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			– I –

			The Babe Born Evensong Riven

			MOMENTS AFTER HER BIRTH, three birds swept into the room through an open window. The pigeon, the dove, and the sparrow circled the newborn three times, widdershins, lit upon the wooden sill, and settled their feathers. They turned to one another in conference, or so it seemed to the baby’s father, who saw their heads bob and heard them coo and chirp. He had respect for the uncanny and, believing the birds’ council to be that indeed, watched them come to their enigmatic conclusion.

			The meeting adjourned. The sparrow fluttered toward the infant, snatched a wispy hair from her head, and guided the dove and the pigeon into the autumn twilight.

			Her father would one day tell her this, and about how he walked to the window to decide what to name her. He hadn’t expected the dark tiny creature she turned out to be. She was third born but an only child. Two brothers, born blue, had preceded her. Her father looked to the sky at the crescent moon and the bright star rising at its side. She was named Evensong, for the time of her birth, but she would be called Eve, then become Secret soon enough.

			She was an odd little thing with black hair, tawny skin, and eyes the colors of night and day. Except for the occasional cry or laugh, she would be mute until her seventh year, skilled with only one mother tongue until her fourteenth. From Secret’s first breaths, the girl was hushed with a silencing hiss, a sound of menace, not comfort, by her own mother.

			The child became a watchful being.

			Secret remembered the room where she spent the days of her first three years. The door to the room was always closed, and she was penned off by a guard of wooden slats with a soft pallet and toys on the floor. She occupied herself with colorful blocks, leather balls filled with sawdust, and dolls stuffed with wool. Secret took pleasure in the crawling things in her space. She wiped her hand through webs to watch the spiders build again. Beetles danced on their backs if knocked off their feet. Ants marched in lines to carry off crumbs she left for them. She was glad to have the insects to amuse her because they helped her feel less lonely.

			Out of reach, in a corner of the same room where the windows faced east and south, sat her mother. There, Zavet bent over manuscripts and books, often muttering and burbling, caught in a rushing stream of words.

			Madness? No.

			Zavet was gifted with the languages of the entire known and ancient worlds. She did not, and could not, explain the mystery of her many tongues. Whatever language she heard or read, she grasped instantly, as if she remembered rather than learned it. She spoke all of them like a native without the accent of her own. The words burbled out of her as if from a deep, hidden spring. She dammed them with her work as a translator, but the flood could only be slowed to a trickle.

			Now and again, this strangeness happened in front of other people. With Secret comfortable in a little wagon, Zavet went to market or for afternoon walks, and sometimes Zavet would mutter aloud softly. Some people seemed to try to ignore her, but Secret observed the suspicious glances from others. She saw them lean close, eyes narrow, fingers pointing. She rarely heard what they said, but she could sense their scrutiny. This is how she knew her mother was not quite right, and perhaps neither was she. Zavet and Secret did not look like their neighbors and, between her mother’s muttering and her silence, did not sound like them either. Still, the other women were polite toward Zavet, and she was polite but cool toward them, and they allowed their children to play within view as they filled their baskets and remarked about the weather.

			As for Secret’s father, Bren was often gone while it was light but home when it was dark. Now and then, Bren went away for long periods of time but always came back. When he returned, he brought presents. Secret remembered a set of thick cards marked with colors, shapes, images, and symbols. Glad for the attention, she sat on his lap as he named them. She learned quickly and delighted him with the deft accuracy of her pointing finger when he asked her to identify the images for the words he spoke.

			Her mother was always surrounded by books, but her father was the one who filled her with stories. Zavet taught her respect for the texts, which Secret was allowed to look at but not touch. What Bren gave her she was allowed to handle, with care. She turned the pages and, with his voice, he guided her into other worlds, slowly reading with his finger under the symbols that became words, and the words became images. Many of the books had illustrations, but they couldn’t compare to what emerged in her mind as she listened.

			Although she was very young, Secret discovered she, too, could divine the symbols again and conjure what they told. What marvelous tales of wonder, adventure, and possibility! Her father found her concentration unusual and tested to see whether she understood what she read on her own. He gave her books he had never read to her. He asked her questions to answer yes or no, which she did with nods and shakes of her dark head. My mute little prodigy, he called her.

			Secret knew her mother possessed this magic as well, but Zavet was parsimonious with its use in regard to her daughter. Some of the books her father brought he couldn’t read and promised that her mother would. She rarely did. With those, Secret sat in silence—such a good, obedient child was she—and studied the mysterious marks on the pages. She wondered what they meant, what tales they told.

			One ordinary day, Zavet gave her coloring sticks and used paper with which to draw. The little girl sat on the floor and marked the page with all manner of symbols like ones she had seen. As she wrote the unintelligible words, Secret’s heart pounded. Her tiny hand gripped the coloring stick as her head flooded with images. There, within her, was a story she could not yet tell. One she must reveal herself. All at once, she felt its burden, its danger, and its redemption.

			Secret cried out with wonder and dread, unable to understand what had opened in her but fully able to feel its power.

			From the sunny corner, her mother hissed long and harsh. The noise startled the girl, and she spilled a half-empty cup of water with a jolt of her hand. Her mother hissed again, louder. The girl felt a tight knot at her navel loosen into a heavy force, which spread through her belly and chest. She held her breath, kept her glare to the ground, and pushed the hot feeling deep into her body, coiling it back to where it lived. Secret struck the page with thick black marks, but quietly, quietly.

			“This spill is but an accident, yes, little scourge,” Zavet said under her breath as she wiped the floor clean.

		

	
		
			– II –

			A Visit to Her Grandmother

			WHEN SECRET WAS THREE years old, she heard two words she knew but didn’t understand when paired together.

			Zavet said they were going on a journey to see the child’s grand mother, an old woman who lived far away in a place Zavet hadn’t seen in many years. She had never mentioned the woman or the village where she was born.

			Secret’s father, a historian trained in geography, tried to explain the distance to her. She sat on a stool as he faced a map on the wall. “You are here, in this kingdom, in the town of its very seat, in a ward near its center,” he said, pointing to one dot among many. Bren drew his finger up and far to the right, then tapped the chart once. “You’re going there, to another kingdom, to a village in the woods. An adventure, my pet!”

			Secret knew what that was because almost every story her father read to her was an adventure. She could hardly sleep knowing she would soon have one of her own.

			On a cool, sunny morning, a large carriage pulled by six brown horses arrived at Secret’s small house. Her father carried three trunks to the road where two stout-armed men strapped them on the roof. Bren patted Secret’s hair and kissed her on the forehead. Then he and her mother wrapped their arms around each other, whispering and smiling, and quickly kissed full on the lips. Zavet walked up the steps into the carriage, then reached for Secret. The girl saw her mother had tears in her eyes. Several other travelers were already waiting inside. Clean yellow curtains with green sashes framed the windows.

			In this carriage, Zavet and Secret traveled for many miles. Day after day, Secret rocked to and fro, sometimes on a seat by herself, sometimes on her mother’s lap if the carriage was full. She was used to sitting alone, and she felt uncomfortable on Zavet’s thighs, a hard place where she rarely ever sat. Secret was glad when they stopped for meals and for nights in sparse, tiny inns.

			Never before had Secret been among so many different kinds of people. They were young and old and in between. Some were dressed in clothing that was worn and patched, others in clean and flawless garb. She watched them with attention, observing their movement and manners, what seemed proper and what did not. She listened to their private conversations and ones they had with her mother, who hardly muttered at all, her mouth busy speaking to the fellow passengers, nervously it seemed.

