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Introduction
“WHAT IS A HEART?” A child asks in one of Jane Yolen’s stories, and is answered: “A vastly overrated part of the body.”
Some days, sure. But Jane’s tales themselves do seem to spring to the eye with wondrous simplicity, and from there, with the fearless and awesome language of dreams, into the heart of childhood.
In the tradition of legends and myths and unbowdlerized old fairytales, her stories make no promises, guarantee no happy endings. They present worlds which alter under our eyes like the shapes of clouds. Image flows into image: the tree becomes a lover, the ribbon of gray hair becomes a silver road out of torment, the tears become flowers, the old drunk on the beach becomes the god of the sea. Each image is a gift, without explanation. The old woman on the roadside hands the poor woodsman an apple of gold. What does it mean? Where did it come from? Who knows? The value lies in its appropriateness: the gift, the image, the transformation comes when, in the reader’s heart, it feels most right. And that, to me, is the most special quality of Jane’s fantasy. It feels true, inarguable as the unreasonable reason of dreams.
The first book of Jane’s I bought, years ago, was The Girl Who Cried Flowers, a book which looks as lovely as it reads. Since then, I’ve been exposed to rather different moods of her work, and, to my pleasure, to Jane herself. A woman sitting on a bed in the Claremont Hotel, surrounded by apples and wine-bottles, giving a brisk, intelligent critique of a litter of fantasy-jackets—well, I know storytellers don’t necessarily match their stories, but Jane seems to preserve an almost formidable balance between two worlds. Wife, mother of three, teacher—Where could the poet have a chance to preserve herself except in the regenerative solitude of that “vastly overrated part?”
My impressions of both her and her work have gotten more complex. She hates snakes, gets hung-over on two inches of wine, and can break records on the New Haven to Staten Island run driving an old station wagon and making bad puns at the same time. She lives in a Massachusetts farmhouse, has taught at Smith College, has acquired a Golden Kite Award, and threatened to acquire a National Book Award. She has written over seventy books. Among her latest are the bitter-sweet adult collection, Tales of Wonder, a novel, Cards of Grief, in which the sophisticated trappings of science fiction and the darker wisdom and intuitions of fantasy intermingle to provide another fine adult drama; and Heart’s Blood, a sequel to Dragon’s Blood.
On top of all that, she is kindly, she can make you fall off your chair laughing, and she is well beloved by librarians, teachers and classrooms full of young students parched for a story.
If I had a hat on, it would be off to you, Jane. Birds would fly out of it, they would turn into flowers, and fall down the face of a young girl in one of your stories, who would collect them in her apron and give them to you, from me. …
Oh, well, I don’t have a hat on. So I’ll just raise two inches of wine and say, “Here’s to you, Dream Weaver!”
Patricia A. McKillip,
San Francisco, California
1984



Dragonfield
THERE IS A SPIT OF land near the farthest shores of the farthest islands. It is known as Dragonfield. Once dragons dwelt on the isles in great herds, feeding on the dry brush and fueling their flames with the carcasses of small animals and migratory birds. There are no dragons there now, though the nearer islands are scored with long furrows as though giant claws had been at work, and the land is fertile from the bones of the buried behemoths. Yet though the last of the great worms perished long before living memory, there is a tale still told by the farmers and fisherfolk of the isles about that last dragon.
His name in the old tongue was Aredd and his color a dull red. It was not the red of hollyberry or the red of the wild flowering trillium, but the red of a man’s life-blood spilled out upon the sand. Aredd’s tail was long and sinewy, but his body longer still. Great mountains rose upon his back. His eyes were black and, when he was angry, looked as empty as the eyes of a shroud, but when he was calculating, they shone with a false jeweled light. His jaws were a furnace that could roast a whole bull. And when he roared, he could be heard like distant thunder throughout the archipelago.
Aredd was the last of his kind and untaught in the riddle-lore of dragons. He was but fierceness and fire, for he had hatched late from the brood. His brothers and sisters were all gone, slain in the famous Dragon Wars when even young dragons were spitted by warriors who had gone past fearing. But the egg that had housed Aredd had lain buried in the sand of Dragonfield years past the carnage, uncovered at last by an unnaturally high tide. And when he hatched, no one had remarked it. So the young worm had stretched and cracked the shell and emerged nose-first in the sand.
At the beginning he looked like any large lizard for he had not yet shed his eggskin, which was lumpy and whitish, like clotted cream. But he grew fast, as dragons will, and before the week was out he was the size of a small pony and his eggskin had sloughed off. He had, of course, singed and eaten the skin and so developed a taste for crackling. A small black-snouted island pig was his next meal, then a family of shagged cormorants flying island to island on their long migration south.
And still no one remarked him, for it was the time of great harvests brought about by the fertilization of the rich high tides, and everyone was needed in the fields: old men and women, mothers with their babes tied to their backs, young lovers who might have slipped off to the far isle to tryst. Even the young fishermen did not dare to go down to the bay and cast off while daylight bathed the plants and vines. They gave up their nets and lines for a full two weeks to help with the stripping, as the harvest was called then. And by night, of course, the villagers were much too weary to sail by moonlight to the spit.
Another week, then, and Aredd was a dull red and could trickle smoke rings through his nostrils, and he was the size of a bull. His wings, still crumpled and weak, lay untested along his sides, but his foreclaws, which had been as brittle as shells at birth, were now as hard as golden oak. He had sharpened them against the beach boulders, leaving scratches as deep as worm runnels. At night he dreamed of blood.
The tale of Aredd’s end, as it is told in the farthest islands, is also the tale of a maiden who was once called Tansy after the herb of healing but was later known as Areddiana, daughter of the dragon. Of course it is a tale with a hero. That is why there are dragons, after all: to call forth heroes. But he was a hero in spite of himself and because of Tansy. The story goes thus:
There were three daughters of a healer who lived on the northern shore of Medd, the largest isle of the archipelago. Although they had proper names, after the older gods, they were always called by their herbal names.
Rosemary, the eldest, was a weaver. Her face was plain but honest-looking, a face that would wear well with time. Her skin was dark as if she spent her days out in the sun, though, in truth, she preferred the cottage’s cold dirt floors and warm hearth. Her mouth was full but she kept it thin. She buffed the calluses on her hands to make them shine. She had her mother’s gray eyes and her passion for work, and it annoyed her that others had not.
Sage was the beauty, but slightly simple. She was as golden as Rosemary was brown, and brushed her light-filled hair a full hundred strokes daily. When told to she worked, but otherwise preferred to stare out the window at the sea. She was waiting, she said, for her own true love. She had even put it in rhyme.
Glorious, glorious, over the sea,
My own true love will come for me.
She repeated it so often they all believed it to be true.
Tansy was no special color at all; rather she seemed to blend in with her surroundings, sparkling by a stream, golden in the sunny meadows, mouse-brown within the house. She was the one who was a trouble to her mother: early walking and always picking apart things that had been knit up with great care just to see what made them work. So she was named after the herb that helped women in their times of trouble. Tansy. It was hoped that she would grow into her name.
“Where is that girl?” May-Ma cried.
Her husband, crushing leaves for a poultice, knew without asking which girl she meant. Only with Tansy did May-Ma’s voice take on an accusatory tone.
“I haven’t seen her for several hours, May-Ma,” said Rosemary from the loom corner. She did not even look up but concentrated on the marketcloth she was weaving.
“That Tansy. She is late again for her chores. Probably dreaming somewhere. Or eating some new and strange concoction.” May-Ma’s hands moved on the bread dough as if preparing to beat a recalcitrant child. “Some day, mind you, some day she will eat herself past your help, Da.”
The man smiled to himself. Never would he let such a thing happen to his Tansy. She had knowledge, precious, god-given, and nothing she made was past his talents for healing. Besides, she seemed to know instinctively how far to taste, how far to test, and she had a high tolerance for pain.
“Mind you,” May-Ma went on, pounding the dough into submission, “Now, mind you, I’m not saying she doesn’t have a Gift. But Gift or no, she has chores to do.” Her endless repetitions had begun with the birth of her first child and had increased with each addition to the family until now, three live children later (she never mentioned the three little boys buried under rough stones at the edge of the garden), she repeated herself endlessly. “Mind you, a Gift is no excuse.”
“I’m minding, May-Ma,” said her husband, wiping his hands on his apron. He kissed her tenderly on the head as if to staunch the flow of words, but still they bled out.
“If she would remember her chores as well as she remembers dreams,” May-Ma went on, “As well as she remembers the seven herbs of binding, the three parts to setting a broken limb, the …”
“I’m going, May-Ma,” whispered her husband into the flood, and left.
He went outside and down a gentle path winding towards the river, guessing that on such a day Tansy would be picking cress.
The last turn opened onto the river and never failed to surprise him with joy. The river was an old one, its bends broad as it flooded into the great sea. Here and there the water had cut through soft rock to make islets that could be reached by poleboat or, in the winter, by walking across the thick ice. This turning, green down to the river’s edge, was full of cress and reeds and even wild rice carried from the Eastern lands by migrating birds.
“Tansy,” he called softly, warning her of his coming.
A gull screamed back at him. He dropped his eyes to the hatchmarked tracks of shorebirds in the mud, waited a moment to give her time to answer, and then when none came, called again. “Tansy. Child.”
“Da, Da, here!” It was the voice of a young woman, breathless yet throaty, that called back. “And see what I have found. I do not know what it is.”
The reeds parted and she stepped onto the grass. Her skirts were kilted up, bunched at her waist. Even so they were damp and muddy. Her slim legs were coated with a green slime and there was a smear of that same muck along her nose and across her brow where she had obviously wiped away sweat or a troublesome insect. She held up a sheaf of red grassy weeds, the tops tipped with pink florets. Heedless of the blisters on her fingers, she gripped the stalk.
“What is it?” she asked. “It hurts something fierce, but I’ve never seen it before. I thought you might know.”
“Drop it. Drop it at once, child. Where are your mitts?”
At his cry, she let the stalk go and it landed in the water, spinning around and around in a small eddy, a spiral of smoke uncurling from the blossoms.
He plucked her hand toward him and reached into his belt-bag. Taking out a cloth wrapped packet of fresh aloe leaves, he broke one leaf in two and squeezed out the healing oils onto her hands. Soon the redness around the blisters on her fingers was gone, though the blisters remained like a chain of tiny seed pearls.
“Now will you tell me what it is?” she asked, grinning up at him despite what he knew to be a terribly painful burn. There was a bit of mischief in her smile, too, which kept him from scolding her further about her gloves.
“I have never seen it before, only heard of it. I thought it but a tale. It is called fireweed or flamewort. You can guess why. The little blisters on the hand are in the old rhyme. It grows only where a great dragon lives, or so the spellbook says:
Leaves of blood and sores of pearl,
In the sea, a smoky swirl,
Use it for your greatest need,
Dragon’s Bane and fireweed.
They used it somehow in the dragon wars. But child, look at your hands!”
She looked down for the first time and caught her breath as she saw the tiny, pearly sores. “One, two, three … why there must be fifteen blisters here,” she said, fascinated. “Sores of pearl indeed. But what is its use?”
Her father shook his head and wrapped the aloe carefully. “I cannot imagine, since the sting of it is so fierce. And if the note about it be true, it will burn for near an hour once the florets open, burn with a hot steady flame that cannot be put out. Then it will crumble all at once into red ash. So you leave it there, steaming, on the water and come home with me. There is no use for dragon’s bane, for there are no more dragons.”
The fireweed had already lost its color in the river, graying out, but still it sent up a curl of blue-white steam. Tansy found a stick and pushed it towards the stalk and where she touched, the weed flared up again a bright red. When she pulled back the stick, the color of the weed faded as quickly as a blush. The stick burned down towards Tansy’s fingers and she dropped it into the river where it turned to ash and floated away.
“Dragon’s bane,” she whispered. “And I wonder why.” She neglected to mention to her father that there was a large patch of the weed growing, hidden, in the reeds.
“Such questions will not win you favor at home,” her father said, taking her unblistered hand in his. “Especially not with your dear May-Ma ready to do your chores. She will chide you a dozen times over for the same thing if we do not hurry home.”
“My chores!” Tansy cried. Then she shrugged and looked at her father with wise eyes. “Even if I were home to do them, I would hear of it again and again. Poor May-Ma, she speaks to herself for none of the rest of us really talks to her.” She pulled away from him and was gone up the path as if arrowshot.
He chuckled aloud and walked to the water’s edge to pick some fresh peppermint and sweet woodruff for teas. The river’s slow meandering was still noisy enough that he did not hear the strange chuffing sound of heavy new wings above him. It was only when the swollen shadow darkened the ground that he looked up and into the belly of a beast he had thought long extinct. He was so surprised, he did not have time to cry out or to bless himself before dying. The flames that killed him were neither long nor especially hot, but fear and loathing added their toll. The healer was dead before his body touched earth. He never felt the stab of the golden claws as the dragon carried him back to its home on the far spit of land.
Only the singed open herb bag, its contents scattered on the path, bore testimony to the event.
They did not look for him until near dark. And then, in the dark, with only their small tapers for light, they missed the burned herb sack. It was morning before they found it and Sage had run off to their closest neighbors for help.
What help could be given? The healer was gone, snatched from the good earth he had so long tended. They could not explain the singed sack, and so did not try. They concentrated instead on his missing body. Perhaps he had fallen, one man suggested, into the river. Since he was not a fisherman, he could not swim. They expected his body to fetch up against an island shore within a few days. Such a thing had happened to men before. The fisherfolk knew where to look. And that was all the comfort the villagers had to lend. It was harvest, after all, and they could spare only the oldest women to weep and prepare funeral pies.
“And what kind of funeral is it?” May-Ma asked repeatedly. “Without a body, what kind of burial? He will be back. Back to laugh at our preparations. I know it. I know it here.” She touched her breast and looked out to the garden’s edge and the large, newly-cut stone overshadowing the three smaller ones. “He will be back.”
But she was the only one to hold out such hope and to no one’s surprise but May-Ma’s, the healer did not return. The priest marked his passing with the appropriate signs and psalms, then returned to help with the harvest. The girls wept quietly: Rosemary by her loom, dampening the cloth; Sage by the window, gazing off down the path; Tansy alone in the woods. May-Ma sobbed her hopes noisily and the villagers, as befitting their long friendship with the healer, spoke of his Gift with reverence. It did not bring him back.
The healer’s disappearance became a small mystery in a land used to small mysteries until after the harvest was in. And then Tam-the-Carpenter’s finest draft horse was stolen. A week and a half later, two prize ewes were taken from Mother Comfy’s fold. And almost two weeks after that, the latest of the cooper’s twelve children disappeared from its cradle in the meadow when the others had left it for just a moment to go and pick wild trillium in the dell. A great fear descended upon the village then. They spoke of ravening beasts, of blood-crazed goblins, of a mad changeling beast-man roaming the woods, and looked at one another with suspicion. The priest ranted of retribution and world’s end. But none of them considered dragons, for, as they knew full well, the last of the great worms had been killed in the dragon wars. And while none had actually seen a goblin or a beast-man, and while there had not been wild animals larger than a goldskin fox in the woods for twice two hundred years, still such creatures seemed likelier than dragons. Dragons, they knew with absolute and necessary conviction, were no more.
It was a fisherman who saw Aredd and lived to tell of it. In a passion one early morning he had gone over the side of his boat to untangle a line. It was a fine line, spun out over the long winter by his wife, and he was not about to lose it, for the mark of its spinning was still on his wife’s forefinger and thumb. The line was down a great ways underwater and he had scarcely breath enough to work it free of a black root. But after three dives he had worked it loose and was surfacing again when he saw the bright water above him suddenly darken. He knew water too well to explain it, but held his breath longer and slowed his ascent until the darkness had passed by. Lucky it was, for when he broke through the foam, the giant body was gone past, its claws empty. All the fisherman saw clearly through water-filmed eyes was the great rudder of its red tail. He treaded water by his boat, too frightened to pull himself in, and a minute later the dragon went over him again, its claws full of the innkeeper’s prize bull, the one that had sired the finest calves in the countryside but was so fierce it had to be staked down day and night. The bull was still twitching and the blood fell from its back thicker than rain.
The fisherman slipped his hand from the boat and went under the water, both to cleanse himself of the blood and the fear. When he surfaced again, the dragon was gone. But the fisherman stayed in the water until the cold at last drove him out, his hands as wrinkled as his grandpap’s from their long soaking.
He swam to shore, forgetting both boat and line, and ran all the way back to the village leaving a wet trail. No one believed him until they saw the meadow from which the bull—chain and all—had been ripped. Then even the priest was convinced.
The healer’s wife and her three daughters wept anew when they were told. And Tansy, remembering the patch of dragon’s bane, blamed herself for not having guessed.
May-Ma raised her fist to the sky and screamed out the old curse on dragons, remembered from years of mummery played out at planting:
Fire and water on thy wing,
The curse of god in beak and flight.
