies were delivered and had her assist in the process, borrowing newborns now and then so that Needly could feel them. “See, that’s the head. Feel it. Imagine it all slimy, but under the sliminess, that’s the way it feels. That’s the little arm, feel it, and the leg. See, if it’s turned wrong in the womb, you might have to grab this and pull, so. Understand?”


Neely did understand. Her strong little arms and tiny hands proved extremely useful in several difficult births in the other towns in the valley! Lillis taught her how to clean wounds and treat them. She taught Needly to look carefully at the difference between what a person says and what that person actually does—putting this in context of “other places.” In Hench Valley there were no differences between vile words and vile actions. And she went on waiting for a sign. The only thing about Needly she felt at all strange about was that when Needly was told something important, real, and meaningful, she always nodded, as though checking an item off a list of things she either already knew or had been expected to learn.


Lillis had been wearing healer shoes when she had left Hench Valley; Healer Grandma had returned to Hench Valley in that same pair of shoes. And though Needly was certainly odd enough to warrant stoning, for the Healer Grandma’s sake, Needly had been let strictly alone.


As did any girl in Hench Valley, strange-looking or not, Needly grew up to live what the men called “a good life fer a wummin.” Up early in the morning to fetch water from the well, and it not even an hour away, she had a nice stroll in the morning! The yoke across the shoulders was a burden, true, so the men said, females who grew up to the yoke grew strong under the burden! Besides, they weren’t expected to carry full buckets until they were maybe six or even seven! And once the water was fetched, there was only the stock to be seen to—little of it though there was—and the byre to be shoveled and the house swept and the day’s grain to be ground in the hand mill and the meals to cook and the garden weeded as the Great Fathers had intended. It was all good, healthful exercise for the strengthening, training of young females. Constant chastisement reinforced all three.


It was each girl’s own Ma who broke the girl into hauling water and digging gardens, thus building up helpful calluses on shoulders, hands, feet. It was a girl’s own Ma who uglified her by rubbing manure in her hair and mud and soot on her face, thus making her even fouler to see and worse to smell than the usual Hench Valley person. Girls were kept salable until puberty by making them as undesirable as possible. Repeated chastisement by a girl’s Pa and her brothers kept her in line. Slap and Grudge tried chastising Needly only once. Grandma had heard their whispering and had been poised to intervene when the unexpected happened. Slap raised a stick. There was a loud noise. Still holding the stick he had intended to hit Needly with, Slap lay in a corner, black-and-blue in the face and upper body. Across the room from him, Grudge nursed a broken arm. Even after Slap and Grudge were healed, no one touched Needly. It was almost as though someone had dropped a veil of invisibility over her.


If and when girls were de-uglified to be sold or mated, most of them stayed alive for quite some time, just as Trudis had. Men didn’t spend that kind of money on somebody who’d be around only a year or so, unless they were like Old Digger, and Old Digger bought really young ones, sometimes as young as eight or nine years old, and kept them only three or four years. Never past their womanlies, though. Once they started to get breasts, Digger was finished with them. They disappeared and he’d go back to digging salvage or gold out of the buried cities until he had enough to buy another one.


Gralf liked to annoy Grandma by talking of selling Needly to Old Digger. If he sold her to anyone else, he’d have to pay taxes when the king’s tax-hogs came by Hench Valley, the far east edge of what the King of Ghastain considered his own lands, but nobody’d know he’d sold her because Digger didn’t keep them long. There’d be no taxes on a girl who just disappeared. “There’s no taxes owing on girls who just run off, and that’s what I’ll say she did, run off.” Gralf considered himself clever, and he bragged drunkenly to Grandma about his plan to sell Needly and fool the tax-hogs.


“Who’s going to fetch the water then?” Grandma asked the air in her casual murmur, speaking the garbled, half-swallowed tongue Hench Valley people spoke rather than the speech she had taught Needly to use when they were alone. “Needly goes, I’m gettin’ too old to do much. Alla’ yer boys but Slap and Grudge’re gone. Y’think they’ll decide to help? Y’think Trudis gonna stir ’rself allofa sudden? Wonder who’ll feed the stock and hoe the garden?”


The mutter was mere misdirection. Grandma had spurred the first and second of Gralf’s sons into departure with stories of cities and women and drink. Slap and Grudge would follow very soon. As for Grandma herself, she had no intention of being anywhere in Hench Valley once Needly was out of it, and the minute Gralf started talking about Digger, she knew it was time for Needly to go. If some purpose was to have been served by Needly’s being here, in this place, that purpose had had plenty of time to declare itself. Grandma said this quite frequently and loudly! She was letting THEM, the Planners, know. Whoever THEY were.


Yes, Grandma decided. The purpose had either been met or canceled, and Grandma intended to be gone in the dark hours, taking the child with her. Dull-witted as he was, Gralf half suspected that’s what would happen. Grandma had gone away before, she’d likely do it again. He could kill the old lady, of course, but that wouldn’t get the water brought either. Besides, some said she was a witch, and killing old witch ladies was jitchus, real jitchus.


When he considered selling Needly, Gralf hadn’t thought about who’d do the work. Trudis didn’t turn her hand to anything. Couldn’t cook worth spit. Couldn’t fetch water without spilling most of it. Couldn’t fork out hay without catching a pitchfork tine into the hide of the cow or milk goat she was supposed to be feeding! Hellfires, he had to put his own water in the kettle on the back of the stove at night to be sure he had tea water hot in the morning! Had to do it his-own-self! Well, he made damn sure there was only enough water for him. Trudis wants hot water, she c’n make her own fire, fill her own kettle! Far’s he c’d figure there was only one thing Trudis did do fairly well, fairly often. He enjoyed it some, but—though he was incapable of expressing it in those terms—surfeit had been sure death to appetite.


Though Lillis well knew Gralf and the way his mind worked, he had one idea so ridiculous that she had never suspected it for a moment. On that long-ago Midsummer Day when Gralf came home with Lillis’s daughter, one of his reasons, not the least one, had concerned Lillis herself more than it had her daughter. Lillis was known to be a midwife, a healer, she knew herbs; the people she helped probably paid her something for doing it. Certainly no Hench Valley man did anything for anyone without being paid. So, Gralf figured, since she was making all those pennies with the herbs and the healing and the midwife thing, those pennies could just as well add up in his pocket as in hers. A house always belonged to the eldest woman in it, which had never seemed right to Gralf, but that house was the man’s to rule! If he ruled, then nothing said he couldn’t take whatever pennies she got. Those theoretical pennies—in theoretically improbable aggregate—had figured large in Gralf’s decision to accept the utterly inedible cake Trudis offered him before he followed her home.


Gralf had fully intended to get rid of Needly by selling her, but no boy with any pride would do girl’s work, and if Needly was gone, Grandma likely wouldn’t stay. So there’d be three men in the house and nobody to do for them but Trudis, and she wouldn’t!