			Secret didn’t escape observation either. People stared at her mismatched eyes the colors of night and day but smiled at her. She looked down at her books or out the window for hours on end, but never said a word. In these circumstances, Secret realized, her silence was welcomed. An inquisitive person or two asked her mother why she didn’t speak. Zavet said no physician who had examined her could explain it, and this was true. But most who bothered to remark at all said, “Oh, what a well-behaved little girl.” Her mother replied with a thank-you, in a tone that made Secret think she was truly pleased.

			Then the roads became narrow, and the buildings and houses were farther and farther apart. Secret and Zavet were the last passengers in the carriage, which left them at a large stone cottage near the edge of an endless thicket of trees, rows of green triangles. When her mother went into the cottage, a small creature with triangular ears and a thin tail circled Secret’s legs.

			Cat, Secret thought. The soft beast made a puttering sound as she stroked its fur. She smiled, her palms warm. Although cats and dogs often approached her when she was out to market or on walks with her mother, Zavet never let her touch them and scared them away with a stomping foot and threatening hiss. The little girl secretly felt they went to her on purpose but was powerless to attend to them.

			Secret heard her mother’s sharp call. Zavet warned her to get away before it bit her, but the innkeeper, an old woman, said the cat loved nothing more than children’s cuddles. Secret pressed her face to the cat’s, then Zavet pulled her away.

			The little girl heard hoofbeats and watched a black horse approach. It and the carriage it drew stopped at the cottage gate. A man in a dark-blue coat and breeches stepped down. He spoke words she didn’t understand, but the adults clearly did. He and a helper from the cottage strapped their trunks on a wide, solid shelf on the back of the carriage. It was the same color as the man’s clothing with wood trim and light-blue leaves painted around the windows and doors. The old woman gave Zavet a basket filled with food.

			Inside the carriage, Secret leaned on the windowsill. Soft shade and a cool breeze surrounded them. As far as she could see, there were trees and plants coming into leaf. Spring had followed them along the journey and finally met their stride.

			They stopped along the way to rest. Secret stepped off the dirt road and trampled what looked like hay. She looked up into the green tree and sat upon the dry whiskery leaves it had shed, the smell sweet and thick as syrup. Never had she seen anything like this before. Birds and shadows scuffling in the trees and shrubs, the spiraling ferns, the dense moss. Soon enough, Secret would be able to name everything she saw, but in that moment, she did not yet have a word to describe how she felt. The awareness was familiar, as if she might have experienced it before, but not so intensely, not in a way that filled her with laughter and tears of joy. She sensed herself a part of everything around her—what was green, alive, Beauty, all that belongs together and was meant to be.

			A cord of sunlight parted leaves and attached to the glow of a pale yellow cone on the soil. Secret knelt next to it, entranced. The coachman saw her and crouched at her side.

			“That is a mushroom,” he said with an unfamiliar lilt to his words. “It’s beautiful to see but poisonous to eat. Not all mushrooms are that way, and you must learn the difference. It has emerged too soon in the year. How strange.”

			Secret stroked the cool, smooth cap and smiled. The man mirrored her joy.

			“Oh, Eve, don’t touch that dirty fungus,” Zavet said. As soon as she spoke these words, she turned her back and walked to the carriage.

			Secret’s smile ebbed away as her finger fell to her side.

			“Come, child,” the coachman said. He reached out his gloved hand and pressed her delicate fingers in his blue silk palm the color of the sky. “Your grandmother is waiting for you.”

			Secret had learned who this grand mother was. The visit was to see her mother’s mother, who had never laid eyes on her only daughter’s daughter. Secret had heard Zavet speak about this with strangers on the journey.

			They were traveling to the village where Zavet was born, hundreds of miles northeast of the kingdom her husband and child claimed as their native land. Insular and isolated, the village was founded long ago within a forest dominated by spruce trees and bitter winters. There, people were born and left only in death. They spoke the language of the region with an obscure dialect, rarely heard outside its geographic borders. The village did not feel like home to her, Zavet said to one passenger, because she had been away for long periods of time since she was seven years old. Secret listened closely. Her mother didn’t explain the reason for these periods of separation, but Zavet did say that the times away showed her how much existed beyond the village, a place that felt abandoned rather than independent.

			Secret could tell by the way Zavet bit her lip there were more words to say that she would not speak.

			At last, after weeks of travel, the carriage stopped in a quiet village in front of a wooden cottage. Secret stood behind her mother. She heard a metal door knocker, clack clack clack. The door opened with squeaks and groans.

			“Zavet,” a woman’s voice said.

			“Ahma” was the reply, then several words Secret didn’t understand. For a moment, Secret thought her mother had lost herself in muttering. Then the child realized the old woman knew what was being said. The two women spoke the same unusual tongue. Hesitant and stiff, they leaned their heads close together and kissed the air near each other’s cheeks.

			Zavet stepped aside and placed her hand on Secret’s shoulder. More incomprehensible words, then a name, hers, Eve.

			Her grandmother was not as old as she imagined a grandmother to be. That is, her face was lined but not shriveled. She had downy cheeks and jade eyes, with skin tinted green, as if somewhat rotten. The woman was strangely tall and sturdy, her shoulders wide, her hands mannish, a body suited for physical labor. Her hair was white with a thick black streak at her temple, the mass of its darkness braided and coiled on top of her head, held by metal pins. Her straight skirt hovered low but revealed narrow ankles and feet.

			Ahmama stared at Secret with such force that the little girl crept backward. The old woman appeared to search the child, then Zavet, her eyes fixed on theirs in turn. Then, as if she had received an answer she wanted, Ahmama sighed and smiled.

			“Kiss your ahmama, Eve,” Zavet said.

			Secret pressed her lips to her grandmother’s fluff and then went inside the house.

			The rooms connected one to the next with no hallways or doors. There was a place to sit with a heavy couch and padded stools, a place to eat at a trestle table and benches, a place to cook at a hearth surrounded by huge metal pots, and a place to sleep on high beds surrounded by heavy, rough curtains. Secret was to share a bed with her mother. She wished for a bed of her own again.

			In Ahmama’s room, Secret saw a cupboard that had doors at the bottom and shelves on the top. Colorful bowls, mugs, and vessels crowded the space. At the very top was an oval object painted brightly with the image of a woman. Secret had seen such a thing before, one like this but more worn, stored in the room where her mother worked, never touched, though sometimes glimpsed.

			“See,” Ahmama said. She took the object and gave it to Secret. Again, word sounds the girl could not comprehend.

			“Nesting doll,” Zavet said to her mother.

			“Nest-ing doll,” Ahmama said with effort.

			Her grandmother settled to the floor. Her broad-fingered hands twisted off the decorated woman’s head and chest. In the doll’s hollow wooden body was another body, and within that, another and another. Secret counted thirteen dolls while her ahmama spoke as if telling a good story.

			“She is talking to you about an old tradition,” Zavet said. “In our family, the firstborn girl receives her mother’s nesting doll when she is seven years old. The mother gets a new doll for herself to remember the old one. You are three now, closer to four. You must wait your turn,” Zavet said to her daughter.

			Secret tried to fit the dolls back in place, in order. She was gentle in her actions.

			“Care full child,” Ahmama said.

			From the corner of her eye, Secret saw her mother smirk.

			“Hmm, bothered to learn a few foreign words, did she?” Zavet said in a cheerful tone that masked her meaning.

			Secret stacked and twisted as best she could. Her grandmother watched with her hands on her knees. Zavet had disappeared. After Secret put the dolls back together, with Ahmama’s help, she looked at the woman’s face.

			“You no smile. Zavet no smile child,” Ahmama said with surprise.

			But this would change for Secret, for a time, during the visit to her grandmother’s house. Ahmama followed Secret’s lead, which sent them outdoors every possible moment. She learned the names of things drawn in books, but in the woods and near the village, she saw these same things alive, with her own eyes.