The priest tried to take the sting of her loss away. The cooper’s wife was inconsolable as well, surrounded by her eleven younglings. The village men sharpened their iron pitchforks and the old poisoned arrows that hung on the church’s small apse walls were heated until the venom dripped. Tansy had to treat three boys for the flux who had put their fingers on the arrows and then on their lips. The beekeeper got down an old book that had traveled through his family over the years called Ye Draconis: An Historie Unnaturalis. The only useful information therein was: “An fully fledged draconis will suppe and digeste an bullock in fourteen days.” They counted twelve days at best before the beast returned to feed again.
And then someone said, “We need a dragonslayer.”
So the fisherman’s son and the beekeeper’s son and three other boys were sent off to see who they could find, though, as the priest thundered from the pulpit, “Beware of false heroes. Without dragons there be no need of dragonslayers.”
As the boys left the village, their neighbors gathered to bid them godspeed. The sexton rang Great Tom, the treble bell that had been cast in the hundredth year after the victory over dragons. On its side was the inscription: I am Tom, when I toll there is fire, when I thunder there is victory. The boys carried the sound with them down the long, winding roads.
They found heroes aplenty in the towns they visited. There were men whose bravery extended to the rim of a wine cup but, sober the morning after, turned back into ploughboys, farmers, and laborers who sneaked home without a by-your-leave. They found one old general who remembered ancient wounds and would have followed them if he had had legs, but the man who carted him to and from town was too frightened to push the barrow after them. And they found a farmer’s strong daughter who could lift a grown ewe under each arm but whose father forbade her to go. “One girl and five boys together on the road?” he roared. “Would that be proper? After such a trip, no one would wed her.” So though she was a head taller than her da, and forty pounds heavier, she wanted a wedding, so she stayed.
It was in a tosspot inn that the five village boys found the one they sought. They knew him for a hero the moment he stood. He moved like a god, the golden hair rippling down his back. Muscles formed like small mountains on his arms and he could make them walk from shoulder to elbow without the slightest effort. He was of a clan of gentle giants but early on had had a longing to see the world.
It did not occur to any one of the five why a hero should have sunk so low as to be cadging drinks by showing off his arms. It was enough for them that they had found him.
“Be you a hero?” breathed the fisherman’s son, tracing the muscles with his eyes.
The blond man smiled, his teeth white and even. “Do I look like one?” he asked, answering question with question, making the muscles dance across his shoulders. “My name is Lancot.”
The beekeeper’s son looked dazzled. “That be a hero’s name,” he said with a sigh.
The boys shared their pennies and bought Lancot a mug of stew. He remembered things for them then: service to a foreign queen, a battle with a walking tree, three goblins spitted on his sword. (Their blood had so pitted the blade he left it on their common grave, which was why he had it not.) On and on through the night he spun out his tales and they doled out their coin in exchange. Each thought it a fair bargain.
In the morning they caught up with him several miles down the road, his pockets a-jangle with the coins they had paid for his tales—as well as the ones they thought they had gone to bed with. They begrudged him none of it. A hero is entitled.
“Come back with us, Lancot,” begged the beekeeper’s son, “and we can promise you a fine living.”
“More coins than ten pockets could hold,” added the fisherman’s son, knowing it for a small boast.
They neglected to mention the dragon, having learned that one small lesson along the way.
And the hero Lancot judged them capable of five pockets at best. Still, five was better than none, and a fine village living was better than no living at all. There was bound to be at least one pretty girl there. He was weary of the road, for the world had turned out to be no better than his home—and no worse. So he shook his head, knowing that would make his golden hair ripple all down his back. And he tensed his muscles once more for good measure. They deserved something for their coin.
“He is almost like … a god,” whispered one of the boys.
Lancot smiled to himself and threw his shoulders back. He looked straight ahead. He knew he was no god. He was not even, the gods help him, a hero. Despite his posture and his muscles, he was a fraud. Heroes and gods were never afraid and he was deadly afraid every day of his life. It was so absurd that he found himself laughing most of the time for, by holding himself upright and smiling his hero smile, by making others party to his monstrous fraud, could he keep most of the fears at bay.
And so they arrived home, the fisherman’s son, the beekeeper’s son, and the three other boys alternately trailing the golden-haired hero and leading him.
They were greeted by a sobbing crowd.
The dragon, it seems, had carried off the church bell ten days before. The sexton, who had been in the act of ringing matins, had clung to the rope and had been carried away as well. Great Tom had dropped upside-down with a final dolorous knell into the bay, where it could still be seen. Little fish swam round its clapper. The sexton had not been found.
With all the sobbing and sighing, no one had noticed that the hero Lancot had turned the color of scum on an ocean wave. No one, that is, except Tansy, who noticed everything, and her sister Sage, who thought that gray-white was a wonderful tone for a hero’s skin. “Like ice,” she whispered to herself, “like the surface of a lake in winter, though his eyes are the color of a summer sky.” And Rosemary, who thought he looked big enough and strong enough to train to the farm, much as a draft horse is measured for the plow.
As there was no inn and May-Ma had first claim on heroes, her husband having been the great worm’s earliest meal, Lancot was put up at the healer’s cottage. He eyed the three daughters with delight.
Their first dinner was a dismal affair. The healer’s wife spoke of raw vengeance, Rosemary of working, Sage of romance, and Tansy of herbs. Lancot spoke not at all. In this place of dragons he knew he dared not tell his tales.
But finally Tansy took pity on his silence and asked him what, besides being a hero, he liked to do.
It being a direct question, Lancot had to answer. He thought a bit. Playing a hero had taken up all his adult time. At last he spoke. “When I was a boy …”
Sage sighed prettily, as if being a boy were the noblest occupation in the world.
“When I was a boy,” Lancot said again, “I liked to fly kites.”
“A useless waste of sticks and string,” said Rosemary.
Sage sighed.
But as May-Ma cleared the table, Tansy nodded. “A link with earth and sky,” she said. “As if you, too, were flying.”
“If we were meant to fly,” reminded Rosemary, “we would have been born with a beak …”
Sage laughed, a tinkling sound.
“And a longing for worms. Yes, I know,” interrupted Tansy. “But little worms are useful creatures for turning the soil. It is only the great worms who are our enemies.”
Rosemary’s mouth thinned down.
Lancot said uneasily, “Kites …” then stopped. Dinner was over and the need for conversation was at an end.
In the morning the boys, backed up by their fathers, came to call. Morning being a hero’s time, they came quite early. Lancot was still asleep.
“I will wake him,” volunteered Sage. Her voice was so eager the fisherman’s son bit his lip, for he had long loved her from afar.
Sage went into the back room and touched the sleeping hero on the shoulder. Lancot turned on the straw mattress but did not open his eyes.
“Never mind,” said Rosemary urgently when Sage returned without him. “I shall do it.”
She strode into the room and clapped her hands loudly right behind his left ear. Lancot sat up at once.
“Your followers are here,” she snapped. “Tramping in mud and knocking the furniture about.” She began to fluff up the pillow before the print of Lancot’s head even had time to fade.
Reluctantly he rose, splashed drops of cold water on his cheeks, and went to face the boys.
“Do we go today?” asked the fisherman’s son, quick to show his eagerness to Sage.
“Is it swords or spears?” asked the innkeeper’s son.
“Or the poisoned arrows?”
“Or rocks?”
“Or …”
“Let me think,” said Lancot, waving them into silence. “A dragon needs a plan.”
“A plan,” said all the boys and their fathers at once.
“Come back tomorrow and I will have a plan,” said Lancot. “Or better yet, the day after tomorrow.”
The boys nodded, but the beekeeper spoke timidly. “The day after tomorrow will be too late. The great worm is due to return to feed. The sexton was …” he swallowed noisily, “… a puny man.” Unconsciously his hand strayed to his own ample waist.
Lancot closed his eyes and nodded as if he were considering a plan, but what he was really thinking about was escape. When he opened his eyes again, the boys and their fathers were gone. But Rosemary was holding the broom in a significant manner, and so Lancot put his head down as if in thought and strode from the house without even worrying about breaking his fast.
He turned down the first wooded path he came to, which was the path that wound down towards the river. He scarcely had time for surprise when the wood opened into the broad, meandering waterway, dotted with little isles, that at the edge of sight opened into the sea. Between him and the river was a gentle marsh of reeds and rice. Clustered white florets sat like tiny clouds upon green stems. There was no boat.
“There you are,” said Tansy, coming out of the woods behind him. “I have found some perfect sticks for a kite and borrowed paper from the priest. The paper has a recipe for mulberry wine on it, but he says he has much improved the ingredients and so could let me have it. And I have torn up Da’s old smock for ribbons and plaited vines for a rope.”
“A kite?” Lancot said wonderingly. He stared at the girl, at her river-blue eyes set in a face that seemed the color of planed wood. Yesterday she had seemed no great beauty, yet here in the wood, where she reflected the colors of earth, water, sky, she was beautiful, indeed. “A kite?” he asked again, his thoughts on her.
“Heroes move in mysterious ways,” Tansy said, smiling. “And since you mentioned kites, I thought perhaps kites were teasing into your mind as part of your plan.”
“My plan,” Lancot repeated vaguely, letting his eyes grow misty as if in great thought. He was having trouble keeping his mind on heroics.
Suddenly he felt a touch on his hand, focussed his eyes, and saw that Tansy had placed her green-stained fingers on his. Her hands are like a wood sprite’s, he thought suddenly.
“Being a hero,” Tansy said, “does not mean you need to be without fear. Only fools lack fear and I believe you to be no fool.”
He dared to look at her and whispered, “No hero either.” And having admitted it, he sank down on his heels as if suddenly free of shackles that had long held him upright.
Tansy squatted next to him. “I am no hero either,” she said. “To run away is by far the most sensible thing that either of us could do. But that will not stop this great worm from devouring my village and, ultimately, our world. The very least the two of us poor, frightened un-heroes can do is to construct a plan.”
They sat for a long moment in silence, looking at one another. The woods stilled around them. Then Lancot smiled and, as if on a signal, the birds burst into full throat again. Little lizards resumed their scurrying. And over the water, sailing in lazy circles, a family of cormorants began their descent.
“A kite,” said Lancot. His eyes closed with sudden memory. “I met a mage once, with strange high cheekbones and straw-colored hair. He spoke in a language that jangled the ear, and he told me that in his tongue the word for kite is drache, dragon.”
Tansy nodded slowly. “Correspondences,” she said. “It is the first rule of herbalry. Like calls to like. Like draws out like.” She clapped her hands together. “I knew there was a reason that you spoke of kites.”
“Do you mean that a kite could kill a dragon? The dragon?” Lancot asked. “Such a small, flimsy toy?”
Tansy laced her fingers together and put her chin down on top of her hands. “Not all by itself,” she said. “But perhaps there is some way that we could manipulate the kite …”
“I could do that!” said Lancot.
“And use it to deliver a killing blow,” Tansy finished.
“But there is no way a kite could carry a spear or bend a bow or wield a sword.” Lancot paused. “You do not mean to fly me up on the kite to do that battle.” He forgot to toss his hair or dance his muscles across his shoulders, so great was his fear.
Tansy laughed and put her hands on his knee. “Lancot, I have not forgotten that you are no hero. And I am no kite handler.”
He furrowed his brow. “You will not go up the kite string. I forbid it.”
“I am not yours to forbid,” Tansy said quietly. “But I am no hero either. What I had in mind was something else.”
He stood then and paced while Tansy told him of her plan. The river rilled over rocks to the sea, and terns scripted warnings in the sky. Lancot listened only to the sound of Tansy’s voice, and watched her fingers spell out her thoughts. When she finished, he knelt by her side.
“I will make us a great kite,” he said. “A drache. I will need paint besides, red as blood and black as hope.”
“I thought hope a lighter color,” exclaimed Tansy.
“Not when one is dealing with dragons,” he said.
The cooper supplied the paint. Two precious books of church receipts were torn apart for the paper because Lancot insisted that the kite be dragon-size. The extra nappies belonging to the missing babe, the petticoats of six maidens, and the fisherman’s son’s favorite shirt were torn up for binding. And then the building began.
Lancot sent the boys into the woods for spruce saplings after refusing to make his muscles dance. They left sullenly with his caveat in their ears: “As the dragon is mighty, yet can sail without falling through the air, so must the wood of our kite likewise be strong yet light.”
Tansy, overhearing this, nodded and muttered, “Correspondences,” under her breath.
And then the hero, on his knees, under the canopy of trees, showed them how to bend the wood, soaking it in water to make it flex, binding it with the rags. He ignored the girls who stood behind him to watch his shoulders ripple as he worked.
The fisherman’s son soon got the hang of it, as did the cooper’s eldest daughter. Rosemary was best, grumbling at the waste of good cloth, but also proud that her fingers could so nimbly wrap the wood.
They made rounded links, the first twice as large as a man, then descending in size to the middle whose circumference was that of Great Tom’s bow. From there the links became smaller till the last was a match for the priest’s dinner plate.
“We could play at rings,” suggested Sage brightly. Only the fisherman’s son laughed.
All the while Tansy sat, crosslegged, plaiting a rope. She used the trailing vines that snaked down from the trees and added horse hair that she culled from the local herd. She borrowed hemp and line from the fisherman’s wife, but she did the braiding herself, all the while whispering a charm against the unknitting of bones.
It took a full day, but at last the links were made and stacked and Lancot called the villagers to him. “Well done,” he said, patting the smallest boy on the head. Then he sent the lot of them home.
Only Tansy remained behind. “That was indeed well done,” she said.
“It was easy done,” he said. “There is nothing to fear in the making of a kite. But once it is finished, I will be gone.”
“A hero does what a hero can,” answered Tansy. “We ask no more than that.” But she did not stop smiling, and Lancot took up her smile as his own.
They walked along the path together towards the house but, strange to say, they were both quite careful not to let their hands meet or to let the least little bit of their clothing touch. They only listened to the nightjar calling and the erratic beating of their own timid hearts.
The next morning, before the sun had picked out a path through the interlacing of trees, the villagers had assembled the links into the likeness of a great worm. Lancot painted a dragon’s face on the largest round and colored in the rest like the long, sinewy body and tail.
The boys placed the poisoned arrowheads along the top arch of the links like the ridge of a dragon’s neck. The girls tied sharpened sticks beneath, like a hundred unsheathed claws.
Then the priest blessed the stick-and-paper beast, saying:
Fly with the hopes of men to guide you,
Fly with the heart of a hero to goad you,
Fly with the spirit of God to guard you,
Blessings on you, beak and tail.
Tansy made a hole in the drache’s mouth, which she hemmed with a white ribbon from her own hope chest. Through that hole she strung a single long red rope. To one end of the rope she knotted a reed basket, to the other she looped a handle.
“What is the basket for?” asked May-Ma. “Why do we do this? Where will it get us? And will it bring dear Da back home?”
Rosemary and Sage comforted her, but only Tansy answered her. “It is the hero’s plan,” she said.
And with that May-Ma and all the villagers, whose own questions had rested in hers, had to be content.
Then with all the children holding the links, they marched down to the farthest shore. There, on the strand, where the breezes shifted back and forth between one island and the next, they stretched out the great kite, link after link, along the sand.
Lancot tested the strings, straightening and untwisting the line. Then he wound up the guy string on Rosemary’s shuttle. Looking up into the sky, one hand over his eyes, he saw that for miles there were no clouds. Even the birds were down. It was an elegant slate on which to script their challenge to the great worm.
“Links up!” he cried. And at that signal, the boys each grabbed a large link, the girls the smaller ones, and held them over their heads.
“Run from me,” Lancot cried.
And the children began to run, pulling the great guy rope taut between them as they went.
Meanwhile Lancot and the village men held fast to the unwinding end, tugging it up and over their own heads.
Then the wind caught the links, lifting them into the air, till the last, smallest part of the tail was up. And the beekeeper’s littlest daughter, who was holding it, was so excited, she forgot to let go and was carried up and away.
“I will catch you,” cried the fisherman’s son to her, and she let go after a bit and fell into his arms. Sage watched admiringly, and touched him on the arm, and he was so red with hope he let the child tumble out of his hands.
The wind fretted and goaded the kite, and the links began to swim through the air, faster and higher, in a sinuous dance; up over their outstretched hands, over the tops of trees, until only the long red rope curling from the mouth lay circling both ends on the ground.
“Make it fast,” commanded Lancot, and the men looped the great guy around the trunk of an old, thick willow, once, twice, and then a third time for luck. Then the fisherman knotted the end and the priest threw holy water on it.
“And now?” asked Rosemary.
“And now?” asked the priest.
“And now?” echoed the rest of the villagers.
“And now you must all run off home and hide,” said Lancot, for it was what Tansy had rehearsed with him.
“The dragon will be here within the day.”
“But what is the basket for?” asked May-Ma. “And why do we do this? And where will it get us? And will it bring your dear Da back?” This last she asked to Tansy, who was guiding her down the path.
But there were no answers and so no comfort in it. All the villagers went home. Tansy alone returned to find Lancot pacing by the shore.
“I thought you would be gone,” she said.
“I will be.” His voice was gruff, but it broke between each word.
“Then the next work is mine,” said Tansy.
“I will help.” His eyes said there would be no argument.