Unless! Unless he could buy a girl for Grudge or Slap, and that brought him back to Grandma Healer’s pennies. Grandma, now she was back, would still be doing what she used to do, and he could probably lay hands on what people paid her, so he’d let her get into the habit of doin’ it all again. Though Grandma could read what passed for thought in Gralf’s mind as though it were printed on his forehead, the last thing she would have suspected to find there was money that she, Lillis, was supposed to have. Until, that is, one day when the pennies loomed so large in Gralf’s mind that he told her he’d be taking what she was paid in future.


She could not keep the laughter inside her. So that’s what the fool had been thinking of. “Well, Gralf,” she said. “You’re welcome to everything I get, but you’ll have to come along with me each time to get it. The most I get from anybody is a mug of tea, and some days I almost drown in it! But I can’t carry it home; you’ll have to be right there to get any.”


Grandma said Gralf never let Trudis have any money. Why would he think any other man would let a woman have money to pay for a healer? Gralf heard her say it. He went around hitting things for several frustrated days. He would have preferred to hit the old woman, but there was that jitchus thing! Kill an old woman who might be a witch, and it’d jitchus!


Needly herself remained blessedly ignorant of either Gralf or Grandma’s thoughts. Thus far she was merely wary, as all Hench Valley females were when any of the men, including any supposed father, was involved.


Those were Grandma’s words. Supposed father. When Needly had been about nine, she had considered those words. What, after all, Needly puzzled, did she know about Grandma? Only what Grandma had told her. Grandma’s name had been Lillis; Lillis had birthed twin daughters, then four other children, then Trudis in this house. All but Trudis had been taken away while they were quite young.


Lillis had been told originally that they would all live well, elsewhere. Far elsewhere. Lillis had been told the several fathers of those children had been selected for Lillis by people from elsewhere: selected because children from those couplings would be born with certain attributes that fit long-planned purposes of those people. Lillis was told those people did not and never had lived in or near Tuckwhip, but those people had made sure each time that the right man would visit Lillis in her house and stay with her for long enough, however long that needed to be. Those people were not, Lillis reasoned, the same as those who lived in the House of the Oracles. Both, she assumed, might have contributed to her life and future, but the two groups were quite separate, though they might be aware of one another. She thought. Perhaps.


Whenever she told Needly things she thought Needly might at some time need to know, Grandma was careful to identify guesses and possibilities as just that. She never said definitely that she knew who was responsible for what. Needly, in fact, made no more sense of it than Grandma had.


More pertinently, she knew Grandma had purposefully learned herb lore and midwifery and healing because these would be useful skills in places like Hench Valley. Needly also realized that whoever had made the plans, whoever had sponsored the roll of the genetic dice, that individual had come up good for the three sons and three daughters who had departed as children.


“But they didn’t stay with you, Grandma!” Needly had cried. “It makes me unhappy! I want someone to explain things. I really do!”


The woman had given her a long, measuring look, put the kettle on, made a pot of tea, and placed two cups on the table. She couldn’t explain. She could tell the child only what she herself had wondered over.


“Needly, one of the men who lived in our family house for a time told me our world is very sick. He said lots of people know this, though there are even more people who deny it. I’m told that several groups of thoughtful people have looked into the future—using every tool they had, thinking machines, gatherings of the wise, reading of history—trying to come up with a way of straightening things out. They all agreed, finally, that mankind simply has not evolved far enough from the ape. Mankind still has parts of his brain that are monkey-brain. It isn’t their fault, they don’t choose to think like monkeys, it’s the only way they can think. They need immediate gratification. They aren’t able to look ahead, to consider the consequences of their own actions. It’s like an inherited disease—no, more a condition. Monkey-brain condition.”


She saw puzzlement in the child’s face. “We don’t have monkeys in this part of the world, Needly, but I’ve told you about them. Let’s pretend, like we did when you were little. Let’s pretend you’re a monkey. Let’s say you and your monkey husband somehow get blown by a storm onto a little island where there’s nothing to eat except delicious fruit from one tree that bears fruit all the year around. Even the seeds of the fruit are delicious. Are you going to eat the fruit?”


Needly nodded. “’F I was hungry, I would. We all would.”


“Yes. A monkey wouldn’t look at the fact there’s just that one tree. A monkey wouldn’t think, ‘Hey, wait, maybe we’d better plant some of these seeds.’ A monkey would just eat the fruit as it gets ripe, year-around: him and his mate and their child. They chew and swallow the seeds and shit on the ground around the tree. And the next year there’d be another child. And the year after that another child. The children would mate and have other children. And the family would get bigger and bigger. And the fruit wouldn’t quite fill them up, so they’d fight over it and some of them might be killed or hurt. And eventually there’s so much poop around the tree that it burns the roots and the tree dies. That was the only tree, so the monkeys die as well. Monkeys don’t know how to stop having babies. Monkeys don’t know how to plant trees. Monkeys just know how to be monkeys: greedy, heedless monkeys. They have monkey-brain.


“Humans evolved from creatures very much like monkeys, and they brag about their children. Even here, notice? Look out there at that Pa, strutting on the road, pointing out this little one, that little one, ‘That one’s mine,’ ‘Those two’re mine,’ ‘All these’re mine!’ The children are skinny little things that are always hungry; sometimes they have runny eyes and sores, but the men don’t care. It isn’t the children they’re proud of. It’s the willy-wagging they’re doing. Those men are willy-waggers. ‘Oh, look how my willy waggles to make little ones, looky at me!’ And when the tree dies, they’ll starve to death on whatever island they’re on. They have monkey-brain.


“People are still evolving, you know. At first there wasn’t much difference between the smartest ones and the stupidest ones. But gradually, over the millennia, the difference between the most intelligent ones and the least intelligent ones has grown wider and wider. Why do you suppose?”


Needly’s mouth puckered, and the skin between her eyes. “Because . . . because, Grandma, when smart women have a choice about it, they’d rather have smart men as fathers for their children, wouldn’t they? It’s kind of . . .”


“Selective. Right. Women would rather. Men . . . not so much. They’re usually thinking about breasts more than they are of brains. But, very gradually, over the centuries, the distance between the smartest and the dumbest has grown. It’s not a huge difference, but it’s a critical difference. It means some people have developed a part of their brain that others haven’t. They aren’t the majority, mind you. The people with monkey-brain are in the majority . . .”


“Why? Why are they?”


“What did I tell you about monkeys? They don’t know how to plant trees, and they don’t know how to—”


“Stop having babies.”


“Right. Not every one, or each one, but in the aggregate, they have more than can be provided for. More than our island planet Earth can provide for. But because there are always more monkey-brains than there are the other kind, no one could do anything about it. The ones with the monkey-brain fished the seas empty. They polluted the oceans. They strutted their children. And whenever someone pointed out what they were doing, the people with monkey-brain said, ‘There’s plenty of empty space.’ Or, ‘Science will think of some new kind of crop,’ or ‘We’ll farm the oceans.’ Remember, monkey-brains aren’t very smart. They don’t realize that all the empty space is ice or desert or rock. They don’t realize that there’d be no water to irrigate that new crop because they’d already used up the millions of years’ worth of deep water in the underground aquifers. They didn’t see that they’d already polluted the oceans with filth, and chemicals and deadly nuclear trash.”