			Ox sheep goat owl hawk bird—so many birds—deer rabbit fox hedgehog squirrel.

			Vine fern moss bark branch twig tree shrub flower seed nut fruit.

			Ahmama gave the proper names in her tongue then, and years would pass before Secret would learn them in her own. Although they spoke different languages, Secret understood her grandmother judged the named things. That which had bright colors and sweet smells received loving caresses. Ahmama spit on the ground for what was nasty, soured her face for the ugly, and dusted her hands for the dirty.

			Secret’s heart resisted these declarations because she felt great pleasure in all she saw, heard, touched, and smelled, even when it was strange to her senses. She accepted them as they were. Secret thought the caterpillar could no more change its stinging spines than the owl could lose its hoot or the chamomile flower transform from white to red. They were what they were, and it didn’t seem fair anyone might wish them to be otherwise.

			With such a conviction in mind, that summer in the woods was a wonder for her. She felt cheerful among the sprawls of evergreen spruce, light under the leafy birch, and strong near the occasional oak. She knew her mother had lived there as a girl and did not return when she became a woman. How could she leave this place? Birds sang all day. Where Secret lived with her parents, all was wood, brick, and stone with dogs on leashes, cats in windows, and birds mere blurs in flight. That world seemed barren, even sick, to her now. The little girl hadn’t known she’d been starving until she received her fill of what had been denied.

			In the final days of their visit, distant relatives arrived in the village to see Zavet and her daughter one last time. They resembled one another with dark hair, swarthy skin, subtle slanted eyes, strong jaws, and muscular bodies. Secret’s hair and skin looked like theirs, too, and a calm sensation within her made her feel as if she belonged among them. She didn’t feel that at her own home and wished she could stay in the village.

			Old cousins, ahpapas to their grandchildren, lifted her to stand on their knees and stared into her eyes. She pushed her chin down, quite aware of the strangeness they observed. The cousin-papas laughed and called her a name meant with kindness. Duckling. Secret had seen a brood of them at a pond. There were far worse things the old men could have said, she thought. Now and then, she’d seen women at market stare at her and her mother and draw close to whisper. Cold fish. Batty. Freak. Evil Eyes. Witch.

			Ahmama and the women prepared a picnic feast for everyone. With baskets and jugs in hand, young and old walked along a narrow path through the woods into a wide clearing with room to run. They ate, then ate more. Some of the men had drums and stringed instruments, which they played while the adults and children sang and danced. The women twirled and gestured to one another and the willing men.

			Zavet didn’t join the revelry. This didn’t surprise Secret, because her mother never once danced or sang in her presence. What Secret noticed was her mother drift among everyone with physical grace, her head held high, her hands turned up at her sides toward the sun. That day, Zavet’s usual awkward, cautious movement disappeared.

			Nearby, Secret hid so she could safely watch and avoid the cousin-papas who snatched little children and held their hands to sway and step. Although a part of her desperately wanted to join in, the little girl who always watched and listened did just that. She stared at her feet as the music pulsed through her, urging her toes to tap in time.

			Then Secret heard the hum. A beckoning. A welcome. She approached the sound with all of her being. She left the picnic and walked into the woods with the hum as her guide.

			The sound came from a dead tree with a terrible wound, its scar so thick Secret gasped. She felt afraid of the tree and its dark hollow, but the hum called her. As she stepped forward, a slight noisy breeze drifted overhead. She looked up. A beeline, she knew, because her grandmother had pointed out one to her several weeks before. Ahmama had told her the insects were easily angered and would painfully sting, but Secret saw no harm in the flying creatures gathering gold from flowers and carrying it away in pouches on their legs.

			Secret crept closer as bees went in and out of the hollow. The dizzy sparks of their wings and the hum that had changed ever so slightly entranced her. She peered into the heart of the gap. Then she walked inside and sat down in the center. The space was as large as a tiny hut. She could imagine a bed, a chest, a fireplace, but it was only a thought as the hum became louder.

			A bee landed on her cheek. Still and silent, Secret realized it was telling her a story. She closed her eyes to focus on what streamed into her—sights she saw but couldn’t see, sounds she heard but couldn’t hear, and feelings she couldn’t know to feel. Her body felt caught between waking and sleeping, almost paralyzed, as if pulled between two worlds. The little girl shuddered as if she were frightened, but she was not afraid. What came to her was like a memory, a dream, a moving illustration. There were no words, but she formed them in her mind to describe the impossible knowledge that revealed itself.
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			One, two, three shadows of angry men. Then a sad man, alone, called out in a gentle voice. A terrified child, a girl, ran through the woods. A shadow man grabbed her. Coiled rope, dead hare, ancient tree. Too much at once—too fast—a blur of image and sound. Screams severed by silence, blackness. The grieving man had a bloody wound the length of the front of his body. Then a silver wolf was howling, then digging, digging to find the man. Around them were bees, so many bees. The wound and the wolf, covered with honey.

			Someone called her name. Secret opened her eyes. Tremors coursed up and down through her small limbs. She blinked. The world beyond the hollow was a blur, then came into sharp focus. She meant to leave the tree, but the bee wished to tell more of its tale and its sisters persisted in their hum. She wanted to stay in the hollow with the faintest scent of flowers.

			“Eve, my little fungus. Where have you gone?”

			The little girl opened her mouth to try to speak. As always, since she was an infant, the knot at her navel remained tied to her tongue.

			“Eve!” her mother called. “Eve! Where are you? Come here this instant!”

			Secret looked past the tree’s dark threshold. Bees continued to stream in a line, a sparkling ribbon of life, joining the others within. She felt them crawl on her skin and hair, their breeze above her going up into the dark, deeper in the dead tree’s wound. The hum suddenly changed.

			There was her mother, darting toward her. She’d been found. Zavet reached to grab her, but Secret retreated farther back into the hollow. The bees’ hum rose again, an angry noise. Zavet reached for her a second time, and the bees swarmed out into the light. Zavet screamed and thrashed, dancing wildly.

			Secret stood to look and, as her head topped her full height, she felt three sharp stings above her eyes, one after the other. She cried out in surprise, not in pain, not yet. By then, others had heard Zavet’s screech. A cousin called Zavet’s name as Secret emerged from the darkness, a poisoned node rising hard on her forehead.

			She saw her mother’s face grow red, misshapen. As familial hands moved across her skin and limbs, Secret watched her grandmother’s nails pinch throbbing spheres from Zavet’s face.

			She heard her name uttered in a question. A young man and woman knelt at her sides. With their tongues, they spoke her language.

			“Three holes. No barbs, Duckling.”

			“Stung by queen.”

			Zavet said nothing, nothing at all. She turned her head ever so slightly toward her daughter before the swelling closed one eye shut. On Zavet’s skirt and on the ground were dead and dying bees. In time, Secret would learn that bees give their lives for the hive and their queen, the cores of their bodies released with the stings. That afternoon, she knew those bees had died to protect her but not the reason why.

			Before bedtime, Secret stood at the full-length mirror, with candles lit on a nearby table. There on her forehead, between eyes the colors of night and day, were three dots.

			[image: ]

			One point, two points, three points. A triangle, Secret thought.

			From a pocket on her dress, she took out a bee’s corpse. She observed its black oval eyes and thin broken legs. She put her ear near the body, but there was no hum. Was this the bee that told her of the wound and the wolf? How could it tell her such a thing? Its mouth had no lips, not that she could see.

			For a moment, she doubted what had occurred. Possibly, she had trailed the beeline, fallen asleep within the hollow, dreamed of the tale, and awakened to see her mother grasp at her.