He followed her along the shoreline till they came to the place where the river flowed out, the blue-white of the swift running water meeting the lapis of the sea. Tansy turned upstream, wading along the water’s edge. That left Lancot either the deeper water or the sand. He chose the water.
Tansy questioned him with a look.
He shrugged. “I would not have you fall in,” he said.
“I can swim,” she answered.
“I cannot.”
She laughed and skipped onto the sand. Relieved, Lancot followed.
Suddenly Tansy stopped. She let slip the pocket of woven reeds she had tied at her waist. “Here,” she said, pointing.
Between the sturdy brown cattails and the spikes of wild rice was a strangely sown pattern of grassy weeds, bloody red in color, the tops embroidered with florets of pearl and pink.
“That is dragon’s bane?” Lancot asked. “That pretty bouquet? That is for our greatest need?” He snorted and bent and brushed a finger carelessly across one petal. The flower seared a bloody line across his skin. “Ow!” he cried and stuck a finger in his mouth.
“Best put some aloe on that,” Tansy said, digging around in her apron pocket.
Lancot shook his head. Taking his finger from his mouth he said quickly, “No bother. It is just a little sting.” Then he popped the finger back in.
Tansy laughed. “I have brought my mitts this time. Fireweed burns only flesh. I, too, have felt that sting.” She held up her hand and he could see a string of little rounded, faded scars across her palm. “Dragons are made of flesh—under the links of mail.”
Lancot reached out with his burned finger and touched each scar gently, but he did not say a word.
Taking her mitts from a deep apron pocket, Tansy drew them on. Then she grasped the fireweed stems with one hand, the flowers with the other, and snapped the blossoms from the green stalk. Little wisps of smoke rose from her mitts, but did not ignite. She put each cluster into her bag.
Lancot merely watched, alert, as if ready to help.
At last the bag was pouched full of flowers.
“It is enough,” Tansy said, stripping the mitts from her hands.
Back at the beach, Tansy lowered the flying basket carefully and stuffed it full of the bane. As she hauled on the rope, sending the basket back aloft, a steady stream of smoke poured through the wicker, a hazy signal written on the cloudless sky.
“Now we wait,” said Tansy.
“Now we wait under cover,” said Lancot. He led her to a nearby narrow gulch and pulled branches of willow across from bank to bank. Then he slipped under the branches, pulling Tansy after.
“Will we have to wait long?” Tansy mused, more to herself than to Lancot.
Before he could answer, they heard a strange loud chuffing, a foreign wind through trees, and smelled a carrion stink. And though neither of them had ever heard that sound before or smelled that smell, there was no mistaking it.
“Dragon,” breathed Lancot.
“Vermifax major,” said Tansy.
And then the sky above them darkened as the great mailed body, its stomach links scratched and bloodstained from lying on old bones, put out their sun.
Instinctively, they both cringed beneath the lacy willow leaves until the red rudder of tail sailed over. Tansy even forgot to breathe, so that when the worm was gone from sight and only the smell lingered, she drew a deep breath and nearly choked on the stench. Lancot clapped his hand so hard over her mouth he left four marks on the left side of her face and a red thumbprint high on the right cheek bone. Her only protest was to place her hand gently on his wrist.
“Oh, Tansy, forgive me, I am sorry I hurt you.” Lancot bit his lip. “My strength is greater than I supposed.”
“I am not sorry,” she answered back. “This …” she brushed her fingers across her face, “this is but a momentary pain. If that great beast had heard me and had hurt you, the pain would go on and on and on forever.”
At that moment they heard a tremendous angry scream of defiance and a strange rattling sound.
“The dragon must have seen our kite,” whispered Tansy. “And like all great single beasts, he kills what he cannot court.”
Lancot shifted a willow branch aside with great care, and they both blinked in the sudden light of sky. High above them the red dragon was challenging the drache, voice and tail making statements that no self-respecting stranger would leave unanswered. But the kite remained mute.
The dragon screamed again and dived at the kite’s smallest links, severing the last two. As the links slipped through the air, twisting and spiraling in the drafts made by the dragon’s wings, the beast turned on the paper-and-stick pieces and swallowed them in a single gulp. Then, with a great surprised belch, the worm vomited up the pieces again. Crumpled, broken, mangled beyond repair, they fell straight down into the sea.
The dragon roared again, this time snapping at the head of the kite. The roar was a mighty wind that whipped the kite upward, and so the dragon’s jaws closed only on the rope that held the basket of fireweed, shredding the strand. The basket and half the rope fell lazily through the air and, with a tiny splash, sank beneath the waves. At once, a high frantic hissing bubbled up through the water, and the sea boiled with the bane.
“It’s gone,” Tansy whispered. “The bane. It’s gone.” Without giving a thought for her own safety, she clambered out of the gulch and, bent over, scuttled to the trees, intent on fetching more of the precious weed. The dragon, concentrating on its skyborne foe, never saw her go.
But Lancot did, his hand reaching out too late to clutch the edge of her skirt as it disappeared over the embankment. “Tansy, no!”
She made no sign she had heard, but entered the trees and followed the stream quickly to the muddle of water and reeds that held the rest of the bane. Wading in, she began to snatch great handfuls of the stuff, heedless of the burns, until she had gathered all there was to find. Then she struggled ashore and raced back. Her wet skirts tangled in her legs as she ran.
Lancot, caught in a panic of indecision, had finally emerged from their hiding place and stared alternately at the sky and the path along the sea. When Tansy came running back, hands seared and smoking but holding the fireweed, he ran to her.
“I have gathered all there is,” she said, only at the last letting her voice crack with the pain.
Lancot reached for the weed.
“No,” Tansy whispered hoarsely, “take the mitts from my pocket.” She added miserably, “I was in such a hurry, I forgot to put them on. And then I was in too much pain to do other.”
Lancot grabbed the mitts from her pocket and forced them onto his large hands. Then he took the weed from her. She hid her burned hands behind her back.
“How will I get these up to the dragon?” asked Lancot suddenly, for the question had not occurred to either of them before.
They turned as one and stared at the sky.
It was the dragon itself that gave them the answer then, for, as they watched, it grabbed a great mouthful of the kite and raged at it, pulling hard against the line that tethered the drache to the tree. The willow shook violently with each pull.
Lancot smiled down at Tansy. “You are no hero,” he said. “Your hands are too burned for that. And I am no hero, either. But …” His voice trembled only slightly, “as a boy I fetched many kites out of trees.” And before Tansy could stop him, he kissed her forehead, careful of the bane he carried, and whispered into her hair, “And put some hallow on those palms.”
“Aloe,” she said, but he did not hear her.
Lancot transferred the bane to one mitt, slipped the mitt off his other hand, and began to shinny one-handed up the guy rope that was anchored to the underside of the kite. If the dragon, still wrestling with the drache, felt the extra weight, it made not the slightest sign.
Twice the dragon pulled so furiously that Lancot slipped off. And then, when he was halfway up the rope, there was a huge sucking sound. Slowly the willow was pulled up, roots and all, out of the earth. And the dragon, along with the kite, the string, Lancot, and the tree, flew east towards the farthest isles.
Tansy, screaming and screaming, watched them go.
As they whipped through the air, Lancot continued his slow crawl up the rope. Once or twice the fireweed brushed his cheek and he gritted his teeth against the pain. And once a tiny floret touched his hair, and the single strand sizzled down to his scalp. The smell of that was awful. But he did not drop the weeds nor did he relinquish his hold on the guy. Up and up he inched as the dragon, its limp paper prey in its claws, pulled them towards its home.
They were closing in on the farthest island, a sandy lozenge-shape resting in the blue sea, when Lancot’s bare hand touched the bottom of the kite and the cold golden nail of the dragon’s claw. He could feel his heart hammering hard against his chest and the skin rippled faster along his shoulders and neck than ever he could have made the muscles dance. He could feel the wind whistling past his bared teeth, could feel the tears teasing from his eyes. He remembered Tansy’s voice saying “I can swim,” and his own honest reply. Smiling ruefully, he thought, “I shall worry about that anon.” Then he slipped his arm around the dragon’s leg, curved his legs up and around, until he could kneel. He dared not look down again.
He stood and at last the dragon seemed to take notice of him. It clenched and unclenched its claw. The kite and tree fell away, tumbling—it seemed—forever till they plunged into the sea, sending up a splash that could be seen from all the islands.
Lancot looked up just in time to see the great head of the beast bend curiously around to examine its own feet. It was an awkward move in the air, and for a moment worm and man plummeted downward.
Then the dragon opened its great furnace jaws, the spikes of teeth as large as tree trunks, as sharp as swords.
Lancot remembered his boyhood and the games of sticks and balls. He snatched up the fireweed with his ungloved hand and, ignoring the sting of it, flung the lot into the dragon’s maw.
Surprised, the dragon swallowed, then straightened up and began to roar.
Lancot was no fool. He put the mitt over his eyes, held his nose with his burned hand, and jumped.
On shore, Tansy had long since stopped screaming to watch the precarious climb. Each time Lancot slipped she felt her heart stutter. She prayed he might drop off before the dragon noticed, until she remembered he could not swim.
When he reached the dragon’s foot, Tansy was wading into the water, screaming once again. Her aloe-smeared hands had left marks on her skirts, on her face.
And when the tree and kite fell, she felt her hopes rise until she saw that Lancot was not with them. She prayed then, the only prayer she could conjure up, the one her mother had spoken:
Fire and water on thy wing,
The curse of god in beak and flight.
It seemed to her much too small a prayer to challenge so great and horrible a beast.
And then the dragon turned on itself, curling round to look at Lancot, and they began to tumble towards the sea.
At that point Tansy no longer knew what prayers might work. “Fly,” she screamed. “Drop,” she screamed.
No sooner had she called out the last then the dragon straightened out and roared so loudly she had to put her hands over her ears, heedless of the aloe smears in her hair. Then as she watched, the great dragon began to burn. Its body seemed touched by a red aureole and flames flickered the length of its body, from mouth to tail. Quite suddenly, it seemed to go out, guttering like a candle, from the back forward. Black scabs fell from its tail, its legs, its back, its head. It turned slowly around in the air, as if each movement brought pain, and Tansy could see its great head. Only its eyes held life till the very end when, with a blink, the life was gone. The dragon drifted, floated down onto a sandbar, and lay like a mountain of ash. It was not a fierce ending but rather a gigantic sigh, and Tansy could not believe how unbearably sad it made her feel, as if she and the dragon and Lancot, too, had been cheated of some reward for their courage. She thought, quite suddenly, of a child’s balloon at a fair pricked by a needle, and she wept.
A hand on her shoulder recalled her to the place. It was the fisherman’s son.
“Gone then?” he asked. He meant the dragon.
But knowing Lancot was gone as well, Tansy began sobbing anew. Neither her mother nor her sisters nor the priest nor all the celebrations that night in the town could salve her. She walked down to the water’s edge at dusk by herself and looked out over the sea to the spit of land where the ash mound that had been the dragon was black against the darkening sky.
The gulls were still. From behind her a solitary owl called its place from tree to tree. A small breeze teased into the willows, setting them to rustling. Tansy heard a noise near her and shrugged further into herself. She would let no one pull her out of her misery, not her mother nor her sisters nor all the children of the town.
“I could use a bit of hallow on my throwing hand,” came a voice.
“Aloe,” she said automatically before she turned.
“It’s awfully hard to kill a hero,” said Lancot with a smile.
“But you can’t swim.”
“It’s low tide,” he said. “And I can wade.”
Tansy laughed.
“It’s awfully hard to kill a hero,” so said Lancot. “But we ordinary fellows, we do get hurt. So I could use a bit of hallow on my hand.”
She didn’t mind the smear of aloe on her hair and cheek. But that came later on, much later that night. And it seemed to the two of them that what they did then was very heroic indeed.
There is a spit of land near the farthest shores of the farthest islands. It is known as Dragonfield. Once dragons dwelt on the isles in great herds, feeding on the dry bush and fueling their flames with the carcasses of small animals and migratory birds. There are no dragons there now, though the nearer islands are scored with long furrows as though giant claws had been at work, and the land is fertile from the bones of the buried behemoths. There is a large mount of ash-colored rock that appears and disappears in the ebb and flow of the tide. No birds land on that rock, and seals avoid it as well. The islanders call it Worm’s Head, and once a year they row out to it and sail a great kite from its highest point, a kite which they then set afire and let go into the prevailing winds. Some of the younger mothers complain that one day that kite will burn down a house and they have agitated to end the ceremony. But as long as the story of Tansy and the hero is told, the great kites will fly over the rock, of that I am sure.



The Thirteenth Fey
IN THE MIDDLE OF a stand of white birch on a slight rise is a decaying pavilion, inferior Palladian in style. The white pilasters have been pocked by generations of peashooters, and several kite strings, quite stained by the local birds, still twine around the capitols. The wind whistles through the thin walls, especially in late spring, and the rains—quite heavy in November and April—have made runnels in the paper. It is very old paper anyway. As a child I used to see different pictures there, an ever-changing march of fates. My parents once thought I had the sight until they realized it was only a vivid imagination supplemented by earaches and low grade fevers. I was quite frequently ill.
I was born in that pavilion, on the marble and velvet couch my parents used for the lying-in for each of my twelve brothers and sisters and me. And I was hung on my baby board in the lower branches of the trees, watched over by butterflies; the mourning doves to sing me to sleep, a chorus of crows to wake me. It was not until I reached my thirteenth year that I understood what my dear mother and her mother before her knew and grieved for but could do nothing about. It was then that I discovered that we are tied to that small piece of land circling the pavilion, tied with bonds of magic as old and secure as common law. We owe our fortunes, our existence, and the lives of our children to come to the owners of that land. We are bounden to do them duty, we women of the fey. And during all the time of our habitation, the local lords have been a dynasty of idiots, fornicators, louts, greedyguts, and fools.
As the last of thirteen children I was not expected to be of any special merit. It is the first and seventh whose cranial bones are read, whose palms are searched, whose first baby babblings are recorded. Yet I had been marked with a caul, had been early to walk, early to talk, early to fly. And then there were my vivid dreams, my visions brought on by ague and earache and the peculiar swirling patterns of moldy walls. I was, in my father’s words, “ever a surprise.”
My father was a gentle soul. His elven ancestry showed only in his ears, which he was careful to hide beneath a fringe of graying hair, so as not to insult his wife’s innumerable relatives who dwelt nearby in their own decaying whimseys, reposes, and belvederes. They already believed my mother had married beneath her. But my father, though somewhat shy on magic, lived for his library, stocked with books of the past, present, and future. He was well read in Gramarye, but also in Astrology, Philosophy, and Computer Science, an art whose time was yet to come.
My mother was never so gentle. She came from the Shouting Fey, those who could cause death and consternation by the timber of their voices. She had a sister who, on command, could bring down milk from dried-up cows with one voice, or gum it up with another. There was a great-aunt, about whom little else was said except that she could scream in six registers at once and had broken windows in all of the Western Counties as a child when bidden to do so by a silly prince one vivid day in spring.
My sisters and brothers and I were a mix, of course, both gentle and loud. But I, the thirteenth fey, was supposed to be the gentlest and loudest of all.
The events I am about to relate really began nine months before the princess was born. Her birth had been long awaited. The queen, a wart-ridden harridan, was thought barren. Years of royal marriage had produced nothing but promises. Yet one steaming hot day, so the queen said, she had gone bathing in a mountain stream with her young women. More for the sake of cooling than cleanliness, I imagine. Humans are, for the most part, a disgustingly filthy lot. And a frog had climbed upon her knee and prophesied a child.
Now I have known many frogs in my time and though the peepers especially are a solipsistic tribe, believing they alone bring spring up from the edge of the world, frogs have no magical talents and they do not have the gift of prophecy. The queen was entirely wrong. It was not a frog at all. It might have been a Muryan. Tiny, dressed in green, one might be mistaken for a frog by a distraught, hot, and desperate queen. But Muryans are a mischievous lot and their natterings are never to be taken seriously.
The queen had rushed home, trailed by her still dripping handmaidens, and told the king. He was well past believing her promises. But much to everyone’s surprise (except my father, who expressed the gentle judgment that, according to a law to be enacted years hence called Probability or Murphy’s—I forget just which—occasionally a Muryan prophecy might be accurate) the queen gave birth some nine months later to a girl.
They named her Talia and invited—or rather insisted—all the local feys come and bring a gift. We who were so poor as to be forced to live on moonbeams, the free fare of the faery world, had to expend our small remaining store of magicks on that squawling, bawling human infant whose father owned a quarter million acres of land, six rivers, five mountains, and the tithing of all the farms from the Western Sea to the East. It was appalling and unfair and Mother cried about it for days. But Father cautioned her to keep her voice low and, as she knew he was right, she did.
The family gathered to discuss the possibilities but I was sick again with a fever and so had no part in the family council. Who would have believed that a bout of ague brought on by dancing one starry night in a wet field should become so important to the fate of us all.