“Didn’t anybody tell them?”


“Of course! But you can’t tell a monkey-brain willy-wagger anything. It’d be like a dog howling at the moon. The moon doesn’t care. And the monkey-brain willy-waggers . . . I need a shorter word for that!”


“‘Mobwow,’” cried Needly. “Call them Mobwows, Grandma. It’s monkey-brain willy-wagger with an oh-oh in the middle. It’ll work for women, too. Monkey-brain womb-wallowers.”


Grandma started to harrumph, then laughed so hard she had to wipe her eyes. “Well, If anyone tries to tell a . . . Mobwow anything, the Mobwow says, ‘Oh, that’s a lie the other side puts out.’ The other side, mind you, is anyone who disagrees with them, that includes anyone who says population should be limited, anyone who says anything except ‘Wag your willy and use this world up.’


“Do you know that some religions used to say not having too many children was a sin! Willy-wagging without having babies was a sin. The myth instead of the reality. Oh, shame.”


“Weren’t they scared of what was going to happen when they ran out of room and food and clean water . . .?”


“No. They either didn’t believe it or they figured it wasn’t going to happen in their lifetime, so they didn’t care. Finally, back before the Big Kill, when the earth was actually dying, some very intelligent beings got together to try and find a solution. And they found there were actually two distinguishable races of humans. Not different colors or different languages or anything like that, but two distinguishable types. One kind had evolved a brain part that the other kind of people did not have. If you’re born with that part, you don’t have monkey-brain. My family calls it the ‘if-then’ part.


“Up until mankind, creatures didn’t need an if-then part. That’s the part that says, ‘If we add one more human being to our tribe, then we’ll have to find a new cave.’ Or maybe, ‘If this grain is growing clear here where I spilled that little bit, then maybe if I put a lot more in the ground near the cave, it will grow there, too.’ Animals didn’t need the if-then part because nature creates its own balance. IF there are too many rabbits, THEN the coyote population will increase to reduce the number of rabbits. Things will come into balance.


“But that doesn’t work for the Mobwows. If there had been just the one race, the Mobwows, they’d have been wiped out, or at least there’d be many fewer of them. But nature was never allowed to balance monkey-brain people. The other race of people, the smarter ones, always found a way to survive, and the monkey-brain people always rode piggyback on top of the sensible ones. One can’t tell them apart, just looking.”


“Couldn’t anybody teach the monkey-brains?”


“No, child. Whenever someone tried to teach them the ‘if-then,’ they smothered it with myths. One of their favorite myths was ‘This earth doesn’t matter. We won’t really die. We’ll just leave this world and be taken away to another world in heaven where everything is perfect and we’ll live there forever.’”


Needly was thoughtful for a long moment. “I suppose if you believe that, you can be totally selfish, can’t you. It wouldn’t matter what you did to other people or your world. You could just go ahead and ruin your world.”


“You can ruin. You can kill. You can pollute. You chop your way through the world, taking, burning, and destroying, without feeling any responsibility at all. None for your descendants, none for the earth. You can father twenty children, and if they starve to death, don’t worry, they’ll all live forever somewhere else. There’s always enough well-to-do ones whose children are healthy and well fed to hold up as golden examples of Mobwowism. And every single one of those stories that they tell was started by a monkey-brain person who believed in willy-wagging as a way of life. You see, some of those people have only men to teach their religion—a religion is a collection of myths, different ones for different people. So if they have only men as religious teachers, they never get any other viewpoint at all.”


“Religion?”


“One of my family members told me once there are over a thousand different sets of myths on this planet of ours, a thousand different ones with a religion following each set and people following each religion. Remember your litany. Some people are evidence-driven, some people are myth-driven. Mobwows are always myth-driven.”


“You mean like herd smell? And hive noise? Recognition rites.”


“That’s partly what I mean, yes.”


“You must have had a interesting family, Grandma.”


“I suppose so. When I was very young I had a mother and a father and a grandmother. I had at least one sister and I think two brothers, full or half. It sounds disorganized, but you know, there were always good, caring people around me. The children in the family were always clean, well clad, well fed. I don’t know who bought the food, or who had built the house, but there was always plenty of food and firewood, and the roof didn’t leak, and I had warm blankets on my bed. No fleas. No hunger. Never any abuse, though I remember some very severe talkings-to, with me the one talked at. I don’t remember grieving when any one of them went away for a while, but I do remember being glad when they came back. I don’t remember feeling deprived or orphaned. The people were most always interesting and spent quite a bit of time with me; many of them brought books into the house that I read. Including some monkey-brain ones, as a warning.”


“Is monkey-brain catching?”


“The groups that teach Mobwow try to infect as many people as possible. Some people are immune. My uncle Gren—he may have been a real full uncle, brother to my maybe mother—had a friend Holger who paid us a long visit when I was growing up. Holger called himself a ‘half-assed philosopher.’ I think that just meant he didn’t have a license to philosophize. In times long past you had to have a license to call yourself anything fancy—some kind of document or letters after your name, maybe. I just remember Holger was the one who first told me about monkey-brains and about some people being immune to monkey-brain disease because they have bah-oh. I asked him what ‘bah-oh’ meant, and he said the word means ‘thread.’ I didn’t understand that, so he took hold of my sleeve and he said, ‘This is made of threads. What is it?’ And I said, ‘It’s cloth, fabric.’ And he said, ‘Having bah-oh means knowing your threadness.’ He wouldn’t explain it. He told me to figure it out, so I’ll tell you to do the same thing. Now there’s a puzzle for you.”


“Do you suppose maybe we could be part of something like a breeding program?” whispered Needly, who was fully aware of the mystery surrounding her own birth.


“Oh, I’ve always wondered that, wondered about it for both of us, Needly. I’m almost positive I was. That’s the only explanation. You’re not part of a plan I know anything about, but I’m sure you’re part of something interesting and important. There’s more to the world than Hench Valley. Things happen in places we don’t know about. There may be many people working on the Mobwow problem and the solution might include you and your half sisters and brothers. I hope . . . I thought at one time that my children might be part of something like that, too, though I may have been lied to about that. Or I was just lying to myself, making myself feel better about things.”


“Hench Valley doesn’t seem to be the right sort of place for anything like that to happen . . . you know. It’s such an awful place to—”


“Oh, Needly, I’ve asked myself that question! If Hench Valley is really being used for some kind of project like that, the only reason I can think of is because it’s such an awful place. It would not surprise me to learn that Hench Valley is widely known as an awful place and has been carefully dropped into the vocabulary and consciousness of people everywhere.”


Needly giggled, something she did not do often and never within the hearing of a Pa. “I can hear mothers telling their children, ‘Wipe your shoes! Were you reared in Hench Valley?’”


“Exactly! It would be impossible for anyone from Hench Valley to have the brains to be involved in anything intellectual or demanding.”