			Secret looked in the mirror and saw the bed in a shadowy reflection. She remembered instances when she was somewhere else, being chased or left alone in blackness, and suddenly, she was not, her mother leaning over her, dutiful in her effort to stop the nightmare. There were other times Secret was in beautiful places she had certainly never seen in her short life, a jeweled palace, a blooming garden, a rocky seaside. How lovely and peaceful those other places were, sometimes light, sometimes dark. Those times, upon morning, she’d felt disappointed she had to leave the comfort of the dream.

			Perhaps the bee had told her nothing at all, but Secret believed in her heart that the creature had. She felt, did not merely think, this truth. She was confused by what had happened and some of what was revealed, but that didn’t mean her experience wasn’t real. Grief for the bees filled her throat as a lightness opened in her chest, gratitude for the strange gift of the story and their sacrifice.

			The little girl sensed a presence near her. She turned to see Zavet in the doorway. Her mother’s face was monstrous, a feverish glow above a gray dress. Secret closed her hand around the dead bee. As Zavet approached, Secret’s flesh tightened and cooled, shriveling like a fallen leaf. Her mother was in one of her dark moods. Zavet knelt by the child and waved her hand above the node on the girl’s forehead.

			“Does it hurt?” Zavet asked.

			Secret shook her head and held her fingers near Zavet’s swollen lip. Egg-sized lumps covered her face. One eye was still closed, the other’s violet iris lost in a red wetness. The injuries looked terribly painful. With a look of sympathy and a gentle hand, Secret tried to stroke her mother’s cheeks. Zavet leaned away from the gesture. Secret’s lashes thickened with tears from her mother’s rebuff.

			“This is what happens when a bad girl doesn’t listen to her mother,” she said. “Good thing you were found. Your father would be distressed if I lost you.”

			Zavet took a comb from the table and began to run it through Secret’s long black hair. The strands fell forward over her eyes, which she had furiously wiped. In that instant, Secret realized she could see out but her mother could not see in. The sensation took her back to the moments in the hollow tree—a place of protection. A place where she could hide.

		

	
		
			– III –

			The Town, the Kingdom’s Seat, Before the Plague
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			DESCENDANTS AND
					SURVIVORS, TRAVEL now to a time before the Plague of Silences.

			A good imagination will serve just as well as a map, although there is one
				to reference in the appendix, if one wishes.I

			Begin the journey with the morning sun at a visitor’s back. Approach the
				seat of the kingdom. In the center is the town, built long ago over the ruins of a
				village and in the midst of a once-great forest. There are vestiges of the forest
				still. To the north is a tract of private hunting land. A wide clearing separates it
				from the virgin fragment of its former self to the west. To the east, there is a
				corridor of trees along the road of entry.

			Continue due west. Stray for a while to walk in the shade of those nearby
				trees. Beyond the margins of leaf, tree, and root are a meadow and a pasture. On the
				left, the wind swirls the tall grass and partners leggy wildflowers in a dance. Past
				this meadow are arable lands near the river, in use for ages before and after The
				Mapmaker’s War. On the right is the pasture, which was not one until the land was cleared for its timber and animals were brought to graze on
				what grew.

			Sure-footed again on the cobblestones, advance toward the east entrance
				into town. When the signs appear, there is not far to go. The signs are flat,
				painted with tremendous skill, and mounted on great standing stones. They hawk in
				silence all manner of product and thought, temptation and warning, ye olde and the
				new and improved. What is this marvelous town?

			Consult, or imagine, the map. Orient north, although the direction is
				arbitrary, as it once had been to first face east. There, where the sun moves in
				secret, is The Castle. A map suggests the land is flat, but the body will see and
				feel the earth rise to a hill under its foundation. Stand facing its facade, which
				rises beyond its circling wall. See that it is a regal castle that meets all
				expectations and mirrors imagination. Note the sturdy bridge crafted by tough-handed
				carpenters, the forbidding portcullis forged by bull-armed smiths, and the thick
				stone walls erected by skilled masons. Uniformed guards walk the walls, peer out
				from the towers, alert to threat. Bright flags herald that its days are not
				over.

			Below and beyond The Castle, north to south, east to west, is the town.
				Crisscrosses and coils of cobblestone streets separate and bind the wards. The wards
				from one end to the next do not resemble one another. The buildings reveal evolving
				designs and tastes, shifts of innovation and fortune. This is where most of the
				people live and work, die and dream. The rest do so in the fine manors to the
				northwest and on the small farms southeast, near the river.

			The town gives way to a long plaza. Stand at its geographic center and
				look left and right. The gold-toned tiles reach vanishing points. There are no
				benches, planters, or trees. Ahead is a tall building, the tallest one in town,
				twelve stories high. The architecture hints at a time well before its time, as well
				as ahead. Observe the visual weight, the symmetry, the columns. On either side of
				the building are smaller ones. They are older than the tallest one, shells of themselves. Within, the interiors have been removed, the
				walls and floor rearranged.

			Behind The Tallest Building and its companions is Old Wheel. Such is the
				name of this ward in town and no one knows why. Despite its age, Old Wheel has not
				been wholly abandoned. The squares are busy with entertainment for all ages—plays
				and music, and on occasion, puppets and magicians. Here, there are streets at right
				angles and terminal points at wide squares.

			In one square, there is a portable stage. A trunk yawns open upon it.
				Costumes sprawl lifeless. A mask lies nearby. It has the forked tongue, flared
				nostrils, and red scales of a dragon.

			Across the square, neglect is evident. Jagged cracks compromise the walls
				of several buildings. See that the mortar is weak and the bricks can no longer rely
				on its strength. Where bricks have fallen away, other wasting layers lie behind.
				Wooden beams support cavities of crumbling mud. The decay cannot be stopped now.

			If one had an older map, it would reveal this place had been connected to
				the river. The port and its docks, as well as its artery to town, are farther east
				and south, downstream. The river is unchanged, although its boundary once separated
				one domain from another. Now the water cuts through only one kingdom, the lands
				joined by force.

			Much has been seen today, and the evening draws late. The maw of darkness
				swallows the sun.

			Return to the plaza. Watch the lamplighter touch a flame into a lamppost’s
				brass shade and see the tongue leap within. Warm glows are cast down on the shadowed
				cobblestone streets ahead. Find lodging. Find an amusement. Rest, because tomorrow
				will be a busy day.

			

			
				
					I. See Appendix I.

				

			

		

	
		
			– IV –

			A Change of Fortune

			ON THE RETURN HOME from her grandmother’s house, Secret remained under the spell of the woods. She sat on or near her mother’s lap and peered at the meadows and woods as the carriage whisked past them. Green gave way to red, yellow, orange, and brown. She thought of all the beautiful things she had seen, touched, smelled, and heard. Each time there was a rest from the journey, Secret sought whatever trees, plants, or animals she could touch, or at least observe. She knew none of this existed where she lived with her parents. When she realized she might never encounter such beauty again, she cried without a sound. Her palms ached with the pain of absence. Her mother hissed, not caring who heard, and told her there was nothing to cry about.

			When at last the carriage approached Secret’s house, the night was cool. The lamps were lit on the streets of the ward, and moths fluttered against the glow. She saw her father waiting at their doorstep. She smiled at the sight of him, clutching the cloth bag Ahmama had given her to hold leaves, petals, bark, and stones. Bren lifted her for a brief embrace, kissed her where the stings were no longer visible, and set her on the sidewalk. Her parents reached for each other’s hands and pulled together for a kiss. Zavet caressed Bren’s cheek as he spoke to her quietly. They stood this way until the coachman unloaded the last trunk and cleared his throat.