Father portioned out the magicks at that meeting, one to each child and something for Mother and himself. But he forgot me, sick abed, and so left nothing but an old linden spindle, knotted about with the thread of long life, in the family trunk. The instruction sheet to it was in tatters, mouse-nibbled, shredded for nests. Besides, the spindle lay on the very bottom of the trunk and was covered with a tatty Cloth of Invisibility that worked only occasionally and, as it happened to be one of those occasions, Father hadn’t even noticed it. Besides, having decided on gifts of beauty, riches, and wit—all appropriate and necessary gifts for that particular human princess—he wasn’t likely to think of giving a newborn the end of life spun out on a wooden distaff.
So the family went to the christening without me, though Mother laid a cool cloth on my head, left a tisane in our best cup by my bed, and kissed both my cheeks before leaving.
“Sleep well, little one,” she whispered. It was always special when she was careful to modulate her voice and I knew then how much she loved me. “Sleep well and long.”
I expect her admonition forced itself into my fever dreams. I woke about an hour later, feeling surprisingly cool but parched. I had drunk up the tisane already and so cried out for some weak tea. When no one but the doves answered me with their soft coo-coo-co-roos from the rafters, I remembered where the family had gone.
Rising from my sickbed, I slipped a silvery party dress on over my shift. The dress was well patched with spider webbing, but the stitches scarcely showed, especially in in moonlight.
I looked in the glass. My hair seemed startled into place and I combed it down with my fingers, not feeling up to searching for my brush. Then I pinched my cheeks to bring a blush to them.
The doves coo-coo-co-rooed again, nannylike in their warnings. Their message was clear.
“A gift!” I reminded myself out loud, beginning to shiver, not from fever but from fear. What if I had arrived without a gift? The king, a fat slug who was so obese he had to ride his charger sidesaddle, would have had my father exorcised by his priests if I forgot to gift his child. Exorcism on a male fey is very painful for the essence is slowly drawn out and then captured in a bottle. Imagine my dear, gentle father corked up for as long as the king or his kin liked. It was too horrible to contemplate. One of Father’s brothers had been exorcised by a Kilkenny abbot and was still locked up in a dusty carafe on the back shelf of the monastery wine cellar and labeled Bordeaux, 79. As that was a terrible year for wines, Father does not expect anyone will ever uncork him. Father visits once a year and they shout at one another through the glass. Then father returns whey-faced and desperate-looking. But only a human can free Uncle Finn. Father, alas, cannot.
Is it any wonder that I turned right around and ran back into the pavilion to the storeroom in which the trunk stood?
The oaken trunk was locked with a fine-grained pinewood key but the key was only for show. The trunk was bolted with a family spell. I spoke it quickly:
Come thou, cap and lid,
Lift above what has been hid,
All Out!
The last two words were done in the shouting voice and the whole, as with all magic, made my head hurt. But as the final note ended, the top of the trunk snapped open.
I peered in and at first thought the trunk was empty for the tatty Cloth was working again. Then, as I looked more closely, the Cloth suddenly failed around the edges and I saw the tip of the spindle.
“Blessed Loireg,” I said with a sigh, praising my great-great-aunt, a patroness of Hebrides spinners. I reached down and the spindle leaped to my hand.
Clutching the spindle to my breast, I ran out the door and along the winding forest paths toward the castle. Since it was morning, and I being still weak with fever, I could not fly. So of course I was very late. The christening, begun promptly at cock’s crow—how humans love the daylight hours—was almost done.
I had wrapped the Cloth about my shoulders for warmth and so, on and off, I had been invisible throughout the trip. A cacophony of crows had noticed me; a family of squirrels had not. A grazing deer, warned by my scent, had seemed puzzled when I did not appear; a bear, pawing honey from a tree, was startled when I popped into view. But by the time I reached the castle the Cloth was working again and so the guards did not question my late entrance for they did not know I had come in.
I stopped for a moment at the throne room door and peered around. The king and queen were sitting upon their high gilded chairs. He was—as I have noted before—fat, but Father said he had not always been so. Self-indulgence had thickened his neck and waist and the strong chin that had marked generations of his family repeated itself twice more, the third chin resting on his chest. On the other hand his wife, unsoftened by child-birth, had grown leaner over the years, vulpine, the skin stretched tightly over her cheekbones and marked with lines like a plotter’s map.
Before them was a canopied cradle, its silken draperies drawn back to reveal the child who was, at present, screaming in a high-pitched voice that demonstrated considerable staying power. My father and brothers and sisters were encircling the cradle where Father, having just conferred his gift, was still bending down to kiss the squawling babe.
I stepped into the room and had passed several bored courtiers, when the Cloth suddenly failed, revealing me before I had time to recomb my hair or straighten my bent wings or paste a smile across my mouth. I had two bright spots of fever back on my cheeks and my eyes were wild. I looked, my eldest sister later told me, “a rage.” But at least I did not shout. In fact, it was all I could do to get out a word, what with all that running. Stumbling forward, the spindle thrust out before me, I almost fell into the cradle. I accidentally stepped on one of the rockers and the cradle tilted back and forth. The infant, its attention caught by the movement, stopped crying.
Into the sudden silence, I croaked, “For Talia—a present of Life.” And I pulled on the black thread that was wrapped around the spindle. But I must have pulled too hard on the old knotted thread. It broke after scarcely an inch.
Everyone in the court gasped and the queen cried out, “Not Life but Death.”
The king stood up and roared, “Seize her,” but of course at that moment the Cloth worked again and I disappeared. In my horror at what I had done, I took several steps back, dropping the spindle and the snippet of thread. Both became visible the moment they left my hand, but no one could find me.
Father bent down, picked up the thread, and shook his head.
“What damage?” whispered Mother. Or at least she tried to whisper. It came out, as did everything her family said in haste, in a shout.
“Indeed,” the king cried, “what damage?”
Father took out his spectacles, a measuring tape, and a slide rule. After a moment, he shook his head. “By my calculations,” he said, “fifteen years, give or take a month.”
The king knew this to be true because Father’s family had a geasa laid upon them to always tell the truth.
The queen burst into furious sobbing and the king clutched his hands to his heart and fell back into his chair. Baby Talia started crying again, but my eldest sister surreptitiously rocked the cradle with her foot which quieted the babe at once.
“Do something!” said the king and it was a royal command, my mother had to obey.
“Luckily I have not yet given my gift, Sire,” Mother began, modulating her voice, though she could still be heard all the way out to the courtyard.
Father cleared his throat. He did not believe in that kind of luck.
But Mother, ignoring him, continued. “My gift was to have been a happy marriage, but this must take precedence.”
“Of course, of course,” murmured the king. “If she is dead at fifteen, what use would a happy marriage be?”
At that the queen’s sobs increased.
Father nodded and his eyes caught the king’s and some spark of creature recognition passed between them.
Mother bent down and retrieved the spindle. Father handed her the bit of thread. Then she held up the thread in her right hand, the spindle in her left. With a quick movement of her fingers, she tied the thread back, knotting it securely, mumbled a spell which was really just a recipe for bread, then slowly unwound a much longer piece of thread. She measured it with a calculating eye and then bit it through with a loud, satisfying snick.
“There,” she said. “Talia shall have a long, long life now. But …”
“But what?” the queen asked between sobs.
“But there is still this rather large knot at her fifteenth year of course,” Mother explained.
“Get on with it. Get on with it,” shouted the king. “You fey are really the most exasperating lot. Say it plainly. None of your fairy riddles.”
Mother was about to shout back when Father elbowed her. She swallowed hastily and said, “It means she shall fall asleep on her fifteenth birthday…”
“Give or take a month,” my father inserted.
“… and she shall sleep for as long as it takes for the knot to be unraveled.”
The queen smiled, smoothing out many of her worst wrinkles but adding several new ones around the mouth. “Oh, that should be no time at all.”
Mother smiled back and said nothing, but the smile never reached her eyes. She had had no geasa laid on her tongue.
Father, ever honest, opened his mouth to speak and Mother elbowed him back. He swallowed hastily and shut his mouth. Lies take spoken words, at least according to the restriction of his fate.
Just then I became visible again, but at that point no one really cared.
Fifteen years can be a long or a short time, depending upon whether one is immortal or not. Princess Talia spent her fifteen as though she had an eternity to enjoy, learning little but how far the bad temper she had inherited from her father could take her. She had the gifts of beauty and wit that we had conferred upon her and they stood her in good stead with the company she kept. But she was rather short on gratitude, kindness, and love, which take rather longer to bestow than a morning’s christening.
I spent the fifteen years reading through the L section in Father’s library. I discovered I had an aptitude for Logic, which surprised everyone but Father. I also studied Liturgy, Lepidoptery, and Linguistics; I could do spells in seventeen tongues.
My eldest sister seriously questioned this last accomplishment. “If you can never leave this land, why do you need more than one language?” she asked.
I could not explain the simple love of learning to her, but Father hushed her. “After all,” he said, “when fifteen years are up …”
“Give or take a month,” I added.
“… Things may be very different around here.” He smiled but would say no more.
On her fifteenth birthday, Talia summoned all the local fey to her party except me. I had been left off of every guest list since her christening. My sisters and brothers were jealous of that fact, but there was nothing they could do about it. Even fairies cannot change the past.
Talia called her party a “Sleep-Over Ball” and announced that everyone was to come in nightclothes. Talia herself ordered a new gown for the occasion that resembled a peignoir, with a peek-a-boo Alençon lace and little pink ribbons sewn in strategic places. She was much ahead of her peers and had a positive genius for seduction. There was not a male member of the peerage who had escaped her spell and several fowlers and a stable boy were languishing for love of her. Even my oldest brother Dusty, who had rather common tastes, was smitten and planned to go to the party with a handful of crushed pennyroyal in each pocket, to keep the magic—as he put it—“close to the seat of his affection.”
“Affliction,” I said.
Dusty smiled and tousled my hair. He was smitten, but not without a sense of humor about it all.
Father and Mother were allowed to beg off since this was to be a party for young folk.
We three watched from the pavilion steps as the twelve flew into the moonlight, the wind feathering their wings. As they passed across the moon, like dust motes through light, I had a sudden fit of shivers. Father put his arm around me and Mother fetched me a shawl. They thought it was the cold, you see.
But it was more than that. “The fifteenth year,” I whispered, “give or take a month.” My voice was thinned out by the night air.
Father looked at Mother and they both looked at me. Whatever I had felt, whatever had made me shiver, suddenly communicated to them as well. Mother said not a word but went into the pavilion and emerged moments later with a hat and a long wool scarf for me, an Aran Island sweater for Father, and a muff for herself. She had bad circulation and flying always leaves her with cold hands.
We closed our eyes and spoke the spell.
Far frae earth and far frae barrows,
Up to where the blue sky narrows,
Wind and wildness, wings and weather,
Allie-up together.
Now!
As I lifted into the air I could feel the beginnings of a magic headache coming on, and my shoulders started to hurt as well. I have always had weak wings, but they are adequate for simple travel. We landed at the palace only minutes behind my brothers and sisters, but we were already too late. The sleeping spell had begun.
There was a cook asleep with her hand raised to strike the scullery and she, poor little wench, had been struck by sleep instead. It had happened at the moment of her only retaliation against the cook, which she got by kicking the cook’s cat. The cat, unaware of the approaching kick, was snoring with one paw wrapped around a half-dead sleeping mouse.
Along the hall guards slept at their posts: one had been caught in the act of picking his teeth with his knife, one was peeling an orange with his sword, one was scraping his boot with his javelin tip, and one was picking his nose.
The guests, dressed in nightgowns and nightshirts, snored and shivered and twitched but did not wake. And in the midst of them all, lying in state, was Talia, presents piled at her feet. She blew delicate little bubbles between her partially opened lips, and under her closed eyelids I could see the rapid scuttling of dreams.
My brothers and sisters, immune to the spell, hovered above the scene nervously, except for Dusty who darted down to the bed every now and then to steal a kiss from the sleeping Talia. But, as he later admitted, she was so unresponsive, he soon wearied of the game.
“I am not a necrophile, after all,” he said petulantly, which was a funny thing for him to say since right before Talia, he had been in love with the ghost of a suicide who haunted the road at Miller’s Cross.
Mother put her fingers to her mouth and whistled them down.
Father announced, “Time for a family conference.”
We looked in every room in the castle, including the garde-robe, but there were sleepers in every one. So we met on the castle stairs.
“Well, what now?” asked Mother.
“It’s Gorse’s spell,” Dusty said, his mouth still wet from Talia’s bubbly kisses. He hovered, pouting, over the steps.
“Of course it is Gorse’s spell,” said Father, “but that does not mean it is Gorse’s fault. Don’t be angry, Dusty. Just shake out your pockets and sit down.”
Dusty did as he was told as Father’s voice was very firm and not to be argued with. As soon as the grains of pennyroyal had touched the ground, his mood lightened and he even sat next to me and held my hand.
In fact, we all held hands, that being the best way to augment a family conference. It aids the thinking, it generates energy, and it keeps one’s hands warm as well.
Mother looked up. “The knot,” she said. “We must remember the knot in the thread.”
Father nodded. “The Laws of Correspondence and Balance …” he mused.
And then I knew what to do, my reading in Logic having added texture to my spells. “There must be a similar knot about the palace,” I said. I let go of Dusty’s hand and stood, waving my hand widdershins. A great wind began to blow from the North. It picked up the pennyroyal, plucked seeds from the thorn, gathered wild rose pips and acorns and flung them into the air. Faster and faster the whirlwind blew, a great black tunnel of air.
Blow and sow
This fertile ground
Until the knot
Be all unwound,
I sang. One by one everyone joined me, Dusty immediately, then my other brothers and sisters, and at the last Father and finally Mother. We spoke the spell a hundred times for the hundred years and, in the end, only Mother and I had the voice for it. My voice was husky and rasping but Mother’s was low and there was a longing in it compounded of equal parts of wind and sea, for the Shouting Fey came originally from the Cornish coast, great-great-great-grandfather being a sea sprite with a roving sailor’s eye.
And then I dropped out of the spell with the worst headache imaginable and Mother ended it with a shout, the loudest I had ever heard her utter. It was so loud, the earth itself was shocked and opened up hundreds of tiny mouths in surprise. Into every one of those tiny mouths a seed or pip or nut popped and, in moments, they had begun to grow. We watched as years were compressed into seconds and green shoots leaped upward towards the sky. By the time the last echo of Mother’s shout had died away, a great forest of mammoth oak and thorny vines surrounded the palace. Only one small passage overhead remained open where the moon beamed down a narrow light. Inside the rest of the knotted wood it was as dark as a dream, as deep as sleep.
“Come, children,” said Father.
We rode the moonbeam up and out and, as the last of us passed through the hole, the thorns sewed themselves shut behind us over the deathly quiet. We neither spoke nor sang all the way home.
Having read through the L’s in Father’s library, I turned my attention to the H’s, my choice dictated by the fact that the wall with those books has a window that overlooks the orchard. The gnarled old trees that manage to bring forth their sweet red gifts every year fill me with wonder. It is a magic no fey could ever duplicate. And so now I have a grounding in Hagiography, Harmonics, Hormones, and History. It has been a lucky choice.
One of the books I read spoke about the rise of a religion called Democracy which believes in neither monarchs nor magic. It encourages the common man. When, in a hundred years, some young princeling manages to unravel the knot of wood about Talia’s domain, I plan to be by his side, whispering the rote of Revolution in his ear. If my luck holds—and the Cloth of Invisibility works just long enough—Talia will seem to him only a musty relic of a bygone era whose bedclothes speak of decadence and whose bubbly breath of decay. He will wed the scullery out of compassion, and learn Computer Science. Then the spell of the land will be broken. No royal wedding—no royal babes. No babes—no inheritance. And though we fey will still be tied to the land, our wishes will belong to us alone.
Father, Mother, my sisters, my brothers, sometimes freedom is won by a long patience, something that works far better than any magical spell.



The Storyteller
He unpacks his bag of tales
with fingers quick
as a weaver’s
picking the weft threads,
threading the warp.
Watch his fingers.
Watch his lips
speaking the old familiar words:
“Once there was
and there was not,
oh, best beloved,
when the world was filled with wishes
the way the sea is filled with fishes …”
All those threads
pulling us back
to another world, another time,
when goosegirls married well
and frogs could rhyme,
when maids spoke syllables of pearl
and stepmothers came to grief.
Belief is the warp
and the sharp-picked pattern
of motif
reminds us that Araby
is not so far;
that the pleasure dome
of a Baghdad caliph
sits side by side
with the rush-roofed home
of a Tattercoat or an animal bride.
Cinderella wears a shoe
first fitted in the East
where her prince—
no more a beast
than the usual run of royal son—
measures her nobility
by the lotus foot,
so many inches to the reign.
Then the slipper made glass
by a slip of ear and tongue.
All tales are mistakes
made true by the telling.
The watching eye takes in the hue,
the listening ear the word,
but all they comprehend is Art.
A story must be worn again
before the magic garment
fits the ready heart.
The storyteller is done.
He packs his bag.
But watch his fingers
and his lips.
It is the oldest feat
of prestidigitation.
What you saw,
what you heard,
was equal to a new Creation.
The colors blur,
time is now.