Needly murmured, “So . . . it would be like a . . . source disguise. So nobody knows what tree we’ve really been grown on. What seeds we carry . . .”


Lillis felt tears come into her eyes. “My children could do nothing useful here, child, no one can be useful here, but being from here might be a useful part of their story. If that’s what the mysterious they are doing—which may only be a vain hope on my part—if they were, though, people coming from a place like this would never be suspected of being part of anything sensible.”


“What do you think it is?”


“Oh, Needly, when I’m wildly dreaming, I hope they’re propagating a virus that will kill all the monkey-brain cells in people’s heads. Gren and Holger said it was a brain pattern, a thought pattern. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if it were just a neat little cluster of cells that could be targeted and killed without hurting people otherwise? Of course, it might be easier to disrupt a pattern.” She stared wistfully into the distance, slowly shaking her head. “I can’t pretend that’s true, though. That’s what we need, a pattern disrupter!”


“Maybe someone will invent one.”


“Oh, we’ll hope they do. And we’ll hope they keep it secret. Because people with monkey-brain don’t want their brains changed; they’re happy with their do-whatever-you-want-to-and-then-live-forever myths. You and I can pretend it can be cured, we can dream about it being cured, we can imagine a world that doesn’t have it, but we shouldn’t talk about it to other people, because most of the world is in love with the disease.”


ONE DAY, SOME MONTHS AFTER her birthday journey to see the Listener, Needly saw the sunrise creature again, the mother one, on a cliff top closer to the valley than the one near the Listener. She ran at once to tell Grandma the creature had returned. Gralf was gone and Trudis was curled up in bed with most of a gallon of recently brewed beer. Grandma decided the child’s sighting the creature might be a hint as to what was intended. Perhaps they should, lacking any other directive, go to the bottom of the cliff where the Griffin roosted. The place was some distance away and had no village near it, but she took Needly with her, for the child was not safe left behind. She told herself she was looking for a certain root that she’d been unable to find any closer than a little canyon east and two steep ridges over. It would do as a reason for their journey, if she were asked.


She so convinced herself of that reason that two days later, when they actually came upon the plant she had supposedly sought, right there in front of them in the middle of the path they were on, she stopped utterly still in surprise—not at the seed head, ripe at the top of the stem, or the rosette of hand-shaped, furry leaves, like a cluster of tiny knitted mittens, that told her the root was there below, but at the other plant growing next to it. It was one she had been told of in whispered words, had seen its effects demonstrated, had copied a hand-drawn picture of, and had herself prepared from dried samples, but she had never seen it growing. She was also astonished at the things that lay atop the two growths, like shards broken from the sun. On the fuzzy mittens lay a Griffin tear, a multifaceted crystal tear as big as a pigeon egg, with sunrise colors all through it. On the other lay a bronze neck feather as long as her little finger, glowing as though from the forge.


“Is this a plant?” whispered Needly, staring at the second growth as she picked up the feather. “It looks like a rock, like a bunch of rocks.”


As indeed it did: a paving cluster of small, smooth stones, each seeming pebble a straight-sided irregular polygon from being pushed tightly against its fellows. They could have been stones except that they had roots binding them to the soil. This plant, too, had a ripe seed head nodding above it. The feather lying upon it smelled of spice and sweetness and glory, but also of pain and loss. Needly held the crystal tear and the bronze feather while Grandma carefully planted both sets of ripe seeds along the path where the parent plants had grown, while she dug parts of the two roots with the little folding spade she had carried—the stone plant roots went very deep—wrapping each plant carefully, separately, so they would touch nothing else. There was enough coincidence and contrivance about the whole episode that she supposed she had been given the sign she’d been waiting for, and therefore, she would probably be able to determine what it all meant: the Griffins, the Listener, the two plants, the tear, the feather, all of them meant something, and maybe, oh, maybe she was part it. Even though she had Needly, the loneliness ate at her too much of the time.


Once they were home, Needly helped her find a nicer bit of wrapping to put around the crystal tear and the feather and tucked them away with the others, the ones they had found on her birthday morning. It was a good hiding place, where Trudis, Gralf, Slap, or Grudge could not find them. It had been during their search for a very good hiding place that Grandma and Needly had discovered Gralf’s hoard. They had looked at it, counted it, and been amazed by it. It must have been accumulated over several generations. They left it as they had found it. Grandma had even dropped spiders on top of it to renew the webs they had disturbed. She had selected black widow spiders for the purpose, as the hoard was in the kind of place that particular spider preferred.


Grandma searched out two of the little bottles men sometimes brought her from their diggings in the buried city. She paid a dozen cookies per bottle. Keeping cookie ingredients took some doing, but she managed. If the bottle was of colored glass, she added another half-dozen cookies. Colored bottles were easier to tell apart.


So now she took two of the buried-city bottles, one blue, one green, and she boiled them for a long time. She waited until Gralf and Trudis were asleep that night before preparing the roots she’d found. She bottled the two syrups that resulted, being very careful not to let the stone medicine touch her skin and washing every trace of it from the utensils she had used, pouring the wash water in a certain place where nothing was growing. Needly watched the process, Grandma making sure she wasn’t too sleepy to remember. These particular concoctions stayed potent for years, some said for centuries, so they would be ready if something of their kind were needed, which undoubtedly would happen. Why else, Grandma murmured, had she been led to them?


Later, she told Needly, “If you vanish, child, be sure to take my medicine bag with you. The new syrups are in there. Remember, the furry, hand-shaped leaves, that ones in the green bottle. That’s the antidote for the stuff in the blue bottle, the stone medicine.”


“What’s the stone medicine for, again?”


“If . . . if it should happen someone is hurt bad, so bad you can do nothing to help, you can put a drop or two of that upon his tongue, or over his heart, and he will become as stone. And that stone will keep him as he is, alive, maybe forever, until someone comes who can fix him so you can give him the antidote and he can go on living. The little dark green bottle has the antidote. Not a lot because I found only that one plant and you saw I took only part of it.”


“Not to be a monkey-brain and eat it all. You planted the seed.”


“Exactly. So, you memorize the plant, and if you see it, you dig only some of it! And if it’s in seed, you plant them and you remember where. The drawing of the plant is in the notebook, along with the way you make the antidote. They’re unique, those two plants. I don’t know of anything that looks anything like them. Keep your eyes open for them. They’re rare, but the root dries well, so you can keep the dried roots and make the antidote later. If you vanish, be sure to take them with you.”


“I’ll remember,” said Needly. “But I’m not planning on vanishing, Grandma!”


Grandma turned on her, taking her by the shoulder, shaking her firmly. “Now you listen to me, Needly. Listen hard, remember well. If the time comes that life gives no choice you’d choose to put your hand on, not a one, don’t you lie to yourself and say maybe it won’t be so bad, or maybe you can bear it or survive it or anything of that sort . . .”


Needly was both startled and puzzled. “Like what, Grandma?”