			The next morning, Bren set aside the longsheet he was reading and, while Secret ate her breakfast, admired the treasures she had brought. He asked her questions to which she nodded yes and no.

			She noticed her father wore new clothing. He looked like the fancy men she’d seen in Old Wheel, a ward in town where men walked around with their hair brushed back and shiny—if they had any at all—and their matching coats and trousers were without wrinkles. Bren had never dressed so finely. Clipped at his side on his belt was a small contraption she’d seen other people wear, men and women both. He cleared the table and asked if she would like to join him for an outing. Secret was confused because her father was clearly dressed for a day of work.

			On occasion, Bren had taken her out for an afternoon. They would attend a performance, usually one of the ancient tales because he knew she liked them best, then to a teahouse for a treat of her choice. But that morning, she clapped at the novelty and rushed to ready herself with a cloak and mittens.

			They walked three blocks to a stable where a liveryman checked the straps on a brand-new two-horse cart. If she’d spoken, she would have asked what happened to the smaller one he’d had since long before she was born. Bren lifted her to the seat that wasn’t worn or patched.

			“Hold on. We’ll go for a ride first to see the sights,” he said as he urged the horses to move.

			Behind the horses, her father sat high, in good spirits, as he directed her attention to this and that point of interest. Secret had been to different wards in town before, but only to go to a certain shop or amusement.

			From the center of town, where they lived in a modest ward, her father drove them slowly through a particular northwest ward of clean, large, well-kept row houses with polished entries and rear courtyards.

			“Very soon, we will move here, closer to where we are meant to be,” Bren said. Secret thought his voice seemed choked and his eyes damp.

			Bren crossed a wide street and told Secret to look up to her left. “Can you see The Castle on the hill? That road leads past its surrounding wall and right up to the gatehouse. One day, I will be granted entrance, mark my words.”

			Secret glimpsed its imposing gray exterior and saw flags waving at the tops of its towers. She turned to search for them again as they wound through the northeast wards, full of row houses, more narrow and some quite shabby compared with the others.

			Her father drove them through the central east and west. Some streets were lined with brick walk-ups several stories high, and other streets had many small houses that all looked different. As they went along, Secret realized they passed through the ward where she had lived since she was born.

			“Oh, to finally escape this hodgepodge!” her father said as he looped north again, the sun at Secret’s back.

			The sun warmed Secret’s little face as her father traveled southeast. There, single-story hovels were built right next to each other, and the streets were not tidy. Old barrels and crates and scraps of wood were piled on the sidewalks. Paint was missing or peeling from windows and doors. She realized people were staring at them as they passed. Children with torn and dirty clothing shouted, sometimes chased behind them.

			“Could you have imagined that I, your father, rose from such soot and ashes? Look well at what you’ll never have to suffer,” Bren said. Suddenly, he flicked his hand as if shooing a fly. A boy close to Secret’s age with greasy hair and wide brown eyes trotted near the cart. “Go away! I have no coins for you! Run along!”

			The boy’s dejected expression made Secret feel heavy. She looked at her father who scowled, his jaw tense.

			“No, you will never know what I endured . . . Let me tell you of another past,” he said as he prompted the horse to step up its gait.

			Part of what he told her that morning she would piece together with other fragments over time.

			Bren Riven claimed he was from an old family, people of a waned wealth. He knew, for he’d seen some documents, that the land they’d held became smaller and smaller until there was nothing left, for complicated and mundane reasons. There was little record to note why such prestige fell. Something as simple as the displeasure of a king, a debt to be paid, a loss to endure. Do not such circumstances happen all the time?

			Those ancestors, now dead men, did little, of course, other than tell other men what to do. No real work came of them, some would say, but Bren believed such an assessment was not just. Management and governance are their own vocations at times. Still, they were men who did not use their own hands, soiled them not, knew no hobbies other than eating, drinking, and being merry. Generations later, their descendants had no time for hobbies or the means to be lavish.

			There were some among them, it was rumored, who were scholars. It was said a number of them left to pursue studies in mathematics, some in the natural sciences. One may have been a poet.

			Each generation or so, there was at least one who claimed a link to the right hand of the king. A place of counsel. He possessed a tenacity that suggested something great had been taken away. This man told his sons, one supposes his daughters, of a former prominence. Bad luck or a fickle king or two had stripped a fortune from him and his heirs.

			Bren had yet to confirm but felt confident that their lineage dated back before The Mapmaker’s War. This was a subject he knew well, to the verge of obsession. His personal library contained translations of old chronicles, analyses of the events, and histories related to those days and times.

			As Secret would learn in school, but first from her father, the war started because of a disobedient mapmaker’s apprentice, who was not mentioned by his proper name in any of the chronicles. The apprentice defied the king’s order not to cross the river that separated their land from another. In that land was a wealthy, well-weaponed people whose ire was provoked by this action. As a result, a war began. The apprentice was executed by sword. The fighting waged on for three years, spreading to distant lands east and north, less so west and south. Triumphant, the kingdom doubled its holding. Good King Wyl moved the seat of power across the river to where the first battle took place, a village that grew into the very town where Secret was born and lived.

			Since then, there had been other wars at the fault of men, as well as droughts, famines, floods, and plagues at the fault of Nature. Yet for those with living memories, in recent years, prosperity thrived and peace reigned, or so it seemed.

			Bren had made trips to pore through tax records and annals to trace a link back to those ancient days. This was difficult because the war had occurred a thousand years earlier. He encountered sparse documents, many details lost to fire, water, inconsistency, and carelessness. Bren had yet to close the gap between himself and his oldest known ancestor—who was born several generations after the war—and advisers who had counseled the king to go to war. Bren was sure one of those advisers was his forefather, whose misfortune slowly swept the family into obscurity and poverty.

			“Good fortune was once a matter of noble mercy,” Bren said to his silent little daughter on the seat of the two-horse cart, “until times changed and men could make proper names for themselves. I am such a man, and I intend to take back what was lost.”

			The story over for now, Secret turned her attention to what was around her. She had not seen so much of the town before.

			As they entered the southwest wards, Secret enjoyed the heat on the top of her black head. There, walk-ups and houses were mixed together, as if they came from different times and places.

			Although some of the wards seemed to be cared for better than others, Secret noticed that they were still linked by sameness.

			In most of the wards, entire blocks were fenced to create lots for carts and horses. She saw buildings with strips of grass next to them and children playing out in the open. Some of the places that looked like houses were instead shops and eateries, with displays in their windows and signs hanging near their doors—with pictures and words that Secret could easily read, even though she was only four. Every few blocks seemed to have a group of carts, shaded by umbrellas, the same as where her mother went to market.

			Cobblestone streets with sidewalks and deep hidden drains fronted each threshold. Every few turns of the cart wheel, a spindly tree grew through a square cubit of dirt or an iron lamppost with a bronze shade stood to cast night light. Hitching posts lined the shop fronts. Pump spigots anchored most corners.

			Newsboxes, small as puppet stages, held the center of many intersections, and the speakers inside shouted out the day’s events. On top of the newsboxes, clocks made no mistake of the time, all of them perfectly synchronized. Here and there, young men stood waving stacks of longsheets, purchased by those who did not have them delivered to their doorsteps.

			The streets curved, angled, and continued. Secret felt lost and was glad her father was there and knew the way.

			Near an intersection, all movement halted. Secret looked around. There was a plain one-seat wooden cart behind them, and she watched the aging nag grimace against her bit. On Secret’s side, going in the same direction, she saw an immaculate six-seat wagon, drawn by two enormous field horses, with gold trim, leather cushions, and rain roof. The little girl reached her hand toward the horse closest to her. The beast exhaled on her fingertips then nibbled them with its lips. Secret grinned with delight.