He speaks his final piece
before his final bow:
“It is all true,
it is not true.
The more I tell you,
The more I shall lie.
What is story
but jesting Pilate’s cry.
I am not paid to tell you the truth.”



The Five Points of Roguery
THE LAND OF DUN D’ADDIN is known for its rogues, though how so many could have been crowded into so small and homey a place has never been explained. Dun D’Addin is really only one great hill, a land cast off from its neighbors by its height. Folks there live On-the-Hill, By-the-Hill, Over-the-Hill, and ones still on the run from the law live Under-the-Hill and it gives them all a rather lumpish disposition.
There are no main streets, only rough paths most often laced over with vines: thornbush and prickleweed and the rough-toothed caught-ums. The trees tend to grow sideways away from the hill, dropping the wrinkled and bitter fruit into the borderlands.
Dun D’Addin is a place meant to be passed over or passed through or passed by on the way to somewhere else and that is why there is only the one inn, atop the hill, called—perversely—the Bird and the Babe, though it has little to do with either. It is in that inn, before the great central hearth, that the Hill’s resident rogues gather and try to outwit one another with their boasting tales. They are rather pathetically proud of their reputation for roguery, but it is really only of the smash-and-grab variety. True finesse is, I am afraid, quite beyond them as they found out one evening in front of the fire at the Bird and the Babe, to their eternal chagrin and everlasting regret.
“There was an old fiddling tune called Nine Points of Roguery in the land I came from,” said slip-fingered Jok. “But of course that’s absurd.”
“Why?” asked the innkeeper. He knew his role in these discussions. He had a positive genius for keeping conversation, especially brag-tales, flowing. That genius consisted mainly of asking one word questions at the right time.
“Why? Because I can only think of five,” said Jok. “And you have to agree that I am about as roguish a fellow as you are likely to meet in the highways and byways of Dun D’Addin.”
The men at the hearth fire chuckled, each of them silently thinking himself the greater rogue. And besides, Dun D’Addin’s highways were crackled with grass and the byways ruts of mud both in and out of the rainy season.
The innkeeper used his silence to bless Jok. Chuckling men are drinking men, was his thought. He made his money without roguery but by supplying vast quantities of ale to the listeners and supplying to travelers a few straw pallets and a thin blanket for the night.
One florid fat man, a stranger and obviously a merchant by his garb, put up his finger. It was missing the top knuckle. The bottom two signed grotesquely at the innkeeper. “Drinks around,” said the merchant. “I want to hear about these five points of roguery, especially from the mouth of a rogue.”
“Point one,” said Jok, smiling and then sipping on his ale, “is the eye.” He winked at them all and they gave him a laugh.
“Eye?” asked the innkeeper, right in rhythm.
“The eye,” said Jok. “It must be clear and bright and honest-seeming, and never a wink between you and your Pick.” Then he winked again, more broadly this time, and laughed with them.
The listeners settled back in their chairs. The fat man grunted as fat men will, rooting around in his own chair like a pig in wallow, but at last he too was ready. Jok, staring at him openly, patiently, waited to begin.
One: The Eye
There was a man, a constant traveler and purveyor of goods not quite his own, if you take my meaning (said Jok), who through a great misfortune had been maimed in the war. But he turned this to his own profit, as you will see. A man who can do that could be king, though his kingdom be no more than a cherrystone and his people only ants.
(Though his kingdom be no more than a muddy hill, said the fat man under his breath, and his people no more than rogues.)
He had, in his travels, acquired a diamond the size of a knuckle and its original owner, the local high sheriff, was not pleased at its disappearance. The borders of the land were sealed and at every turning armed men were posted in pairs to search travelers—and one another—to find the precious jewel.
In the course of their searchings, they had uncovered many a thief and villain, and the trees along the borderlands were festooned with bodies since thievery was rewarded with hanging in those times. It was a heavy harvest.
But that did not worry our traveler. He boldly stepped up the line and had himself searched. He winked at one soldier with a steady eye and let them rip through the innocent seams of his coat. They even cored his apple and examined the pips. He thanked them for preparing his meal and waved as he walked through the orchard of ripe souls. He was careful not to run.
And when he got to the other side of the dark wood, where Dun D’Addin’s hill began, he smiled. Then he popped out the staring false eye into his hand; the real one had been put out in the war. He winkled the diamond from his eyesocket and, whistling, went to sell the jewel at an eye-catching price to the Fence-Who-Lives-On-The-Hill.
“Did he really?” asked the innkeeper, forced to use three words instead of one but still sure of the bargain.
“I knew a man with a blind eye once, but never a socket that could glitter like that,” said a listener. “And I’ve lived in Dun D’Addin all my life, high on it, as they say.” He slapped his thigh. He was a storekeeper by trade and a gambler by inclination and thus poor at both.
Jok smiled at the storekeeper, at the innkeeper, at the fat man awallow in the chair, and then at his newly filled glass, but did not answer. Instead he took a sip of his drink.
“That was a bit of a joke rather than a pointer,” said the florid fat man. “I expected more.” He signed again with his mutilated hand.
“Wounded in the war, sir?” asked Jok at last, staring at the hand without flinching.
“No,” said the fat man. “Caught it in my uncle’s till when I was but a boy. I’ve learned a lot since.” He smiled. “But I’ve come up on the hill, to the home of prosperous thieves, to learn more. So—what is your second point of roguery?”
Jok stared at the grotesque hand with the puckered knuckle in place of a nail. “Point two—the hand,” he said. “Fast and mobile and quicker than the eye.”
“Quicker than a fake eye?” called out a listener, a miller who had given false weight and been driven out of his town before settling atop Dun D’Addin’s hill. They all chuckled, ready to listen again.
Two: The Hand
There was a surgeon’s apprentice (continued Jok) who lined his pockets with the buying and selling of body parts. Hanged murderers, suicides buried at crossroads, and the pickings after battle were his stock in trade. He did not traffic in the appendages of steady husbands and faithful wives, but had a rather brisk business along the border of Dun D’Addin with the sawn-off limbs of felons, miscreants, and malefactors.
Who bought these parts? For the most, it was alchemists and devil’s worshipers, trespassers in the forbidden zone. I do not think he asked, nor would they have answered him. What he did not know could not hurt, was his motto. His was a grisly but profitable trade.
It happened late one night when he was applying his singular skill and saw to the body of the late and unlamented Strangler of Hareton Heath, a corpse that had one leg shorter than the other because—it was said—he had lived so long on Dun D’Addin’s hill. There came a loud knock on the door, a veritable drumroll of knuckles.
Startled, the surgeon’s apprentice cried out.
“Who is there?” His voice was an agony of squeaks.
“Open in the name of the king’s own law,” came the call.
It was, of course, too late to hide the evidence of his night’s work for that was spilled all about him. And there was no denying his part in it. Evisceration is a messy business; it leaves its own bloody calling cards. Gathering his wits about him—and leaving the late Strangler’s on the table—he donned his black coat and black hat, a midnight disguise.
Just as he slipped out the back door, the king’s law broke down the front.
The lead dragoon spotted the hand of the surgeon’s apprentice still on the door knob. Grabbing onto the hand, the dragoon cried out, “Sir, I have him.”
That, of course, is when the hand came off in his, for it was the Strangler’s hand, hard and horned from its horrible vocation. The apprentice had carried it off with him for just such an emergency.
The soldier, being an honest sort, screamed and dropped the severed claw. In the ensuing melee, the apprentice escaped. It is said he climbed Dun D’Addin in a single breath and was on the far side before he thought to stay. And here he has plied a similar trade—but that is only a rumor and not one that I, at least, can vouch for.
“I’ll give you a hand for that tale,” cried out a lusty listener, the local butcher, clapping loudly but alone.
Jok smiled and bowed his head towards the applause. “So point two is the hand.”
The fat man sighed. “And I expected more from you than yet another joke. I suppose point three is the same?” He scratched under his eye with the mutilated finger.
Jok, fascinated, could not stop staring at him. “No,” he said at last. “As a matter of fact, point three is very serious.”
“Three!” said the innkeeper, suddenly remembering his role in the affair. “Three!”
“Point three,” Jok said, tearing his gaze from the fat man and looking again at his audience, which had enlarged by four or five drinkers, much to the innkeeper’s satisfaction. “Point three is the voice. In roguery, that voice must be melodic and cozzening but, in the end, forgettable.”
Three: The Voice
Ellyne was the fairest girl on any of Dun D’Addin’s borders, the fairest in seven counties if one were to be exact. Her hair was red and curled about her face like little fishhooks ready to catch the unwary ogler. Her skin was the color of berried cream, rosy and white. Not a man but sighed for her, though she seemed oblivious to them all.
One day she was walking out in the woods, not far from the Hill, picking bellflowers for a tisane and listening to the syncopations of the birds, when a rogue from Dun D’Addin chanced by.
Now his name was Vyctor and he was known Under-the-Hill as The Voice, for he could cast the sound of it where he willed. It was his one great trick, that mellifluous traveling tone. With it he had talked jewelers out of their gems, good wives out of their virtue, and a judge out of hanging him. He was that good.
Vyctor saw the red-headed Ellyne and was stunned, felled, split and spitted by her beauty. He had heard tell of it, but that had been on Dun D’Addin’s byways where every word is doubled and every truth halved. But those who had praised Ellyne’s beauty hadn’t sung the smallest part of it properly. Vyctor the Voice lost his—and his heart as well. He began to stammer.
Now Ellyne was used to the stammering of men. In fact she was of the belief that—except for her own father and a blind singer in her town—all men above the age of puberty stammered. She was an innocent for sure, and not aware of her beauty, for not a man had been able to string three words together to tell her of it.
But if Vyctor could not speak directly to her, he could still talk by throwing his voice, and so he spoke to her from the nearest tree.
“Beauteous maid,” the birch began.
Ellyne turned round and about, the movement making her hair a halo and bringing a magnificent flush to her cheek. For a moment even the birch stammered; then it went on.
“Beauteous maid, you make my sap run fast; you make my bark tingle. I would embrace you.”
Well, Ellyne had never heard a tree talk before and she was fascinated. It was so well spoken and, besides, it was giving her compliments instead of the stuttering and spitting and gawking she was used to from all the men of her acquaintance. She moved closer to hear more.
Vyctor took a step or two in the tree’s direction and the birch continued its serenade.
“My love for you is deeply rooted,” said the birch. “Do not ever leaf me.”
Ellyne sighed.
Just then the wind came up and blew the birch branches about. One grazed Ellyne’s arm. She shrieked—for she was a good girl and not about to be touched before the wedding banns had been posted.
Vyctor leaped forward, his sword suddenly in hand. “I … I … I will save you,” he cried, forgetting for that instant that the birch was his spokestree. He lay about vigorously and had soon carved up enough firewood to keep the hearths of Dun D’Addin warm for a week.
“Monster!” cried Ellyne. “You have slain my own true love.” She fell upon the woodpile and wept.
From the back she was not as beautiful as the front and Vyctor came immediately to his senses. Besides, her noisy sobbing had alerted the local dragoons, all of whom were in love with her, and a company of them marched into the woods, bayonets fixed.
Vyctor was arrested and tried, but his voice having made a full recovery, he was released.
Ellyne carried half a dozen of the finest birch branches home and placed them tenderly over her mantel. Then she took the surname Tree. She was careful not to burn wood or eat vegetables thereafter and wore widow’s weeds the rest of her short life.
The laughter that greeted Jok’s third tale signaled another round of ale. The innkeeper was just pouring when the miller said, “If that’s three, what’s four?”
Jok smiled. “Eye, hand, voice,” he said slowly, ticking them off on the fingers of his left hand. “But the fourth point of roguery is…”
“The Great Escape!” came a voice floating back from outside. Then the door snicked shut.
“The Great Escape,” Jok agreed. “Now there was a rogue…”
“My purse!” cried the man closest to the fire. “It’s been cut!”
Jok turned white and held his hands out in front of him, staring as honestly as he could at the accusing man. “I am not the culprit, sir. Look. I am clean. I stand here empty.” He turned out his pockets.
Every man in the inn, used to the ways of Dun D’Addin, did the same.
The innkeeper came to the center of the circle of men and looked around. Someone was missing. It was the fat florid merchant with the maimed hand. He was gone. And all their purses were gone as well.
Of course, slip-fingered Jok never told this final part of the tale. Even if he had known it, it would not have helped his reputation as a rogue. But in a nearby land, in a larger inn, known perversely as the Eagle and the Child, though it had nothing to do with either, a rather florid thin man, lying back on the very pillows that had lent him substance, told this tale to me, naming the points of roguery on his fingers. But he lacked one finger and therein lay his own miscalculation, for I relieved him of his pants and purse when he thought to make a long and interesting night. And so I end the tale.
For the first three points of roguery may be Eye and Hand and Voice, and the fourth the Great Escape. But the fifth and final point, which every true rogue knows well, is the Last Laugh. And I have often been complimented on the engaging quality of mine.



Dream Weaver
“A PENNY, A PENNY, KIND sir,” cried the Dream Weaver as she sat at the bottom steps of the Great Temple. Her busy fingers worked the small hand loom. “Just a penny for a woven dream.”
The King of Beggars passed her by. He had no time for dream weaving. It was too gossamer, too fragile. He believed in only one dream, that which would fill his belly. He would not part with his penny for any other. Gathering his rags around him, a movement he considered his answer, he went on.
The old Dream Weaver continued her wail. It was a chant, an obeisance she made to every passer-by. She did not see the King of Beggar’s gesture for she was blind. Her sightless eyes stared only into the future, and she wove by the feel of the strands.
New footsteps came to the Dream Weaver’s ear. Her hand went out.
“A penny, a penny, young miss.” She knew by the sound there was a girl approaching, for the step was light and dancing.
“Oh, yes, buy me a dream,” the girl said, calling over her shoulder to the boy who followed.
The Weaver did not speak again. She knew better than to wheedle. The girl was already caught in her desire. The young so loved to dream. The Weaver knew the penny would come.
“I do not know if I should,” said the boy. His voice was hesitant, yet pleased to be asked.
“Of course you should,” said the girl. Then her voice dropped, and she moved close to him. “Please.”
His hand went immediately to his pocket and drew out the coin.
Hearing the movement, the Dream Weaver cupped her right hand. “A dream for a beautiful young woman,” she said in a flattering voice, though to her all the young were beautiful.
“How do you know?” It was the girl in surprise.
“She is beautiful, “said the boy. “There is no one as beautiful in the whole world. She has my heart.” His words were genuine, but the girl shrugged away his assurances.
The Weaver had already taken threads from her basket and strung the warp while the boy was speaking. And this was the dream that she wove across the strands.
Brother Hart
Deep in a wood, so dark and tangled few men dared enter it, there was a small clearing. And in that clearing lived a girl and her brother Hart.
By day, in his deer shape, Brother Hart would go out and forage on green grass and budlings while his sister remained at home.
But whenever dusk began, the girl Hinda would go to the edge of the clearing and call out in a high, sweet voice:
Dear heart, Brother Hart,
Come at my behest.
We shall dine on berry wine
And you shall have your rest.
Then, in his deer heart, her brother would know the day’s enchantment was at an end and run swiftly home. There, at the lintel over the cottage door, he would rub between his antlers until the hide on his forehead broke bloodlessly apart. He would rub and rub further still until the brown hide skinned back along both sides and he stepped out a naked man.
His sister would take the hide and shake it out and brush and comb it until it shone like polished wood. Then she hung the hide up by the antlers beside the door, with the legs dangling down. It would hang there until the morning when Brother Hart donned it once again and raced off to the lowland meadows to graze.
What spell or sorcerer had brought them there, deep in the wood, neither could recall. Their faces mirrored one another, and their lives were twinned. Their memories, like the sorcerer, had vanished. The woods, the meadow, the clearing, the deer hide, the cottage door, were all they knew.
Now one day in late spring, Brother Hart had gone as usual to the lowland meadows, leaving Hinda at home. She had washed and scrubbed the little cottage until it was neat and clean. She had put new straw in their bedding. But as she stood by the window brushing out her long dark hair, an unfamiliar sound greeted her ears: a loud, harsh calling, neither bird nor jackal nor good gray wolf.
Again and again the call came. So Hinda went to the door, for she feared nothing in the wood. And who should come winded to the cottage but Brother Hart. He had no words to tell her in his deer form, but blood beaded his head like a crown. It was the first time she had ever seen him bleed. He pushed past her and collapsed, shivering, on their bed.
Hinda ran over to him and would have bathed him with her tears, but the jangling noise called out again, close and insistent. She ran to the window to see.
There was a man outside in the clearing. At least she thought it was a man. Yet he did not look like Brother Hart, who was the only man she knew.
He was large where Brother Hart was slim. He was fair where Brother Hart was dark. He was hairy where Brother Hart was smooth. And he was dressed in animal skins that hung from his shoulders to his feet. About the man leaped fawning wolves, some spotted like jackals, some tan and some white. He pushed them from him with a rough sweep of his hand.
“I seek a deer,” he called when he glimpsed Hinda’s face, a pale moon, at the window.