The old woman lowered her voice. “Like Gralf telling you he’s sold you to Old Man Digger, or, more likely, you overhear him tell someone else, Trudis, maybe. No girl has survived to reach womanhood once she was sold to Old Digger. And don’t believe for a moment that Gralf would be ashamed to do that to a daughter, because Pas do it all the time in Hench Valley, and Gralf has no shame, none!”


Needly was too smart to cry out or say anything stupid like “You don’t mean?” or “That’s just a story,” because when Grandma said things in that particular tone of voice, she was telling the absolute truth. “Why would Digger kill them so fast, Grandma? Doesn’t he want children?”


Grandma bit her lip, shook her head, finally nodded to herself. “No real reason not to tell you, child, ’cept it’s so ugly. Long years ago Digger had a woman, and she bore him a child. She was a big woman, very big, but it was a huge boy baby, biggest newborn I ever saw. The baby grew fast. Boys here in the valley do grow up dreadfully fast—more like animals with short life-spans than humans with decades . . .” She stopped, suddenly thoughtful: Hench Valley men have shorter life-spans than most men! Well. That’s interesting. Now someone should look into that. She shook her head and went on, “In any case, when the boy was twelve, he was nearly as big as Digger. When he was fifteen, he was bigger than Digger. The boy got mad at Digger, took a hayfork to him, nearly killed him before Digger found an ax near to hand.


“Digger swore he’d never let another child be born to a woman of his. So, whenever he buys a woman, Digger buys a little girl just maybe big enough to get some pleasure out of without any chance they’ll get pregnant. Once they’re old enough to be pregnant, they vanish. I suppose if one dug up the floor of Digger’s barn, one would find what was left of them.”


Needly swallowed and breathed hard a time or two. “Well then, you said Gralf knows that. Why would Gralf sell me to Digger?”


Grandma gave her a look. “Needly, you know very well why, but you want me to confirm it. Your senses tell you Gralf has no moral values whatsoever, your brain tells you he’ll do anything for gold, but you can’t quite believe your own intelligence. What have we just been talking about with the Mobwows? Making up nice stories instead of accepting uncomfortable reality? Living a myth-driven life?”


Needly flushed. It was true.


“Have you ever known Gralf to look past gold? Has he ever held on to anything that can be sold? You saw his hoard!”


Needly shook her head.


Grandma’s voice softened. “His father was the same. Gralf had two brothers, they were the same, they had sons, and they are the same. They will give nothing for love or care! Nothing for comfort or beauty! But they will sell anything for gold. For hoarding! Not to spend, mind you. To have. Just to have. Like a dragon’s hoard! All of them the same.”


“They don’t spend any?”


“You saw the hoard when we found it, Needly. It had cobwebs and dust on it. Nobody spends it. They trade things they find that a trader will buy. The main trader up there at the pass, he’s called the Gold King. Always pays in gold. The men, they spend silver, but they hoard gold.”


“Why do they have hoards?”


“Well, next time I meet a dragon, I’ll be sure to ask her. Or him.”


Needly grinned. Then she sighed. “I don’t understand my Pa.”


“Needly, you know full well he is not your Pa.”


Since the child seemed accepting of this idea, Grandma went on: “All the menfolk went away for a hunt a number of years ago, and there was a stranger man around. I think he’s your real . . . I don’t want to say Pa. Any man who can willy-wag is called Pa around here, and every jack-rabbit can breed, so the title’s meaningless. One of my uncles told me of a place north of Wellsport where they raise fine horses. When time comes to breed the mares, they’re bred to the finest stallion they have, because his get will be better than others. Better for the mare, too, so she can take pride!”


“Mares take pride? Grandma!”


“My uncle swore to me they do! And the man who came to live here the summer you were conceived, he was like that fine stallion. That man was a chosen sire, one you’d be proud to claim descent from. He was like the fathers of my children, maybe even more so. If you hadn’t been born, I’d have stayed where I went when Gralf first came into this house, but you were different. So I came back to keep you safe.”


“Why didn’t you just take me with you, Grandma? Hmm?”


Grandma frowned at her boots, shook her head. “I don’t know, and that troubles me. I grew up believing my life had a purpose. I was told so, several times, and though I don’t know where the idea came from, I believed it. The things that have happened to me, the children I’ve borne, were purposeful. I thought the same about you, that you were here for a purpose. My raising you here might have been that purpose. Something just told me not to do anything drastic, to wait for it. Wait for something to happen. I don’t know what. Just something.”


Needly stared, all kinds of ideas clashing together, making strange, chaotic designs that spun into an instant’s beauty and then lost themselves. “But what if nothing happens, Grandma?”


“Needly, there’s always that chance. I’ve been disappointed before, one way and another. I know you have, too. But, don’t forget, we’ve always kept your pack ready to go, everything in it you’d need. The best thing for you to do, child, is get up the mountain to Findem Pass, and down the far side. That’s the limit of the country called Ghastain. Then you’re in the land of the Artemisians. There’s a woman there known as Wide Mountain Mother. She’s the head person. She would know the way to the House of the Oracles, and one of her people could guide you there. The house where my family lives is quite near there. That house is mine now. There’s a little map in my notebook, the one with the plants in it, and the House of the Oracles is one of the landmarks. Tell the people in Artemisia that Lillis Show-the-way wants you to go there. Don’t giggle. That was my father’s name. The Artemisians know that’s my name and they’ll show you where it is. Be sure to take the Griffin’s tear and her feather with you along with the pouch with all the little bottles of things I make. I only tie them under my skirt when I’m going somewhere. If you take them, you tie them under your skirt. It’s not comfortable and it’ll keep them away from anybody but a child rapist. You have a weapon for that sort?”


“Yes, Grandma.”


“Be sure you do. I taught you to read. I taught you the Great Litany. Do you remember the Statement of Study?”


Needly folded her hands. “The existence of the universe is proof of the Creator. That which exists can be seen, measured, and studied, and it does not lie. As we know healers by their healing, craftsmen by their craft, singers by their song, so we know the Creator through its creation. The dedicated study of creation reveals the nature of the Creator.”


“And the Creator?”


“The Creator sends no prophets, requires no worship, heeds no prayers. Creation itself includes the evidence of everything that was, the presence of all that is, and the possibility of everything that will be. Everything true is in it or will evolve in it. Creation simply is and cannot lie.”


“And suppose a man brings forth a stone with words written upon it, or a scroll, or plate of engraved metal with writing upon it, claiming it bears the words of the Creator.”


“At the moment of creation the Creator spoke, finally, absolutely, and infallibly through the totality of what was created. Having spoken the universe, which contains all that is, what need is there to speak again? Those seeking myths make them up out of their heads. Those seeking truth study Creation. The study may be arduous, but the universe remains there for any student and for all students. It does not reveal itself to some and withhold itself from others, it does not contradict itself in various languages, its changes and processes are part of itself, its laws are immutable. Those seeking comfortable myths and stories that children may learn without difficulty may go to the mythmakers and storytellers who are many upon the face of the earth and who dwell in houses of dreams.”


“Suppose a man calls himself a prophet and claims he was inspired by the Creator?”