			The newsbox chatter suddenly became louder.

			“Why talk only to yourself when you can Tell-a-Bell what you have to do?” the voice said. “Get through your day with more clarity and success with the latest self-communication aid. Keep those lists of chores and left-to-dos all in one place—at the tip of your tongue. Make your bell toll today and never forget a thing. Visit your nearest Time Matters shop for your very own.”

			Her father kept one hand on the reins and touched the caged bell at his belt with the other, as if to ensure it was still there. Until that morning, Bren hadn’t worn the contraption. She knew people who had muttered them to themselves like her mother but didn’t receive the same strange looks. Maybe Mother should wear a bell instead of Father, she thought. She wondered if Bren had much more to remind himself of than he had had before.

			Finally, the carts moved again. Secret realized her father was going in the direction of Old Wheel, the ward at the southernmost end of town. She didn’t know why it was named that. She had never seen any unusual wheels there, certainly not old ones, or a shop that sold them. Secret thought places, like people, sometimes had names that made little sense. Nevertheless, she did know—because her father told her—that Old Wheel was the oldest part of town, where narrow streets intersected into open squares. That was the ward where archaic plays and performances were held, under tents or in small amphitheaters with stone seats tiered like a fancy cake.

			She hopped lightly in her seat, excited that her father was taking her to a favorite location. After Bren crossed the gold-tiled plaza, he didn’t turn on to a familiar little lane. Instead, he approached The Tallest Building, which cast a sharp shadow across the flat ground in front of it.

			A wide overhang protected visitors from rain and sun. Her father turned the reins over to a uniformed liveryman and told him to tie the horses to a post. The errand would be brief.

			Secret had never visited that building before although she’d often seen it from a distance. The entrance had large narrow windows separated by smooth black marble columns. Within the two wooden doors were glass panels with the letters F and M, each in a block style of emerald green bordered by gold.

			Inside, black and emerald marble tiles covered the floor. Smooth gray stone walls rose as high as ten men standing on each other’s shoulders. On the wall to the left were doors to a pulley lift, and across the lobby on the right was an open stairwell. In the middle of the back wall, there were two doors behind a tremendous desk. Warm and oily from the touch of hundreds of idle hands, its front panel was carved with sword-carrying men on horses. No one was at the desk, but above it, between the two doors, was a grand display of names.

			Against a high black marble slab were large gold letters—pure gold, her father informed her—which read FEWMANY INCORPORATED. Underneath the letters was a recess of emerald-green marble filled with gray stones that were stacked on and next to one another with sharp precision. The stones were carved with names, but none that appeared to be of people. Secret turned her eyes toward the words. Amalgamated Metals, Appleseed Industries, Bellingear Wheelwrights Ltd., and many more.

			Bren reached over the desk and rang a bell. He glanced at the doors and tapped his foot.

			“I’ve taken a new job and will begin work here next week. What do you think of that, Eve?” he asked.

			She nodded as if to approve, but she didn’t know of what. Her father’s occupation was a mystery then, one she’d eventually comprehend as a constellation of skills and desire.

			As a historian and geographer, Bren was interested in the way people lay claim and keep it. He wondered how a thing such as land could be so arbitrarily taken and marked. Invisible marks, as if they are real and binding. He concerned himself with shifts of power that led to changes in what the mighty thought—hoped—was immutable. In times past, these moments were necessarily bloody, but often they were quiet, met with little resistance because few resist men with weapons or decrees.

			But on that day as Secret stood in the grand lobby of Fewmany Incorporated, she assumed her father was involved with a business of buying and selling, which in a way he was. Several shops in town bore the name Fewmany in some way, where goods were bought and sold. That Fewmany might be a person didn’t occur to her, since the word was always connected to a place. She stood in an enormous, imposing place indeed.

			As her father waited for someone to come to the desk, he shook hands with three men and had a brief conversation with another who honked when he laughed. Secret watched as men in fine coats and polished shoes moved in and out through the lobby doors, talking, checking timepieces, pondering their own thoughts.

			Bren’s hand hovered over the bell to ring it again. A man in a red coat emerged from one of the doors behind the carved desk.

			“Welcome to Fewmany Incorporated, inspired by innovation, anchored in tradition,” the man said.

			“I was informed a parcel would be left for me.”

			“Your name, sir?”

			“Bren Riven.”

			The man gave him an envelope sealed with wax. He opened it immediately. A small wooden frame was attached to a plain leather cord. Inside the frame was a printed card with his name, a title, and a miniature sketch of his face.

			“Look at my badge. It’s proof I belong here,” he said. “When you sit with your toys and books four mornings from today, I will be on my way here—to my new office on the top floor.”

			As they walked through the lobby, Secret observed that her father seemed excited about, even proud of, the badge. She didn’t understand why a card was needed, but she did understand being in a place where one belonged. She half-closed her eyes to remember the woods, her body in The Tallest Building, her thoughts miles away.

			“This common man’s son has taken his place on the wheel of fortune. I expect to rub royal elbows in due time,” he said. Her father opened one of the huge doors and let her pass through.

			Out of the stark building, she thought she heard a voice calling for attention with a needy tone. Several steps away, there was a tree dotted with yellow leaves in a large pot. A tenacious root had pushed its way down into a crack between the cobblestones.

			Secret paused. She felt drawn to help and knew somehow what to do. She wandered away from her father as he waited for their cart to return. After she tucked her mittens into her pocket, she scooped soil with her hands from the pot’s edge, careful not to make matters worse. She heaped the dirt over the unprotected root. A pail of water near a hitching post was half-filled with water. Carefully, she lifted the pail and tipped it over into the pot. She thought she heard a sigh.

			The girl hugged the tree, as she had done with many trees in the woods far away. She kissed its bark, pleased with the rough texture on her soft lips.

			Her father grabbed her arm. “Didn’t you hear me call you? Look at you—these filthy hands and a damp cloak. What were you doing—playing with the tree?”

			With a solemn face, Secret shook her head. She pointed at the sickly leaves and covered root.

			“You were tending it?”

			She nodded.

			Bren stared at her, his own expression searching. “What a strange child you are.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped her palms. “Come on then. There’s a good girl. Let’s get your treat now, my pet.”

		

	
		
			– V –

			The Row House and Its Creatures and Plants

			NOT LONG AFTER BREN started to work in The Tallest Building, Secret and her parents prepared to move to a new house.

			Where they were moving was a compromise. Her parents, who rarely had harsh words between them, argued frequently about the decision for weeks.

			Bren wanted a brand-new house with its own small stable and an open lawn, built among the manors just outside the town’s north wards. Zavet, set in her ways, didn’t want to move at all. He insisted they needed to live in a house befitting his new position, and she thought it hardly mattered where they lived as long as he was successful in his work. He said she didn’t understand the necessity, and she said the pauper’s son would do well to realize he wasn’t his father. He said the change might do her some good, and she said change usually brings trouble.

			So, in the end, Secret’s parents agreed to purchase a home in a prestigious ward, respectable enough because some of the town’s best families, past and present, resided there as well. Zavet was pleased she wouldn’t have to walk far or learn to use a horse and cart in order to go to market or to shops.

			Zavet delayed her translation projects to prepare for the move. Secret tried to be as good and helpful as possible. She assisted her mother by carrying items to pack in wooden boxes, which were stacked in clusters near the walls and furniture. Zavet stumbled and bumped into them. She seemed confused and bothered that things were out of place.

			Then their belongings were taken from the house. Secret and her parents slept on pallets for three nights. Her mother worked as best she could during the day but found no comfort on the floor. She preferred things as they always were.