But when Hinda came out of the door, closing it behind her to hide what lay inside, the man did not speak again. Instead he took off his fur hat and laid it upon his heart, kneeling down before her.
“Who are you?” asked Hinda. “What are you? And why do you seek the deer?” Her voice was gentle but firm.
The man neither spoke nor rose but stared at her face.
“Who are you?” Hinda asked again. “Say what it is you are.”
As if she had broken a spell, the man spoke at last. “I am but a man,” he said. “A man who has traveled far and who has seen much, but never a beauty such as yours.”
“If it is beauty, and beauty is what you prize, .you shall not see it again,” said Hinda. “For a man who hunts the deer can be no friend of mine.”
The man rose then, and Hinda marveled at the height of him, for he was as tall as the cottage door and his hands were grained like wood.
“Then I shall hunt the deer no more,” he said, “if you will give me leave to hunt that which is now all at once dearer to me.”
“And what is that?”
“You, dear heart,” he said, reaching for her. Startled, Hinda moved away from him, but remembering her brother inside the cottage, found voice to say, “Tomorrow.” She reached behind her and steadied herself on the door handle. She thought she heard the heavy breathing of Brother Hart through the walls. “Come tomorrow.”
“I shall surely come.” He bowed, turned, and then was gone, walking swiftly, a man’s stride, through the woods. His animals were at his heels.
Hinda’s eyes followed him down the path until she counted even the shadows of trees as his own. When she was certain he was gone, she opened the cottage door and went in. The cottage was suddenly close and dark, filled with the musk of deer.
Brother Hart lay on their straw bed. When he looked up at her, Hinda could not bear the twin wounds of his eyes. She turned away and said, “You may go out now. It is safe. He will not hunt you again.”
The deer rose heavily to his feet, nuzzled open the door, and sprang away to the meadows.
But he was home again at dark.
When he stepped out of his skin and entered the cottage, he did not greet his sister with his usual embrace. Instead he said, “You did not call me to the clearing. You did not say my name. Only when I was tired and the sun had almost gone, did I know it was time to come home.”
Hinda could not answer. She could not even look at him. For even more than his words, his nakedness suddenly shamed her. She put their food on the table and they ate their meal in silence. Then they lay down together and slept without dreams like the wild creatures of the wood.
When the sun called Brother Hart to his deerskin once again, Hinda opened the door. Silently she ushered him outside, silently watched him change, and sent him off on his silent way to the meadows without word of farewell. Her thoughts were on the hunter, the man of the wolves. She never doubted he would come.
And come he did, neither silently nor slowly, but with loud purposeful steps. He stood for a moment at the clearing’s edge, looking at Hinda, measuring her with his eyes. Then he smiled and crossed to her.
He stayed all the day with her and taught her wonders she had never known. He told her tales of kingdoms she had never seen. He sang songs she had never heard before, singing them softly into her ears. He spoke again and again of his love for her, but he touched no more than her hand.
“You are as innocent as any creature in the woods,” he said over and over in amazement.
So passed the day.
Suddenly it was dusk, and Hinda looked up with a start. “You must go now,” she said.
“Nay, I must stay.”
“No, no, you must go,” Hinda said again. “I cannot have you here at night. If you love me, go.” Then she added softly, her dark eyes on his, “But come again in the morning.”
Her sudden fear puzzled him, but it also touched him, so he stood and smoothed down the skins of his coat. “I will go. But I will return.”
He whistled his animals to him, and left the clearing as swiftly as he had come.
Hinda would have called after him then, called after and made him stay, but she did not even know his name. So she went instead to the clearing’s edge and cried:
Dear heart, Brother Hart,
Come at my bidding.
We shall dine on berry wine
And dance at my wedding.
And hearing her voice, Brother Hart raced home.
He stopped at the clearing’s edge, raised his head, and sniffed. The smell of man hung on the air, heavy and threatening. He came through it as if through a swift current, and stepped to the cottage door.
Rubbing his head more savagely than ever on the lintel, as if to rip off his thoughts with his hide, Brother Hart removed his skin.
“The hunter was here,” he said as he crossed the threshold of the door.
“He does not seek you,” Hinda replied.
“You will not see him again. You will tell him to go.”
“I see him for your sake,” said Hinda. “If he sees me, he does not see you. If he hunts me, he does not hunt you. I do it for you, brother dear.”
Satisfied, Brother Hart sat down to eat. But Hinda was not hungry. She served her brother and watched as he ate his fill.
“You should sleep,” she said when he was done. “Sleep, and I will rub your head and sing to you.”
“I am tired,” he answered. “My head aches where yesterday he struck me. My heart aches still with the fear. I tremble all over. You are right. I should sleep.”
So he lay down on the bed and Hinda sat by him. She rubbed cinquefoil on his head to soothe it and sang him many songs, and soon Brother Hart was asleep.
When the moon lit the clearing, the hunter returned. He could not wait until the morning; Hinda’s fear had made him afraid, though he had never known fear before. He dared not leave her alone in the forest. But he moved quietly as a beast in the dark. He left his dogs behind.
The cottage in the clearing was still except for a breath of song, wordless and longing, that floated on the air. It was Hinda’s voice, and when the hunter heard it, he smiled for she was singing a tune he had taught her.
He moved out into the clearing, more boldly now. Then suddenly he stopped. He saw a strange shape hanging by the cottage door. It was a deerskin, a fine buck’s hide, hung by the antlers and the legs dangling down.
Caution, an old habit, claimed him. He circled the clearing, never once making a sound. He approached the cottage from the side, and Hinda’s singing led him on. When he reached the window, he peered in.
Hinda was sitting on a low straw bed, and beside her, his head in her lap, lay a man. The man was slim and naked and dark. His hair was long and straight and came to his shoulders. The hunter could not see his face, but he lay in sleep like a man who was no stranger to the bed.
The hunter controlled the shaking of his hands, but he could not control his heart. He allowed himself one moment of fierce anger. With his knife he thrust a long gash on the left side of the deerskin that hung by the door. Then he was gone.
In the cottage Brother Hart cried out in his sleep, a swift sharp cry. His hand went to his side and suddenly, under his heart, a thin red line like a knife’s slash appeared. It bled for a moment. Hinda caught his hand up in hers and at the sight of the blood she grew pale. It was the second time she had seen Brother Hart bleed.
She got up without disturbing him and went to the cupboard where she found a white linen towel. She washed the wound with water. The cut was long, but it was not deep. Some scratch he had got in the woods perhaps. She knew it would heal before morning. So she lay down beside him and fitted her body to the curve of his back. Brother Hart stirred slightly but did not waken. Then Hinda, too, fell asleep.
In the morning Brother Hart rose, but his movements were slow. “I wish I could stay,” he said to his sister. “I wish this enchantment were at an end.”
But the rising sun summoned him outside. He donned the deerskin and leaped away.
Hinda stood at the door and raised her hand to shade her eyes. The last she saw of him was the flash of white tail as he sped off into the woods.
She did not go back into the cottage to clean. She stood waiting for the hunter to come. Her eyes and ears strained for the signs of his approach. There were none.
She waited through the whole of the long morning, until the sky was high overhead. Not until then did she go indoors, where she threw herself down on the straw bedding and wept.
At dusk the sun began to fade and the cottage darkened. Hinda got up. She went to the clearing’s edge and called:
Dear heart, Brother Hart,
Come at my crying.
We shall dine on berry wine
And …
But she got no further. A loud sound in the woods stayed her. It was too heavy for a deer. And when the hunter stepped out of the woods on the very path that Brother Hart usually took, Hinda gave a gasp, part delight, part fear.
“You have come,” she said, and her voice trembled.
The hunter searched her face with his eyes but could not find what he was seeking. He walked past her to the cottage door. Hinda followed behind him, uncertain.
“I have come,” he said. His back was to her. “I wish to God I had not.”
“What do you mean?”
“I sought the deer today,” he said.
Hinda’s hand went to her mouth.
“I sought the deer today. And what I seek, I find.” He did not turn. “We ran him long, my dogs and I. When he was at bay, he fought hard. I gave the beast’s liver and heart to my dogs. But this I saved for you.”
He held up his hands then, and a deerskin unrolled from it. With a swift, savage movement, he tacked it to the door with his knife. The hooves did not quite touch the ground.
Hinda could see two slashes in the hide, one on each side, under the heart. The slash on the left was an old wound, crusted but clean. The slash on the right was new, and from it blood still dripped.
She leaned forward and touched the wound with her hand, tears in her eyes. “Oh, my dear Brother Hart,” she cried. “It was because of me you died. Now your enchantment is at an end.”
The hunter whirled around to face her then. “He was your, brother?” he asked.
She nodded. “He was my heart.” Looking straight at him, she added, “We were one at birth. What was his is mine by right.” Her chin was up, and her head held high. She reached past the hunter and pulled the knife from the door with an ease that surprised him. Gently she took down the skin. She shook it out once, and smoothed the nap with her hand. Then, as if putting on a cloak, she wrapped the skin around her shoulders and pulled the head over her own.
As the hunter watched, she began to change. It was as if he saw a rippled reflection in a pool coming slowly into focus: slim brown legs, brown haunch, brown body and head. The horns shriveled and fell to the ground. Only her eyes remained the same.
The doe looked at the hunter for a moment more. A single tear started in her eye, but before it had time to fall, she turned, sprang away into the fading light, and was gone.
The dream was finished. The Weaver’s hand stopped.
“I would have kept them both,” said the girl. “No need to lose one man for another.”
“You will never lose me,” the boy said quickly, with such yearning in his voice that the Dream Weaver knew he would never have this girl.
“Never,” said the girl. “It was a foolish dream. Not even worth the penny.”
“I thought it moving,” said the boy in a whisper to the Dream Weaver as the girl moved off. “I felt the slash under my heart.” His voice broke on the last word. Then he turned and followed the girl.
The Dream Weaver listened to them go, the girl’s steps always a bit faster, always anticipating the boy’s.
She ripped the skein from the loom and finished it off, putting the fabric in a bag by her side. She sent out a sigh into the air. “People never want to keep their dreams,” she said to herself, patting the bag. “I wonder why?”
She heard a carriage come around the corner, the horses blowing gustily through their noses. A heavy carriage by the sound, and rich, for there were four horses. The carriage stopped near the Dream Weaver’s place. Her hand went up at once, and her cry began again: “A penny, a penny, a penny for a dream.”
An old couple stepped out of the landau. They were richly dressed in the brightest of colors, as if reds and golds could deny their years. Though the woman put her hand on the man’s arm to be steadied, there was no warmth for either of them in the touch. And when they talked, as they did for a moment in sharp angry bursts, they did not look into one another’s eyes but always stared an inch or two away, concentrating on the collarbone, on a lock of hair, on the lines etched in the forehead.
They would have passed by the Dream Weaver, but the old woman stumbled. The Dream Weaver heard the faulty step and put her raised hand up to help.
In a swift, practiced movement, the man reached into his pocket and paid off the Dream Weaver, as if she were a beggar in the street.
“Please, sir,” said the Dream Weaver, for the touch of his hand told her that he was a man; the size of the coin, his peerage. “Please, sir, for the coin, let me weave you a dream.”
“We have no time for such mystic nonsense,” the man began. Impatiently he looked up at the Great Temple and shook his head.
“It takes but a moment in the weaving, a moment in the telling, but it is beyond time for it will last forever,” said the Dream Weaver.
The old man glanced at the sky, judging the time once more, and clicked his tongue. “Forever?” he said, and hesitated.
“A moment,” said the Dream Weaver, counting his hesitation as consent. Her fingers scuttled over the warp, and this was the dream that she wove.
Man of Rock, Man of Stone
There was once a quarrier named Craig, who worked stone down in a pit. Stone before him and stone behind, he labored each day from dark to dark. He was a tall man and broad, a mountain working a mountain. The years of his pit work were printed in dust upon his face and grained in the backs of his hands.
He worked alone and spoke not even to himself, except to curse the sun when it shone full upon him or when it did not. And the habit of silence and curses was as engrained in him as the dust.
At home he was like the rocks of his quarry: silent, unmoving, stolid before anyone who would weather him. He was a man of stone.
He had married a woman who was soft where he was hard, and moved by every tenderness he had forgotten. She never gave up trying to water him with her tears as if he were a plant capable of growth. But he was not. He was a man of stone.
Only in the quarry, under the hot eye of the sun, did he take on a semblance of life. There, his hammer above him, he would suck in a breath of dust, then ram the hammer down, expelling dust from his lungs. He took great pride in the sweat that ran down the solid line of his back and stained his clothes, proof of the life within him.
But when the sun went down, life ended for him. He would pack his hammer and chisels into a grayed and cracked satchel and go home.
“Wife,” he would call at the door as if he had forgotten her name or thought it too soft for his lips, “I’d eat.”
His wife had a name, as soft and pliant as the memory of her youth that still hovered about her lips: Cybele. But if she thought of herself at all now, it was as Wife. The rest was gone.
She had been given to the quarrier by her father, one stone gifting another. She was to keep Craig’s house, to feed him, and to warm his bed, no more. Her tears at the time had moved neither of them. That was the way of it. And if late at night, lying by the unmoving mound of her husband, she dreamed of green meadows and a child touched by the wind, it was a fancy spun into an unheeding night. There were no meadows, no green, no child.
Her life was bounded by her husband and her house. There was a hardscrabble garden she tended with little success. Only occasionally would brown plants push through the slate, their roots digging shallow graves in the pumice. And Cybele clung, like tender moss, to the outer edge of the man of stone.
All she had ever wanted was a child, but she had dared ask only twice before his silence and his anger overwhelmed her wish.
The first time she asked was the night they were married. Her hand had been transferred from father to husband before the cold eye of the celibate priest. Craig’s hand was hard in hers, the knuckles on it rose like hills of flint. She had put her mouth on those hills to quicken them. She looked up at him, her eyes brimming over. “Will we make a child tonight?” she had wondered aloud, a bridal wish.
“No child,” he growled. “I’ll have no child.” It was a statement, not a guess.
Months later, when she knew him and had only started to fade into hopelessness, she had tried again.
“With a child between us,” she began.
But he gnawed at the words. “No child.”
So the years were all that they shared between them; and sorrow was all she bore.
There might never have been a third time if a false spring had not brought a gentle wind to their house. Cybele startled a brown bird off its nest. There were two small graying eggs. The bird did not return, and so finally, fearfully, she brought the eggs inside and tried to hatch them near the fire. But the eggs turned cold before the day’s end. She cracked the eggs open and found the unborn chicks inside, their dead bodies only partially formed. Blind membraned eyes seemed to stare up at her. She buried them under a stone in the garden, afraid she might otherwise have to feed them to Craig.
But she dreamed of the birds in her sleep and cried out: “The children.”
It woke Craig, and he in turn woke her.
They sat up in the bed, staring at one another in the half-light of dawn. “Children?” he asked. “What children?”
“It was a dream,” she replied.
“I said there would be no children,” Craig said, his voice rising to a shout.
She shrugged and turned from him. “A stone cannot make a child.”
“You scorn the stone? The stone that gives me a living? The stone that gives us a life?”
Her back to him, she lay down again and said, “I do not scorn the stone that is your work, but you who are stone instead of man. And a man of stone cannot make a child.”
“You think I am incapable of making a child? I shall make one,” he said, leaping out of the bed. “But not with you. No, I shall make a child of stone.” He dressed himself in silence, picked up his tools, and went from the house.
The silence after his leaving struck Cybele like a blow. She had never heard so many words from him at one time. She had never spoken so many in return. She feared her words had damaged him beyond healing, had shattered something inside him that would not come right again. She dressed in the darkness of the house and went outside into the dawn.
She had never been to the quarry before. Indeed she was not even sure of the way. Craig had made it clear that the quarry was his and the house hers. But she followed a path she had often seen him take and came within minutes to the place where he worked.
The quarry was lit by both the setting moon and the rising sun. No shadows yet marked its face. It stood waiting for the touch of Craig’s hammer, waiting to submit to each blow.
Craig had set to work at once. His first angry strokes had been so quick, they seemed random, unplanned, a cleaving of rock and rock. But as his anger drained from him and his body took up the rhythm of his work again, a rough shape began to emerge from the quarry wall.
He had thought to make a child of stone, but the hammer had chosen differently. In all his life he had never really looked at a child, so the form that came from the stone was as tall as a man and as broad.
Once the form was wrested from the rock, Craig took out his finer chisels. Using his own body as a model, he shaped each nail, each muscle, each hair in the rock. Only the face he left blank.
The sun traveled overhead. His wife watched silently, unheeded, by a tree at the quarry’s edge.
Craig worked without stopping, shaping the rock to his will. He breathed heavily, and the rock dust swirled about him, rising and falling with each breath.
The sun struck its zenith and went down. Craig wiped the sweat from his eyes, felt the sweat running down his arms and legs, collecting in his body’s cracks, and pooling in his hair.
Before him the man of rock stood faceless but otherwise complete. Only one cord of rock attached the figure to the quarry’s side.