Needly sighed. “You paraphrased that one for me. ‘Better wholly understand one grain of sand than follow any prophet.’ The litany says, ‘There is evidence for every truth, if there is no evidence, there is no truth, for the CREATOR is truth; CREATION does not lie or play tricks.’”


“Exactly. Don’t forget it. I remember one fool woman who told me the Creator put bones in ancient rocks just to fool us and make us think the universe was older than her book said it was. As though the Creator would LIE! Fool woman. She would rather worship a liar than pay attention to reality.” She sighed, reached out, and stroked the child’s hair. “Needly, you know, I first began to be . . . doubtful about the Oracles when I realized they don’t live by the litany. The people I grew up among, the ones I called my family, they lived by the litany, certainly insofar as studying creation goes. They certainly never said a certain thing was true unless it came from a deep understanding of that thing and everything known about it. They didn’t just quote some book or some scripture, they knew the proofs. They always told me that nothing exists without showing proofs of its existence, though sometimes one has to dig deep to find the proofs, deep into the edges of the universe or deep into the tiny of the atoms.


“Now, remember what I’ve told you. The book and the labels on the bottles are clear. Lucky for us, Hench Valley men think reading is a female thing. They have no patience with it. And it’s a sorrowful thing to say, but I’m almost sure we’re the only two females in the valley who do.”


Needly hugged her and promised to remember. And there Needly’s future rested. Until a later time.




CHAPTER 2


The Dreaming of Abasio the Traveler


AT A SLIGHTLY LATER TIME, ONE RANGE WEST of the place called Hench Valley, Abasio Cermit, Abasio the Dyer, Abasio: First Father of the Sea-Children of the Future, Abasio who is much married to the Princess Xulai and who is the supposed owner of the horse Blue—a horse who knows very well he is not owned by anyone save himself—that particular Abasio is nodding on the wagon seat and is, yet again, in the midst of a recurrent dream that has been visiting both his night’s sleep and his daytime dozes on the wagon seat.


Xulai murmured, “He’s asleep again, Blue. And he’s been making those troubled noises. I don’t know what to do . . .”


“What you do,” said Blue, “is make him tell you what he’s dreaming about.”


“He won’t want to.”


“He doesn’t want to do a lot of things you make him do. Like come in out of the rain or eat green vegetables. Now me, I like green—”


Rags, Blue’s partner in harness, interrupted. “She’s not worried about what you like. Xulai, really, you do need to make him tell you. Tell him it’s in your . . . wedding vows. I’ve heard about them. You did have vows, didn’t you?”


“I don’t think he was paying attention.”


“So much the better,” the mare said, with the equine equivalent of a giggle.


“What?” demanded Abasio, suddenly wakening. “What?”


Xulai breathed in deeply, gripped the wagon seat with both hands, and squeezed it, noting with some dismay that all four ears were cocked to listen. “Where does the dream take place?” she asked, in as casual a voice as she could manage.”


“Not on Earth,” he murmured, still drowsy. “I know that much. The trees are all wrong.”


“The trees?”


“The leaves are more blue and purple than green. And they group themselves differently. And I’ll swear they talk to one another. When the wind blows, I get this feeling it’s one grove speaking to another grove. And then there’s the tower. I’ve never seen one like it here.”


“That’s interesting, Abasio. Can you describe it?” Before her, Rags’s ears twitched in what Xulai believed to be the equivalent of a pat on the shoulder.


“It’s white. Tall. It has arches all the way around the bottom except for one space where there’s a spiral staircase going up to the balcony. Way up there. The balcony goes all the way around the walls of the tower, lighted by another set of arches, and, of course, the bell hangs there . . .” His voice trailed away.


The ears twitched. They were very expressive ears, saying, “Ask a question, stupid.”


Xulai said, “The bell. Is it a . . . large bell?”


“Oh, yes. Large, silver. Beautiful tone. They strike it morning and evening with a long kind of rod with a leather-covered tip. Makes a soft sound, but it goes out of the tower like a flight of birds. I imagine they can hear it . . . all the way to the edges—”


“Edges?”


“Of Lom. The Edges of Lom. That’s what the place is called. And I know that because the women in the tower are talking about it. Two of them. They’re always the same women. The older one is named Silkhands, the other is named Jinian. Then there are two children. Jinian’s children. The boy—possibly seven or eight years old—is Crash, and the little girl, perhaps a year or so younger than Crash, is Crumpet.”


“Very odd names!”


“Nicknames. Obviously. When the women get irritated they call the children something else, something long, probably with hyphens in it. I can never remember those names when I wake up. The children beg for a story, and their mother tells them a story about Lom. About how their people came to Lom.”


Xulai’s mouth fell open; her expression, if Abasio had been watching, was one of surprise, even shock. Silence fell, Xulai stared at the ears, which flapped encouragingly. “So, uh, we presume Lom is the name of the place where they are. Ah . . . where are you while this storytelling is going on?”


“I’m hanging in the air over the pool.”


She made an abortive gesture. “You didn’t mention a pool.”


“Well, it’s set into the floor of the tower, slightly raised, with a kind of seat all the way around it. Only the seat is too narrow and too low for humans to sit on. The two women are sitting on cushions next to the statue. The statue is of a woman, an angry woman? Or maybe one who’s just been awakened or something. She doesn’t look tranquil. The whole tower is very tranquil, but not the statue. And there are creatures coming in and out of the tower, people and other creatures. Some of them are little ones, furry ones. And they come over to the pool and scoop something out of the the edge of the pool and take it away . . .”


“Something?”


“They shine, like . . . jewels, only very thin. Oftentimes they put them in their mouths, so I think it may be some kind of . . . food or candy? I don’t know. And I don’t know what they’re for. The dream doesn’t say. But I think the women know, because they don’t seem surprised at all.”


“So you’re hanging in the air, over the pool? You don’t . . . worry about falling or anything?”


He shook his head. “I don’t feel suspended and I’m not afraid of falling. I seem to be invisible to the women and to most of the creatures coming and going out . . . all of them very busy and purposeful.”


“Invisible to most?”


“Once in a while one of them says hello to me. There’s a Dervish who says hello. I think she is Jinian’s mother; at least Jinian says, ‘Good morning, Mother,’ when she comes in. And there’s what Crash calls ‘a glactic ossifer.’ His mother corrects him to say ‘galactic officer.’ A very strange-looking thing. It’s standing in one of the arches, looking in. It nods at me, looks directly at me, smiles, seems to know me.”


“Strange-looking how?”


“Nonearthly. Six legs, I think. Six arms. It really looks more like a shrub or short tree than it does a . . . person. Maybe it’s a vegetable person.” He laughed, a harsh, barking sound. “Do you think I’m going crazy?”


“Dreams can be crazy without the person who dreams them being at all crazy,” she said firmly. “What’s the story about, the one the women tell the children.”