			On a morning near the end of winter, her father sat them on the two-horse cart and took them away. Secret and Zavet arrived on an unfamiliar street in front of a fine three-story brick row house with window boxes overflowing with ivy and freshly painted shutters with black iron hinges. A wide alley separated their row house from one neighbor and a shared wall kept them close to another. Secret could hear the unmistakable chatter of newsboxes nearby.

			“This is our new home, Eve,” Bren said.

			Secret allowed Bren to take her hand and lead her through the rooms and up the stairways. There was far more space than they needed. Upon entry on the first floor was a large parlor with an enormous fireplace. The staircase was straight ahead. To the right was a narrow hall with a modern water closet and a storage room that held a mop, a broom, and buckets. To the left was a long room with a heavy back door. On one side was a kitchen with an older wood-burning stove and water basin, and on the other side, her mother’s workspace with her tables and shelves. Secret studied the heavy back door with a great bobbin and latch and wondered where it led.

			Bren and Secret went up to the second floor. Secret’s room was above the parlor. On her left, she saw a little fireplace. Straight ahead were three large west-facing windows. Her bed had been placed under one in the far right corner, and next to it was a table with a lamp. At the foot of her bed was the small, faded blue chest with the painted animals—her mother’s as a child—that served as a bench, for it was never opened even though it had hinges and a keyhole. Against the wall opposite the fireplace was her old wardrobe, which still held her little clothes. She walked a few paces to her right to admire the new cupboard that held her books. Next to it was the large chest that held her toys, and she peeked inside to make sure they were all there. After she was done, Bren showed her the storage room above the water closet, where he had placed his maps and records and some of Zavet’s belongings. Above her mother’s workspace and the kitchen was another room, clean and sparsely furnished, as if ready for a guest. Secret hoped her ahmama might come to stay with them for a while.

			The third floor had a low, sloped ceiling because it had once been an attic. The bedroom above hers was for her parents. Across from it was yet another storage area. The remaining space was Bren’s. It was already packed with his desk, map table, and books, books, books. Secret looked at a small panel in the hall’s ceiling. Her father smiled as he whispered that the garret was crammed with mice and monsters. Better to leave it closed.

			As he led her down the stairs, he asked if she liked the house. Secret nodded. She did very much, especially the new water closet, her room with space to play, and the old floor with scuffs and gouges.

			“Your mother wants to wait until we’re settled, but sooner rather than later, we simply must fix the cracked plaster, paint the walls, hang new drapes, and buy new furniture.” He stopped on the last step and tilted her chin to him. “Our fortune has taken a turn, and we must keep up proper appearances.”

			Some things were the same and some were different in the new row house.

			Their old cleaning woman, Elinor, had come once a week. Now she came three days, but she still wasn’t allowed into Zavet’s workspace. A new laundry woman, Hildith, delivered their clothes and linens pressed and folded, wrapped in a lovely fabric instead of bound with string.

			Still too young for school—Secret was only four—she stayed home with her mother but she was no longer forced to play in a corner. She was allowed to amuse herself wherever she wished as long as she didn’t make a sound.

			Her father worked most days and came home later than he once did at night.

			Her mother once had small stacks of books and manuscripts waiting for her attention. Before they moved to the row house, Zavet had many translations to do. Each courier, or patron, who had arrived at her door with a shrouded treasure and departed with two took her word for the translation. Who knew, in fact, what was accurate? What part of her work was conjecture, speculation? Within the words was intent—hidden or otherwise. Not all things are so clear, Secret thought to herself many years later, long after this part of her story was done.

			Now, at the new house, Zavet translated documents stored in leather portfolios and had only one aged text or tome at a time. Secret didn’t know, because her mother didn’t say, whether Zavet missed the variety.

			Although she had only one manuscript or book on her tables and all of those official-looking documents, Zavet used the same tools—five old pens with different nibs, several bottles of ink, rocker blotters, and her grids.

			Her mother wrote on paper she specially ordered. Each page was covered with a grid. The lines were sometimes brown, sometimes blue, and they were perfectly straight, up and down, side to side. They met to make perfect squares. On all four edges, where the lines ended there were dots alternating in black and red. A tiny red X appeared at the top left corner and the middle of the page. The paper was delivered in a wooden crate so heavy that a parcel man had to carry it inside and leave it next to Zavet’s chair. Secret was allowed to use only the pages her mother discarded.

			Zavet had other grids, too, glass ones etched with lines that were colored in with paint and surrounded with wooden frames. The frames had dots burned into the wood where the lines ended. These Zavet placed upon the pages she read and translated. Secret wondered whether the people who sent valuable books to her mother knew, or minded, that a thin glass pane was all that protected the words from her ink-stained hands.

			What was new for Secret was the memory of fresh breezes and sunshine, what she felt those few weeks with her ahmama. Secret looked out of the house’s windows at the moving clouds and the occasional dart of a bird. She felt lonelier than she ever had before, once again surrounded by roads and buildings, removed from the creatures and plants she had loved in the woods.

			She found herself staring at the heavy back door and its great bobbin and latch. The mechanism seemed ancient to her, not at all like the doorknobs and locks in the rest of the house. The sight of it gave her a feeling of anticipation. It was too high for Secret to reach, but she knew if she could, she would be able to go outside. A trail of ants that made their way back and forth from the kitchen under Zavet’s tables to the door’s crack showed her so. Secret wished she could be a fly, an ant, or a beetle, and crawl around inside and out as much as she liked.

			With daydreams she comforted herself, imagining that outside the back door there was a beautiful forest that awaited her company.

			But Secret’s only company was her mother.

			Every morning, after feeding Secret breakfast with her father, Zavet supervised her bath, combed her long hair, and helped her into her dress. Soon after, on most days, they went to market. Upon their return, Zavet told Secret to quietly play while she worked. Her mother prepared a simple lunch, which they ate together, then both went back to their activities.

			The afternoons, however, were a tenuous time of day. Zavet took a walk with Secret in tow in a wagon and, before they returned home, she let the little girl run along the sidewalk. Sometimes, Zavet took a long break with tea and bread that lasted through Secret’s nap. Other times, Secret lay awake to hear her mother shuffle about the house. She could hear busy sounds—books placed on shelves, a cabinet opened and closed—but also the mutters. If her father was home at those times, he would call to his wife and say, “You’re talking to yourself, dear.” His words made Zavet pause, then stop. However, he was often not there when the mutters became angry, when Zavet seemed to hardly notice what came out of her mouth. If a noise Secret made distracted her, Zavet startled and glared at her daughter, releasing a hushing hiss that robbed the girl’s body of light.

			Weeks after they had moved into the new house, Zavet had a fit worse than any Secret could remember. The girl awakened from her nap and walked into the hall. She heard cabinet doors and drawers open and close, open and close. Words slammed with each shutting. The child couldn’t understand the language, but she understood her mother was very angry by the tone of her voice and because of the straining knot at her navel that cramped her belly and tugged harder at her tongue. Secret crept to the ground floor, more frightened than she’d ever been. She crouched under a parlor table in the darkest corner. She hoped her father would come home soon or that Zavet would exhaust herself, as she sometimes did, to drowse lightly, head dropped on folded arms, at her table.

			Secret felt tears on her cheeks, but she didn’t make a sound. Her breath was tight and noiseless. She thought she heard the word Ahma, yet Secret could never be certain what syllables came from her mother’s mouth. So she sat with stillness not suited for a child. She pressed herself closer to the wall, farther under the table. She glanced to her side and saw a fly there, the dim cast of twilight giving glint to its eyes and wings. I see it, and it sees me, she thought. Its company wasn’t enough to soothe her.

			Suddenly, Secret heard her name. She heard it called several times, but she didn’t want to leave the hiding place.