Craig stood tall, the hammer in his hand. He drew in a deep breath and threw out his chest. His lungs ached with the effort. He felt a wild exaltation. With a cry, he brought the hammer full force on the fragile link between rock and rock.
“Aiee,” he called, “my son!”
The faceless man of rock shuddered with the releasing blow. It seemed as if the figure itself might shatter.
Craig shook his head free of the sweat which clouded his eyes. Drops spattered the rock form. It stumbled forward, caught itself, stood upright, then turned its blank face towards Craig. It raised its arms in supplication.
The movement frightened Craig. He was not prepared for it. He raised the hammer once again, this time to shatter the man of rock.
“Oh, no,” cried Cybele from the quarry’s edge. “He is your son.”
Craig turned at the sound, and the man of rock reached out and wrested the hammer from his grasp. With a silent shout it brought the hammer down.
Craig fell, face into the earth, and lay like a pile of jumbled stones.
The man of rock stood still for a moment. Then he turned his head toward the sky, blindly seeking light. The risen moon cast shadowly features on his face. Raising his fingers to his head, the man of rock engraved those shadows onto the blank: eyes, nose, a firm slash of mouth. Then he bent over and picked up the rest of Craig’s tools. When he straightened again, he looked over at the piles of stones, crumpled and unmoving, on the quarry floor.
“Aieee, my father,” he whispered into the silence. In his new eyes were the beginnings of tears.
He turned and saw Cybele, standing on the path.
“Mother?” he asked. She said nothing, but smiled, and that smile drew him surely into her waiting arms.
As the woman listened to the dream, her hand smoothed the sides of her dress with long strokes. At dream’s end, she looked up at her husband and tried to reach his eyes with hers. A smile trembled uncertainly on her lips.
He looked for a moment down at her: then his eyes slid away from hers. “You can’t mean you believe such childish tales? There is no man, no woman, no rock, no stone. There is no truth in it. It was a waste of time, and time is the only truth in this world that one can be sure of. Come, we are late.” He held out his arm.
Hand upon arm, they walked up the steps toward the Great Temple and left the dream behind.
Hearing them go, the Dream Weaver shook her head. She finished off the dream and put it in the bag. The morning sun was warm on her face. She folded her hands before her and almost slept.
“I want a dream!” The voice was a man’s, harsh and insistent. She had heard it many times before, but in her half-sleep his remembered footsteps had merged with the sounds of the day. “I have your money, old woman. Give me a good one.”
“Just a penny,” said the Dream Weaver, rousing herself.
“It is a five-penny piece,” said the man. “For that I expect something special.”
The Weaver sighed. The man came nearly every week with the same request. Five pennies for a one-penny dream. Yet he was never happy with the result. She pulled new threads from her basket and began.
In a village that sat well back in a quiet valley, there lived an old woman and the last of her seven sons. The others had gone to join the army as they came of age, and the only one left at home was a lad named Karl.
Even if he had not been her last, his mother would have loved him best for he had a sweet disposition and a sweeter voice. It was because of that voice, pure and clear, that caroled like spring birds, that she had called him Karel. But his brothers, fearing the song name would unman him, had changed it to Karl. So Karl he had remained.
‘No,” said the man harshly. “I do not like it. I can see already it is not the dream for me. I am no singer, no minstrel. I am a man of consequence.”
“But you must wait until it is done,” said the Dream Weaver. “Dreams are not finished until the very end. They change. They flow. They have undercurrents. Perhaps it is not a story about singing at all. How can you know?”
“I know enough,” said the man. “I do not want to hear more.”
The Dream Weaver felt the wool snarl under her fingers. She sighed.
“I would have given five pennies for a good dream,” said the man. “But that is only the smallest part of a dream, and not a good dream at that. “He threw a small coin at the Dream Weaver’s feet.
“It is enough,” said the old woman, finding the penny with her fingers. And then, to the man’s back as his footsteps hurried away from her, she added, “Enough for me. But what is enough for you?” She finished off the fragment with knowing fingers and put it with the others in her pack.
She stretched then, carefully, but did not arise. It was a good place that she had, by the steps. People passed it all the time. She did not want someone else to take it.
Raising her face to the sun, she would have fallen into that half sleep which age so easily granted her, when a sound down the walkway stopped her. She put her hand out again and took up her call: “A penny, a penny, a penny for a dream.”
A young woman, tall and slim, dressed in black, came slowly toward the steps. She held a child by the hand. As they neared the Dream Weaver, the old woman called out again, “A penny for a dream.”
The child, also in black, strained at his mother’s hand. At the Dream Weaver’s call, he turned in surprise to look up at his mother. “You said all the dreams were dead. How can they be if this granny can make a new one? And just for a penny.”
“Child,” his mother began painfully. Her hand moved her black veil aside, and she looked at the Dream Weaver with swollen eyes. Dropping the veil again, she repeated, “Child.”
“But I have a penny, Mother. Here.” The child’s hand dug into his pocket and emerged with a sticky coin. “Please.”
The veiled head looked down, shook slowly once, twice; but still the woman took the coin. Handing it to the Dream Weaver cautiously, she said, “Weave us a dream, granny, for the boy and me. But I pray that it is a gentle one, full of loving.”
The Dream Weaver took the coin, making it disappear in her robes. Then she settled herself to the task. Her hands flew over the loom, and she plucked the strings as if she were a musician, her fingers gentle yet strong. And this was the dream that she wove.
The Tree’s Wife
There was once a young woman named Drusilla who had been widowed longer than she was wed. She had been married at fifteen to a rich old man who beat her. She had flowered despite his ill treatment, and it was he who died, within the year, leaving her all alone in the great house.
Once the old man was dead, his young widow was courted by many, for she was now quite wealthy. The young men came together, and all claimed that she needed a husband to help her.
But Drusilla would have none of them. “When I was poor,” she said, “not one of you courted me. When I was ill treated, not one of you stood by me. I never asked for more than a gentle word, yet I never received one. So now that you ask, I will have none of you.”
She turned her back on them, then stopped. She looked around at the grove of birch trees by her house. “Why, I would sooner wed this tree,” she said, touching a sturdy birch that stood to one side, “A tree would know when to bend and when to stand. I would sooner wed this tree than marry another man.”
At that very moment, a passing wind caused the top branches of the birch to sway.
The rejected suitors laughed at Drusilla. “See,” they jeered, “the tree has accepted your offer.”
And so she was known from that day as the Tree’s Wife.
To keep the jest from hurting, Drusilla entered into it with a will. If someone came to the house, she would put her arms around the birch, caressing its bark and stroking its limbs.
“I have all I need or want with my tree,” she would say. And her laugh was a silent one back at the stares. She knew that nothing confounds jokers as much as madness, so she made herself seem very mad for them.
But madness also makes folk uneasy; they fear contagion. And soon Drusilla found herself quite alone. Since it was not of her choosing, the aloneness began to gnaw at her. It was true that what she really wanted was just a kind word, but soon she was so lonely almost any word would have done.
So it happened one night, when the moon hung in the sky like a ripe yellow apple, that a wind blew fiercely from the north. It made the trees bow and bend and knock their branches against Drusilla’s house. Hearing them knock, she looked out of the windows and saw the trees dancing wildly in the wind.
They seemed to beckon and call, and she was suddenly caught up in their rhythm. She swayed with them, but it was not enough. She longed for the touch of the wind on her skin, so she ran outside, leaving the door ajar. She raised her hands above her head and danced with the trees.
In the darkness, surrounded by the shadow of its brothers, one tree seemed to shine. It was her tree, the one she had chosen. It was touched with a phosphorescent glow, and the vein of each leaf was a streak of pale fire.
Drusilla danced over to the tree and held her hands toward it. “Oh, if only you were a man, or I a tree,” she said out loud. “If you were a man tall and straight and gentle and strong then—yes—then I would be happy.”
The wind died as suddenly as it had begun, and the trees stood still. Drusilla dropped her hands, feeling foolish and shamed, but a movement in the white birch stayed her. As she watched, it seemed to her that first two legs, then a body, then a head and arms emerged from the bark; a shadowy image pulling itself painfully free of the trunk. The image shimmered for a moment, trembled, and then became clear. Before her stood a man.
He was tall and slim, with skin as white as the bark of the birch and hair as black as the birch bark patches. His legs were strong yet supple, and his feet were knotty and tapered like roots. His hands were thin and veined with green, and the second and third fingers grew together, slotted like a leaf. He smiled at her and held out his arms, an echo of her earlier plea, and his arms swayed up and down as if touched by a passing breeze.
Drusilla stood without movement, without breath. Then he nodded his head, and she went into his arms. When his mouth came down on hers, she smelled the, damp woody odor of his breath.
They lay together all night below his tree, cradled in its roots. But when the sun began its climb against the farthest hills, the man pulled himself reluctantly, from Drusilla’s arms and disappeared back into the tree.
Call as she might, Drusilla could not bring him out again, but one of the tree branches reached down and stroked her arm in a lover’s farewell.
She spent the next days under the tree, reading and weaving and playing her lute. And the tree itself seemed to listen and respond. The branches touched and turned the pages of her book. The whole tree moved to the beauty of her songs.
Yet it was not until the next full moon that the man could pull himself from the tree and sleep away the dark in her arms.
Still Drusilla was content. For as she grew in her love for the man of the tree, her love for all nature grew, a quiet pullulation. She felt kin to every flower and leaf. She heard the silent speech of the green world and, under the bark, the beating of each heart.
One day, when she ventured into the village, Drusilla’s neighbors observed that she was growing more beautiful in her madness. The boldest of them, an old woman, asked, “If you have no man, how is it you bloom?”
Drusilla turned to look at the old woman and smiled. It was a slow smile. “I am the tree’s wife,” she said, “in truth. And he is man enough for me.” It was all the answer she would return.
But in the seventh month since the night of the apple moon, Drusilla knew she carried a child, the tree’s child, below her heart. And when she told the tree of it, its branches bent around her and touched her hair. And when she told the man of it, he smiled and held her gently.
Drusilla wondered what the child would be that rooted in her. She wondered if it would burgeon into a human child or emerge some great wooden beast. Perhaps it would be both, with arms and legs as strong as the birch and leaves for hair. She feared her heart would burst with questions. But on the next full moon, the tree man held her and whispered in her ear such soft, caressing sounds, she grew calm. And at last she knew that however the child grew, she would love it. And with that knowledge she was once again content.
Soon it was evident, even to the townsfolk, that she blossomed with child. They looked for the father among themselves—for where else could they look—but no one admitted to the deed. And Drusilla herself would name no one but the tree to the midwife, priest, or mayor.
And so, where at first the villagers had jested at her and joked with her and felt themselves plagued by her madness, now they turned wicked and cruel. They could accept a widow’s madness but not a mother unwed.
The young men, the late suitors, pressed on by the town elders, came to Drusilla one night. In the darkness, they would have pulled her from her house and beaten her. But Drusilla heard them come and climbed through the window and fled to the top of the birch.
The wind raged so that night that the branches of the tree flailed like whips, and not one of the young men dared come close enough to climb the tree and take Drusilla down. All they could do was try and wound her with their words. They shouted up at her where she sat near the top of the birch, cradled in its branches. But she did not hear their shouts. She was lulled instead by the great rustling voices of the grove.
In the morning the young men were gone. They did not return.
And Drusilla did not go back into the town. As the days passed, she was fed by the forest and the field. Fruits and berries and sweet sap found their way to her doorstep. Each morning she had enough for the day. She did not ask where it all came from, but still she knew.
At last it was time for the child to be born. On this night of a full moon, Drusilla’s pains began. Holding her sides with slender fingers, she went out to the base of the birch, sat down, and leaned her back against the tree, straining to let the child out. As she pushed, the birch man pulled himself silently from the tree, knelt by her, and breathed encouragements into her face. He stroked her hair and whispered her name to the wind.
She did not smile up at him but said at last, “Go.” Her breath was ragged and her voice on the edge of despair. “I beg you. Get the midwife. This does not go well.”
The tree man held her close, but he did not rise.
“Go,” she begged. “Tell her my name. It is time.”
He took her face in his hands and stared long into it with his woods-green eyes. He pursed his lips as if to speak, then stood up and was gone.
He went down the path towards the town, though each step away from the tree drew his strength from him. Patches of skin peeled off as he moved, and the sores beneath were dark and viscous. His limbs grew more brittle with each step, and he moved haltingly. By the time he reached the midwife’s house, he looked an aged and broken thing. He knocked upon the door, yet he was so weak, it was only a light tapping, a scraping, the scratching of a branch across a window pane.
As if she had been waiting for his call, the midwife came at once. She opened the door and stared at what stood before her. Tall and thin and naked and white, with black patches of scabrous skin and hair as dark as rotting leaves, the tree man held up his grotesque, slotted hand. The gash of his mouth was hollow and tongueless, a sap-filled wound. He made no sound, but the midwife screamed and screamed, and screaming still, slammed the door.
She did not see him fall.
In the morning the townsfolk came to Drusilla’s great house. They came armed with clubs and cudgels and forks. The old midwife was in the rear, calling the way.
Beneath a dead white tree they found Drusilla, pale and barely moving, a child cradled in her arms. At the townsfolk’s coming, the child opened its eyes. They were the color of winter pine.
“Poor thing,” said the midwife, stepping in front of the men. “I knew no good would come of this.” She bent to take the child from Drusilla’s arms but leaped up again with a cry. For the child had uncurled one tiny fist, and its hand was veined with green and the second and third fingers grew together, slotted like a leaf.
At the midwife’s cry, the birches in the grove began to move and sway, though there was not a breath of breeze. And before any weapon could be raised, the nearest birch stretched its branches far out and lifted the child and Drusilla up, up towards the top of the tree.
As the townsfolk watched, Drusilla disappeared. The child seemed to linger for a moment longer, its unclothed body gleaming in the sun. Then slowly the child faded, like melting snow on pine needles, like the last white star of morning, into the heart of the tree.
There was a soughing as of wind through branches, a tremble of leaves, and one sharp cry of an unsuckled child. Then the trees in the grove were still.
“Thank you,” said the widow softly. She patted the Dream Weaver’s shoulder. Then she spoke to her child, “Come. We will go to your father’s people. They will take us in, I know that now.” She held out her hand.
The child took her hand, and as they began walking, he asked, “Did you like it? Was it a good dream? I thought it was sad. Was it sad?”
But his mother did not answer him, and soon the child’s voice, like their footsteps, faded away.
The Dream Weaver took the dream from the loom. “They, too, left without the dream. Such a small bit of weaving, yet they had no room for it. But it was not a sad dream. Not really. It had much loving in it. She should have taken it for the child—if not for herself.” And still mumbling, the Dream Weaver snipped the threads and finished off the weaving, stretching it a bit to make it more pliant. Then she put it, with the others, in her bag.
“Dream Weaver,” came a chorus of voices. The Dream Weaver sorted out three. Three children. Girls, she thought.
The boldest of the three, the middle child, stepped closer. All three were tawny-haired, though the oldest had curls with an orange tinge to them. “Dream Weaver, we have only one penny to spend. One for the three of us. Can you weave us one dream? To share?”
“Share a dream?” The old woman laughed. “It is the best way. Of course you can share. Are you … “she hesitated, then guessed, “sisters?”
“How can she tell?” whispered the youngest.
“Hush,” cautioned the middle child. “Manners!”
The oldest ignored them. On the edge of womanhood, she was aware of urges in herself she could not yet name. She gathered her skirts and her courage, and squatted down by the weaver. “Could you,” she began tentatively, “could you put true love in it?”
The Dream Weaver smiled. She had heard such requests many times over. But she would never have convinced the girl of that. Better to let the child think she was the only one with such a dream.
“Oh, true love!” said the middle child. “That’s all you ever think about—now. You used to be fun.”
The youngest girl lisped. “A cat, please, granny. Please let there be a cat in it.”
“A cat! True love! I only want it to be fun. For the penny we should have a good laugh,” the middle child said.
The Dream Weaver smiled again as she pulled the threads from her basket. “Well, we shall see, little ones. A cat and true love and a laugh. I have had stranger demands. But one never knows about a dream until it is done. Still, I will try. And since it is your dream, you each must try as well.”
“Try?” the three exclaimed as one. And the youngest added, “How shall we try, granny?”
“Hold hands, and I shall weave. And as I weave, you must believe.”
“Oh, we will,” said the youngest breathlessly. The other two laughed at her, but they held hands. The warp was strung. The weaver began.
The Cat Bride
There was once a noddy old woman who had only two things in the world that she loved—her son and a marmalade cat. She loved them both the same, which seemed strange to her neighbors but not to her son, Tom.
“I bring home food, and the cat keeps it safe. Why should we not share equally in her affections?” he asked sensibly. Then he added, “Though I am not the best provider in the land, the cat is surely the best mouser. Ergo, it follows.”
But of course it did not follow for the neighbors. To them such sense was nonsense. However, as it was none of their business, the old woman ignored their mischievous tongues and loved boy and cat the same.
One day the old woman caught a chill, grew sicker, and likened to die. She called Tom and the cat to her bed. The village elders came, too, for they went to deathbeds as cats to mackerel; the smell, it was said, drew them in.