“It’s evidently the history of ‘How the Earthers Came to Lom.’ About landing there, two ships of them, one in a valley, one on a mountain, how the people started settlements and also started behaving like . . . humans! That is, destroying the new world the way they did the old one, and how some being . . . a local god, maybe . . . gave them special talents that they used to play war games on one another. That kept the population fairly small. There was a . . . rebellion on the part of the local beings, the younger ones, against the humans, and during the conflict the tower was destroyed . . .


“You see, the important thing was that it was not just a tower, not just a building or landmark, it was an essential part of the . . . wholeness of the place. There were two towers, the Daylight Tower and the Shadow . . . or maybe Twilight Tower. There was a verse: ‘Shadow Bell rings in the dark, Daylight Bell the dawn. In the towers hang the bells, now the tower’s gone.’” His voice drifted off. He sighed. “Mostly, it was very sad. The children seemed to accept it as history, but the women . . . the tragedy had actually happened during their lifetimes. When the talents were lost, it happened to them.” He sighed again. “Anyhow, that’s the dream . . . oh, except for the subject they were discussing.” He laughed. “They were discussing an upcoming trip they‘re going to make with the ‘glactic ossifer.’ His name is Balytaniwassinot. His nickname is ‘Fixit’—he’s in that dream, and he’s in some of the others, too. And they’re coming here, to Earth.”


He turned to give her a skeptical look. “Now, are you satisfied? I notice Rags and Blue have been very quiet. Are all three of you satisfied?”


“Yes,” said Xulai, in a very relieved tone of voice. “It’s all perfectly understandable, dear heart! During the Big Kill, in an effort to allow the human race to continue, two ships carrying human settlers were sent to Lom. Lom isn’t a planet, by the way, it’s a geographic part of a planet, either a large island or a peninsula. The planet is called something else. You’re merely making a dream out of historic fact, that’s all.”


He shook his head. “Oh, really? Now how did this historic fact, which you have just told me for the very first time, this fact that I never knew anything about, how did it get put into my head as a dream?”


“You probably heard about it as a child. It doesn’t matter, Abasio. You’re not going crazy.”


“That’s so very nice to know. The one called Silkhands says, in the dream, that the reason humans lost their talents is because they have no bow. Do you know what that means?”


“Not a clue,” she said, smiling. “Do you think it’s important?”


For some reason he did think it was important. Terribly, terribly important. Not important enough, however, to argue about with Xulai. Arguing with Xulai was . . . futile. One could tie her up and carry her over one shoulder (and on at least two occasions, under extreme provocation, one had done so), but one could not win an argument. He took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on the road, that is, the ruts ahead of him. They should be approaching a village called . . . Gravysuck. Undoubtedly there was a good reason it was called Gravysuck. He awaited with great anticipation finding out what that good reason might be!


Not really. He was very, very weary of villages. Evidently he need not worry about it yet, for there was no sight or sound of it, only the ruts going on and on and on.


Xulai went back into the wagon to lie on the bed while she fed the babies. Blue and Rags kept discreetly silent. The road went on. He fell asleep puzzling yet again about the tower. What had it been about the tower . . .? As if in answer to the question, the dream began again . . .


He was there, over the pool. The women and the children were there. Silkhands and Jinian. The children were hers, but Silkhands was telling the story . . .


“The people of Lom were called Eesties. The young ones rebelled against their ruler . . . their king? They wanted to destroy all the humans on Lom, and finally a mob of them wrecked the Daylight Tower and broke the Daylight Bell that hangs above us. Before that there had been two towers, and there was a verse about it . . .”


“I know, I know,” cried the little girl, Crumpet. “‘Shadow Bell rings in the dark, Daylight Bell the dawn. In the towers hang the bells, but now the tower’s gone.’”


“That’s right, Crumpet. Without the Daylight Bell to control them, the shadows were free to spread, covering everything and eating living creatures. The Eesties who joined the rebellion were glad, for they thought this would destroy all the humans in Lom . . .” Her voice faded and she stared sadly out through the arches.


“But, but,” cried Crash. That was the boy, slightly older than the girl.


Their mother bit her lip, taking a deep breath. “But their leader didn’t tell them the shadows would destroy them as well. Lom had depended on the towers and the bells to keep everything in balance. Without the towers and the bells, all the moving living things in the Lom part of this world began to kill themselves.”


Silkhands said quickly, “So some animals and people had to go into Lom’s memory and find the part where the tower was destroyed, and then dig out that part so it wasn’t a memory anymore. And then the humans had to rebuild the tower and recast the bell. It took them a very long time because they no longer had the talents Lom had given them . . .”


“Like flying,” said Crash sadly. “And going from one place to another one, zip, just like that. And shapeshifting, like Grandma. Like she was before she got froze, I mean.”


Crumpet interrupted. “She didn’t get froze. She got petrified!”


Silkhands went on: “Yes, all those talents were gone, so the tower had to be rebuilt just just with muscle and determination. But it was done, and now . . . Lom feels better . . .”


Jinian said, “And now, just as we told you both, Lom has been asked for help from the world our people came from, so your mother and I have temporarily been given back our talents and asked to go very far away to save some creatures there.”


“Why can’t those people on urth save their own selfs?” demanded Crash.


“Earth people have already found a way to save most of them, but there’s some kind of problem . . . It’s all mixed up with which ones have bow and which ones should be saved . . .”


“Do we got bow?” demanded Crash.


“Some of us do, Crash. But I guess a lot of Earth people don’t, and creation has decided they’ve had their very last chance!”


“Creation has decided? The whole universe, Jinian?” asked Silkhands, raising a skeptical eyebrow.


“Well, the galaxy, anyhow. There’s a galactic officer involved. That must be fairly high up in importance.”


“What’s a glactic ossifer?” Crash demanded.


“It’s a . . .” She stopped, then leaned forward, whispering, “If you’ll look to your left, Crash. No, your left, across the pool! See the person standing in the arch over there, looking this way . . .?”


Abasio looked where Crash was looking. There was indeed a . . . something standing there. It was not unfamiliar. It had shown up in several dreams. He might not have called it a person, for it had six . . . he counted again, twice. Yes. It had six legs, all the same length, and six arms of differing lengths. It had something that might be a face: it definitely included eyes—eyes that were looking straight at him, at Abasio. Now it lifted a hand . . . or whatever it was at the end of its arms and saluted him. HIM. Abasio. Looking straight at him. Smiling. Very definitely an . . . actually friendly smile. Abasio felt his face replying, smiling back.


Jinian went on, lowering her voice. “That’s the galactic officer. Its name is Balytaniwassinot, only it says we can call it Fixit. Fixit is a person responsible for . . . well, fixing things, like . . . oh, just . . . fixing things. I think that’s what it said.”


“Oh,” said Crash offhandedly. “It’s really funny-lookin’—”


He was interrupted by a Dervish who came spinning in through one of the arches. Crash and Crumpet immediately stood up, very respectfully. The Dervish approached the pool, slowed down, stopped, its layers of fringes settling around it. “Good morning, Silkhands. Good morning, daughter. Good morning, children.”