			“Eve!” her mother shouted. “Eve! Show yourself!” She gasped a deep breath when Zavet passed the parlor doorway. In an instant, her mother entered the room, hands outstretched and flailing. Zavet paused, suddenly calm. Then, as if the woman had eyes in the back of her head, she twirled, dropped to the floor, and grabbed Secret’s ankle. Zavet dragged the child into the open.

			“Your tongue may be dumb, but your ears are not,” her mother said as she stood. “Don’t try to hide from me, girl. I will find you.”

			As Secret curled her legs to her chest, Zavet tossed her arms around her head as she had when the bees came. Secret heard a fast, familiar zuzz. An insect circled Zavet with persistence. Secret glanced at the wall where the fly had been. It wasn’t there. A soft, short giggle tickled Secret’s throat as she watched the fly spiral around Zavet’s ears. Its acrobatics annoyed her out of the room and away from the bewildered child.

			After that, Secret became even more wary of her mother.

			Then spring arrived, and with it, sweet breezes, but the heavy wooden door with the great bobbin and latch was never opened. Secret saw light in the crack that changed with day and night. She watched the ant trail flow through the space. They went to a place she could not, and she wished to with desperation. Secret began to bang on the door and reach for the bobbin several times a day while her mother worked.

			“There’s nothing out there,” Zavet said. “Play with your toys and books. SSSSsssss.”

			Secret persisted, even at night, when her father would find her.

			“If you stop that noise, I’ll give you a cookie,” Bren said. This worked for a time, but then cookies lost their appeal. She had spoonfuls of honey and hard syrup sweets. Her father’s distraction didn’t change her mind.

			Then one day as her mother spoke to a courier at the front door, Secret pushed a stool against the back door and climbed on top. She pulled the great bobbin, the latch lifted up, and the door creaked to a narrow crack. Secret leapt from the stool. Her tiny fingers curled at the door’s edge. The hinges groaned awake. She slipped into the gap.

			Once, the courtyard had been beautiful. The ground was dry and bare, but long, raised planters and large ceramic pots, all cracked and crumbled, bore proof of greener times. Dead shrubs and weeds poked through dust. All around was a high stone wall with dismal moss clinging to one face. Yet in all this grayness, there was green.

			Near the corner, close to the house, a single unfurled leaf topped the uppermost branch of an ailing fig tree. Secret stepped over the threshold to approach it, then felt her footing come loose. She kicked her legs in midair.

			“If you wanted to go outside, why didn’t you say so?” her father said with a chuckle.

			Secret thrashed hard, and her father lost his grip. She fell on her feet, planted them on the spot. Bren cocked his head and tousled her hair. She kept her face still but frowned inside. Secret followed him as he walked around the house on the alley side, where the stone wall continued then ended at a barred iron gate with a rusty lock. Bren shook the handle and knocked his fingertips between the tight bars.

			“There’s no way for you to escape,” he said.

			He picked her up and took her inside. When he set her down again, she stamped her foot and pointed at the door with an outstretched arm.

			Bren blinked at her, then smiled. “You want to be outside, don’t you?”

			Secret nodded. A cry of relief welled up in her throat.

			“I’ll let your mother know,” Bren said.

			The next day, Zavet opened the back door for Secret. She ran into the courtyard and skipped in the dust. She considered what to do first. Then she knew.

			She approached the fig tree that grew in spite of itself, twisted toward what light it could get. Most of its limbs were broken away. What branches it had were spotted with crumpled pale-green leaves. Only the leaf at the top hinted that any strong life was left. There was no way it could survive here any longer without help.

			There had been many times Secret felt sad for a broken flower, a limping dog, or a crushed insect. Like people, they suffered from neglect and illness and death. She’d seen it for herself in the woods and in her town. To love creatures and plants as she did caused her pain, too, knowing the pain they felt. She endured heartache for the fig tree, seeing it so alone and abandoned.

			When Secret discovered the tree, it had been dying a slow, thirsty death because there was no one who gave it a drink when the rains stayed away. Its death was a dark one, too, as the sunlight moved far away and no matter how it stretched and spread its wide leaves, it could not get enough.

			Secret loved the sad fig tree and climbed into its reach. The branches that did not break bent, and bent well. She sat in the curve of one, which swayed and rocked with grace. She knew that trees should be covered with leaves, and this one was not. She determined it was ailing. When she was ill, she was given cool drinks and warm soups, and so Secret shared her meals with the tree. Still, it got no better.

			If she could have spoken, she might have asked her parents why the old tree was sick. Even she knew, as young as she was, they would have said it was old, and old things die.

			But Secret didn’t speak, not yet. Still, she wasn’t wordless or thoughtless, so she sat upon her favorite branch to think. She touched a knot that once leafed. She watched the branches fall heavy, as if giving way to rest. There was no one nearby, but she was sure she heard a groan.

			I feel sore with your tenderness, the fig tree said without saying.

			Secret gasped. So it happened again, this talking without sound from that which could not speak. She remembered the bee in the tree, that told of the wound and the wolf. In the hollow, she hadn’t tried to respond. But there, alone in her courtyard, Secret felt herself ask a question: Why are you sick?

			The fig tree replied with images, and, as before with the bee, Secret could perceive the story she was told and transformed that into words. The girl learned her house had once been small and the grounds spacious. As the many years passed, the little house was torn down to build a larger one, with others built side by side. The walls rose, taking away the sun.

			How can I help you? Secret asked.

			Rub my limbs you can reach. Look with kindness on what you cannot. Pour water when the ground dries. Listen to my tales, she said.

			Secret cared for Fig Tree. She filled a wooden pail with as much water as she could carry and gave the tree long drinks. Each day, Secret stroked the branches, careful not to break the leaves, and as she did, more life came into the barren courtyard. The tree had new strength to reach toward the sun. She was misshapen, but the limbs that grew produced leaves and then, by summer, fruit which Secret ate with sweet pleasure. In the tree’s shade, the girl watched as insects trailed up and down the maze of dead ends and gentle bridges. A sparrow built a nest in the eaves of the house, and the fledglings took their first flights from her heights. Now and then, a bird perched within the branches and pecked a rosy kiss into the fruit.

			Even the loneliest of children find a way to tolerate breathing, and Secret discovered that when she was very still and open, she could hear the stories of creatures and plants.

			What began as chance occasions became as frequent and easy as blinking her eyes. Those times she listened, or so it seemed, although the words were not quite words and the feelings were not quite feelings. In those moments, Secret knew something new. And the things they told her—of places far away! Once, a little odd flower began to grow in a mossy spot. It shared a fanciful tale of another land and how beautiful it was and how breezes carried the scent of salt. Even though the flower hadn’t lived there—so recently had it been a seed—this was all true, for it had the memory. Secret cared for the flower as long as it was able to grow and bloom. It was weak, away from where it truly belonged. Secret loved it anyway and because of this.

			She went outside often to visit Fig Tree and those small things that were drawn to her. Secret liked to sit in the sun and feel her dark hair fire like clay. On temperate days, she took her books and studied them surrounded by air and light. Sometimes, she would read to her friends, as her father did to her, and declared before each one, as he did, what it was. Fact or fiction. History or story. Tale, legend, or myth. Bren had explained the differences, and so she explained them to her friends.

			Fact is what happens in real life; fiction is what is make-believe. History is fact, and story is fiction. Myth is the make-believe history of the beginning and ending of everything. Legend is the strange child born of history and make-believe. Tale is a phantom with a body of fact and a heart of fiction, she said without saying.

			Secret thought of the wonder tales her father had read to her of animals that could talk, lead people to safety, and bestow magical objects. Would her father believe her if she could tell him what she knew? The distinctions he taught her were not as rigid as he might think.
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