“Good morning, Grandma,” they said in unison, with excruciating politeness. Evidently, Abasio thought, Dervishes were held in considerable awe. She left them and came to the pool, scooping up one of the thin, glinting crystals that lay in the shallow edge of it.


“Morning, Abasio,” she said cheerfully, putting the crystal into her mouth and beginning to twirl once more. She spun her way out through the arch and away down the road, making a sonorous humming sound.


The children did not sit down until she had gone, then Crash said, “Silkhands, c’n I ast a question?”


Silkhands reluctantly withdrew her eyes from the six-armed person. “Crash, you always do ask questions.”


“Who’s that man hanging out there in the middle of the pool. The man Grandma called ’Basio. He keeps looking at me.”


“What man?” asked the women in unison. “What man?”


“Me, for heaven’s sake,” shouts Abasio in his dream. “The Dervish can see me, the children can see me, even that weird . . . galactic officer [!] can see me! Why the hell can’t you?”


And with that shout, Abasio’s eyes opened.


He looked up, past the horses’ heads, to see a shop with a sign declaring:


BERTRAM THE TAILOR


Quality Clothing for All: Fine Clothing for Those Who Have Time!


Abasio got down from the wagon. Yawning and stretching, he loosed the horses from the wagon. “We’ll leave the harness on until we decide where the wagon can be parked. If the tailor is amenable, we may take a day or two for rest.” Abasio had seen what Xulai had not. There was a smokestack in back of the shop that, coupled with the stream that flowed from that direction into this pool, indicated the possibility of a bathhouse.


Xulai murmured to him, “The fact that we’ve encountered a tailor is blessed fate. Or maybe Precious Wind has been casting spells for me. The children have outgrown every garment we had for them, including the ones we bought large so they could grow into them!”


“Would Precious Wind suggest tailored clothes? For babies?”


“One gives thanks for what one is given, even the unexpected,” she answered piously. “Besides, we’ve been given funds for the unexpected. Father said he was sure it was the one thing we would encounter.”


Leaving Blue and Rags to test the quality of the grass, they each took a child and went up the steps to the porch of the shop. As they opened the door, a bell rang and a stout, cheerful-looking man came bustling from the back to stand behind the counter.


“Yes, ma’am, sir. What may I do for you?” he burbled. “Summer coming, you’ll need something lighter, perhaps. I note you’re dressed for cold.”


“We don’t need clothing,” said Xulai. “But the children do.” She un-wrapped Gailai, rubbed noses with the giggling baby, and placed her on the tailor’s counter.


“Madam,” he said. “It is really not my custom to dress fish!”


Across from him, Xulai drew herself to her full height and coupled a blazing stare with a suddenly icy tongue: “If you do not better school your tongue, sir, you may find yourself without any custom at all.”




CHAPTER 3


Traveling Garments


THE STOCKY YOUNG MAN’S SAD, DARK EYES WIDENED in the sudden panic, as though he had unexpectedly stepped off a cliff. He gulped, “I did not mean to offend.” The walnut gleam of his skin hid his flush of embarrassment, but his shaking hands betrayed him as he ran them over his black, tightly curled hair.


“What did you mean to do? Didn’t I hear you refer to my children as fish?” She turned from him, ebony hair swirling, dusty, no-colored traveling robe lashing around slender ankles—ankles, deplorably, that were as dusty as the hair, as the soiled robe. The wearisome roads, wet or dry, were dirty. Even her hands and face were covered with a gray film. She looked at her wrists in fury. She could plant grass in the creases of her skin. A little sweat and they’d grow! Or tears. Tears would do it. She turned her face away. The rain of tears was imminent.


“Children? Madam . . .” The tailor was beginning to sweat. He gripped the lapels of his impeccably fitted coat, one he had put on only when he had heard their wagon arrive at his shop. The woman was furiously angry. He was not so frozen in embarrassment that he failed to appreciate her beauty, her perfect features, her hair . . . Well—it was luxuriant and—if washed—it would no doubt gleam with blue lights. Beneath the travel dirt her skin was an unblemished olive. Her manner, on the other hand, was . . . well, it might be aristocratic, possibly regal. But could she be the mother of those . . .? It simply wasn’t believable!


The woman’s companion stepped between tailor and fury. With obvious effort to overcome great weariness, he forced his lips into a smile. “Let us begin again.”


The tailor turned toward him helplessly, starting to speak and then stopping himself. He had not really noted the lined face, the drooping shoulders, the exhaustion in those eyes. If this man were left alone for five minutes, he would be deeply asleep, and he moved as men do who have already been tried past endurance.


And yet . . . yet, he managed a conciliatory smile as he laid his hand on the lady’s shoulder, stroking it, calming it. He was as travel-stained as she, but he carried both the road dust and the weariness like an accustomed garment, fully aware of its condition, knowing that it needed mending, laundering, or even better, replacing with something more comfortable, yet not resentful of what it said of . . . negligence? No. Haste? The tailor thought not. Neither time nor effort had been spared, everything else had simply been . . . well, secondary . . . to whatever it was the man needed to do. Just now he needed to move his tired eyes first to the tailor’s, to lock there, then to tug the tailor’s eyes toward the lady as though to say, “Look, really look here, my friend. See.”


The traveler reached out and drew her closer with one hand while reaching the other to smooth the frown lines between her perfect brows. He stood back at arm’s length and bowed toward her as he spoke over his shoulder: “May I introduce my wife, sir!? This is Xulai, Princess Royal of Tingawa and daughter of the Duke of Wold. Wold, you probably know of? Tingawa, more remote, less known, is far, far west across the sundering sea. The stains of harsh travel do not betray her royal blood, but when she is extremely weary, her temper becomes fully—or shall we say perhaps—exceptionally imperious.” He swept an elegantly executed bow in her direction, his cloak making a practiced and beautiful swirl as it moved and fell.


The tailor was not so overawed that he failed to notice her fleeting smile, the elegance of that swirled cloak. Even under all that dust it was magnificent. Any tailor worthy of the title knew of Tingawa, and the only fabrics that could be spoken of in the same breath as those in that cloak could be from no other place. Tingawa. The west. Over the sea! The lining had to be Tingawan silk! And the drape of that wool! Heavens! What was it called? It was from some particular animal: kazi something. He had only read of it!


The traveler raked his dusty hair behind his ears, digging his thumbs into his neck with a grimace. The gray at his temples was not entirely due to dust. Holding the tailor’s eyes, he spoke softly, with humor. “I, sir, on the other hand, am simply Abasio. Sometimes called Abasio the Dyer, sometimes Abasio the Traveler, also sometimes Abasio the Idiot, for marrying, or should one say ‘espousing,’ so far above myself.”


He reached out to take one of the babies from Xulai’s arms, holding the child where the tailor could get a good look. “The future of our world, sir, depends upon these children of whom you spoke so hastily.” He held up a finger, silencing the tailor’s attempt at apology. “Spoke, may I say, thoughtlessly but only in words, sir! Mere words are of no matter, for Gailai and Bailai are too young to take offense and my wife and I are sufficiently forgiving to ignore them.”
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