“Promise me, Tom,” said the old woman in a voice as soft as down.
“Anything, Mother,” said Tom as he sat by her bed and held on to her hand.
“Promise me you will marry the marmalade cat, for that way she will remain in our family forever. You are a good boy, Tom, but she is the best mouser in the land.”
At her words, the elders cried out to one another in horror.
“Never,” cried one.
“Unheard of,” cried the second.
“It is against the law,” declared the third.
“What law?” asked the old woman, looking over at them. “Where is it written that a boy cannot marry a cat?”
The elders looked at one another. They twisted their mouths around, but no answer came out, for she was right.
“I promise, Mother,” said Tom, “for I love the marmalade cat as much as you do. I will keep her safe and in our family forever.”
As soon as Tom had finished speaking, the cat jumped onto the bed and, as if to seal its part of the bargain, licked the old woman’s face, first one cheek and then the other, with its rough-ribbed tongue. Then it bit her softly on the nose and jumped down.
At the cat’s touch, the elders left the room in disgust. But the old woman sat up in bed. Color sprang into her faded cheeks, and she let out a high sweet laugh.
Tom’s heart sang out a silent hallelujah. He rose to shut the door. When he turned back again, there was an orange-haired girl with green eyes standing where the cat had been, but the cat was nowhere in sight.
“Who are you, and where is the cat?” asked Tom.
“Why, I am the cat,” said the girl. “But if we are to be wed, it is best that I wear human clothes.”
“I liked you well enough before,” said Tom, looking at the floor.
“Well, you will like her well enough after,” said his mother sensibly. She got out of bed, toddled to the door, and called out to the village elders who were already more than halfway down the road.
Smelling a miracle, the elders turned back. And though they did not like it all the way through, they agreed to marry Tom and the girl at once. “For,” said one to the others, “a girl with orange hair and green eyes and the manners of a cat should not be left to wander the village on her own.”
Several days went by before the elders returned for a visit.
“We are glad to see you are still well,” the first said to the old woman as she sat and nodded by the fire.
“Some miracles are but a moment long,” said the second. He tried not to stare at Tom’s new wife who lay dozing on the hearth, her skirts tucked up around her long slim legs.
But the third leaned closer to the old woman and whispered in her ear. “I have been wanting to ask—how is she as a bride?”
“Cat or girl, I love her still with all my heart,” said the old woman. “And she is the perfect girl for Tom. She is neat and clean. She is quick on her feet. She has a warm and loving heart.”
“Well,” said the third elder, twisting his mouth around the word, “I suppose that is good.”
“Well,” said the old woman, smiling up at him, “if that were all, it would be good enough. But there is even better.”
“Better?” asked the elder.
“Better,” said the old woman with a mischievous grin. “She is neat and clean and quick on her feet and has a warm and loving heart. And,” she paused, “she is still the best mouser in the land.”
The three girls laughed their thanks and walked away, chattering. They left the dream behind.
The Weaver began to remove the dream when angry steps caused her to pause.
“You again,” she said.
“It might not be a minstrel’s dream. You said that. So, for the coin I gave you already, finish the dream.”
“I cannot finish that one,” said the Dream Weaver. “The fragment is already packed away.”
“Do not try to wheedle another penny from me,” the man shouted. He moved as if to turn away.
The Dream Weaver shook her head. “I want no more from you,” she said, “though I would not turn down another penny.”
“Here,” he said, and threw a coin at her feet.
The Dream Weaver found it and tucked it away, then added, “I will pick threads that are close to the first ones. But they might not be a match. Will you stay through this time and listen to your dream?”
The man grunted his answer and watched as the old woman finished off the girls’ dream and rummaged in her thread basket. She pulled out several.
“How can you be sure those are near the color of the last when you cannot see?” asked the man.
The Dream Weaver was silent as she finished sorting the threads.
“Well?”
“By the feel, man. Just as I can tell, from your voice, the look of your face, though I have no eyes.”
“And what is that look?” he asked.
“My answer would not flatter you!” she said. “So hush, for the dream is beginning.” She threaded the warp and began.
The Boy Who Sang for Death
In a village that lay like a smudge on the cheek of a quiet valley, there lived an old woman and the last of her seven sons. The oldest six had joined the army as they came of age, and her husband was long in his grave. The only one left at home was a lad named Karl.
Even if he had not been her last, his mother would have loved him best for he had a sweet disposition and a sweeter voice. It was because of that voice, pure and clear, that caroled like spring birds, that she had called him Karel. But his father and brothers, fearing the song name would unman him, had changed it to Karl. So Karl he had remained.
Karl was a sturdy boy, a farm boy in face and hands. But his voice set him apart from the rest. Untutored and untrained, Karl’s voice could call home sheep from the pasture, birds from the trees. In the village, it was even said that the sound of Karl’s voice made graybeards dance, the lame to walk, and milk spring from a maiden’s breast. Yet Karl used his voice for no such magic, but to please his mother and gentle his flock.
One day when Karl was out singing to the sheep and goats to bring them safely in from the field, his voice broke; like a piece of cloth caught on a nail, it tore. Fearing something wrong at home, he hurried the beasts. They scattered before him, and he came to the house to find that his mother had died.
“Between one breath and the next, she was gone,” said the priest.
Gently Karl folded her hands on her breast and, although she was beyond the sound of his song, he whispered something in her ear and turned to leave.
“Where are you going?” called out the priest, his words heavy with concern.
“I am going to find Death and bring my mother back,” cried Karl, his jagged voice now dulled with grief. He turned at the door and faced the priest who knelt by his mother’s bed. “Surely Death will accept an exchange. What is one old tired woman to Death who has known so many?”
“And will you recognize Death, my son, when you meet him?”
“That I do not know,” said Karl.
The priest nodded and rose heavily from his knees. “Then listen well, my son. Death is an aging but still handsome prince. His eyes are dark and empty for he has seen much suffering in the world. If you find such a one, he is Death.”
“I will know him,” said Karl.
“And what can you give Death in exchange that he has not already had many times over?” asked the priest.
Karl touched his pockets and sighed. “I have nothing here to give,” he said. “But I hope that he may listen to my songs. They tell me in the village that there is a gift of magic in my voice. Any gift I have I would surely give to get my mother back. I will sing for Death, and perhaps that great prince will take time to listen.”
“Death does not take time,” said the old priest, raising his hand to bless the boy, “for time is Death’s own greatest possession.”
“I can but try,” said Karl, tears in his eyes. He knelt a moment for the blessing, stood up and went out the door. He did not look back.
Karl walked for many days and came at last to a city that lay like a blemish on three hills. He listened quietly but well, as only a singer can, and when he heard weeping, he followed the sound and found a funeral procession bearing the coffin of a child. The procession turned into a graveyard where stones leaned upon stones like cards in a neglected deck.
“Has Death been here already?” asked Karl of a weeping woman.
“Death has been here many times,” she answered. “But today she has taken my child.”
“She?” said Karl. “But surely Death is a man.”
“Death is a woman,” she answered him at once. “Her hair is long and thick and dark, like the roots of trees. Her body is huge and brown, but she is barren. The only way she can bear a child is to bear it away.”
Karl felt her anger and sorrow then, for they matched his own, so he joined the line of mourners to the grave. And when the child’s tiny box had been laid in the ground, he sang it down with the others. But his voice lifted above theirs, a small bird soaring with ease over larger ones. The townsfolk stopped singing in amazement and listened to him.
Karl sang not of death but of his village in the valley, of the seasons that sometime stumble one into another, and of the small pleasures of the hearth. He sang tune after tune the whole of that day, and just at nightfall he stopped. They threw dirt on the baby’s coffin and brought Karl to their home.
“Your songs eased my little one’s passage,” said the woman. “Stay with us this night. We owe you that.”
“I wish that I had been here before,” said Karl. “I might have saved your baby with a song.”
“I fear Death would not be cheated so easily of her chosen child,” said the woman. She set the table but did not eat.
Karl left in the morning. And as he walked, he thought about Death, how it was a hollow-eyed prince to the priest but a jealous mother to the woman. If Death could change shapes with such ease, how would he know Death when they finally met? He walked and walked, his mind in a puzzle, until he came at last to a plain that lay like a great open wound between mountains.
The plain was filled with an army of fighting men. There were men with bows and men with swords and men with wooden staves. Some men fought on horseback, and some fought from their knees. Karl could not tell one band of men from another, could not match friend with friend, foe with foe, for their clothes were colored by dirt and by blood and every man looked the same. And the screams and shouts and the crying of horns were a horrible symphony in Karl’s ears.
Yet there was one figure Karl could distinguish. A woman, quite young, dressed in a long white gown. Her dark braids were caught up in ribbons of white and looped like a crown on her head. She threaded her way through the ranks of men like a shuttle through a loom, and there seemed to be a pattern in her going. She paused now and then to put a hand to the head or the breast of one man and then another. Each man she touched stopped fighting and, with an expression of surprise, left his body and followed the girl, so that soon there was a great wavering line of gray men trailing behind her.
Then Karl knew that he had found Death.
He ran down the mountainside and around the flank of the great plain, for he wanted to come upon Death face to face. He called out as he ran, hoping to slow her progress, “Wait, oh, wait, my Lady Death; please wait for me.”
Lady Death heard his call above the battle noise, and she looked up from her work. A weariness sat between her eyes, but she did not stop. She continued her way from man to man, a hand to the brow or over the heart. And at her touch, each man left his life to follow the young girl named Death.
When Karl saw that she would not stop at his calling, he stepped into her path. But she walked through him as if through air and went on her way, threading the line of dead gray men behind her.
So Karl began to sing. It was all he knew to do.
He sang not of death but of growing and bearing, for they were things she knew nothing of. He sang of small birds on the apple spray and bees with their honeyed burden. He sang of the first green blades piercing the warmed earth. He sang of winter fields where moles and mice sleep quietly under the snow. Each tune swelled into the next.
And Lady Death stopped to listen.
As she stopped, the ribbon of soldiers that was woven behind her stopped, too, and from their dead eyes tears fell with each memory. The battlefield was still, frozen by the songs. And the only sound and the only movement and the only breath was Karl’s voice.
When he had finished at last, a tiny brown bird flew out of a dead tree, took up the last melody, and went on.
“I have made you stop, Lady Death,” cried Karl. “And you have listened to my tunes. Will you now pay for that pleasure?”
Lady Death smiled, a slow, weary smile, and Karl wondered that someone so young should have to carry such a burden. And his pity hovered between them in the quiet air.
“I will pay, Karel,” she said.
He did not wonder that she knew his true name, for Lady Death would, in the end, know every human’s name.
“Then I ask for my mother in exchange,” said Karl.
Lady Death looked at him softly then. She took up his pity and gave it back. “That I cannot do. Who follows me once, follows forever. But is it not payment enough to know that you have stayed my hand for this hour? No man has ever done that before.”
“But you promised to pay,” said Karl. His voice held both anger and disappointment, a man and a child’s voice in one.
“And what I promise,” she said, looking at him from under darkened lids, “I do.”
The Dream Weaver’s voice stopped for a moment.
“Is that all?” asked the man. “That is no ending. What of the coins I gave you?”
“Hush,” the Dream Weaver said to him. “This is strange. This has never happened before. There is not one ending but two. I feel that here,” and she held up her hands.
“Then tell them to me. Both. I paid,” he said.
The Dream Weaver nodded. “This is the first way the dream ends,” she said, and wove.
Lady Death put her hand in front of her, as if reaching into a cupboard, and a gray form that was strangely transparent took shape under her fingers. It became a harp, with smoke-colored strings the color of Lady Death’s eyes.
“A useless gift,” said Karl. “I cannot play.”
But Lady Death reached over and set the harp in his hand, careful not to touch him with her own.
And as the harp molded itself under his fingers, Karl felt music surge through his bones. He put his thumb and forefinger on the strings and began to play.
At the first note, the battle began anew. Men fought, men bled, men suffered, men fell. But Karl passed through the armies untouched, playing a sweet tune that rose upward, in bursts, as the lark and its song spring toward the sun. He walked through the armies, through the battle, through the plain, playing his harp, and he never looked back again.
The Dream Weaver hesitated but a moment. “And the other ending,” the man commanded. But she had already begun.
“And what I promise,” Death said, looking at him from under darkened lids, “I do.”
She turned and pointed to the field, and Karl’s eyes followed her fingers.
“There in that field are six men whose heads and hearts I will not touch this day. Look carefully, Karel.”
He looked. “They are my brothers,” he said.
“Them, I will spare.” And Lady Death turned and stared into Karl’s face with her smoky eyes. “But I would have you sing for me again each night in the small hours when I rest, for I have never had such comfort before. Will you come?” She held out her hand.
Karl hesitated a moment, remembering his farm, remembering the fields, the valleys, the warm spring rains. Then he looked again at Lady Death, whose smile seemed a little less weary. He nodded and reached for her hand, and it was small and soft and cool in his. He raised her hand once to his lips, then set it, palm open, over his heart. He never felt the cold.
Then, hand in hand, Karl and Lady Death walked through the battlefield. Their passing made not even the slightest breeze on the cheeks of the wounded, nor an extra breath for the dying. Only the dead who traveled behind saw them pass under the shadows of the farthest hills. But long after they had gone, the little bird sang Karl’s last song over and over and over again into the darkening air.
“I liked the other ending best,” said the man. “It was the better bargain.”
“Bargain?” The Dream Weaver’s mouth soured with the word.
“A bargain, old one,” he said. “The boy bought a salable talent with his song. He got better than he gave and that is always, a bargain. I like that.” The man chuckled to himself and went away, his footsteps tapping lightly on the street.
“A bargain was it?” the Weaver mumbled to herself, finishing off the tale and its two separate endings. “A bargain!” she said again, shaking her head. She thought for a moment of taking the first ending apart, saving the threads for another time. She knew the man would not be back for it, and it had not pleased her, that ending. Still, she could not bear to unravel her work, so she put it with the others in her bag.
The Dream Weaver fingered the coins in her pouch. Five already, no, six, and the sun was on its downward swing. It had been a good day. She could begin her slow dark trip home.
“There she is, the Dream Weaver,” came a voice. “Stop her. Oh, stop!”
The Dream Weaver, half standing, heard the voice and running steps as one. She turned and waited. Another coin to put in the pouch, to hold against the rains or the long, cold winter days.
“You are not through, Dream Weaver?” It was a young voice, a girl just become a woman. She sounded only slightly worried, stuttering a bit from the run.
“No, child, not if you want a dream.”
“We want a dream. Together, Dream Weaver.” It was almost a man’s voice, just out of boyhood but already gone through its change. “We made our pledges to one another today. We will be married by year’s end. We have saved a coin to celebrate our fortune and we have decided together on a dream. Give us a good one.”
The old woman smiled. “I have already spun one true love dream today. I do not know if there is another in these old fingers.” She held them up before her eyes as if she could see them. She was proud of them, her clever fingers. She knew that they were strong and supple despite their gnarled appearance.
“Oh, we do not need a true love dream,” came the girl’s quick response. “We have that ourselves, you see. Our parents would have married us to others—for gold. But we persuaded them to let us wed. It took a long time, too long. But …” She stopped as if to let the boy finish for her, but he was silent, simply staring at her while she spoke.
“Well, give me the coin then, and we shall see what the threads have to say,” said the Dream Weaver. “They never lie. But sometimes the dream is not easy to read.”
The young man handed her the coin, and she slipped it into the pouch. She heard not even a rustle of impatience. They simply waited for her to begin, confident in their own living dreams.
The Dream Weaver picked out the threads with more flourish than was necessary. She would give them their penny’s worth.
“Watch as I thread the warp,” commanded the Dream Weaver, knowing they might need prompting to look at her rather than at one another.
At her command, they turned to watch. And this was the dream that she wove.
Princess Heart O’Stone
In the days when woods still circled the world and heroes could talk with beasts, there lived a princess whom everyone pitied.
She was the most beautiful girl imaginable. Her hair was the color of red leaves in the fall, burnished with orange and gold. Her eyes were the green of moss on stone, and her skin the color of fresh cream. She was slim and fair, and her voice was low. But she had a heart of stone.
When she was born, the midwife had grasped her firmly and slapped her lightly to bring out the first cry. But the first cry was the midwife’s instead.
“Look!” the woman gasped, pointing to the child’s breast. And there, cold and unmoving under the fragile shield of skin, was the outline of a heart. “She has a heart of stone.”
Then the child made a sound that was neither laugh nor cry and opened her eyes, but the stone in her breast did not move at all.
The king put his right palm on the child’s body, nearly covering it. He shook his head.
The queen turned her face against the pillow, but she could not weep until she heard the king weep. Then they wept as one.
The midwife was paid twice over in gold to stop her tongue, but it was too late. Her cry had already been heard. It went round the castle before the child had been wrapped.
“The princess has a heart of stone.”
“The princess has a heart of stone.”
The child grew up, hearing the whispers. And knowing her heart was made of stone and could feel neither sorrow nor joy, she felt nothing. She accepted the friendship of birds and beasts who asked neither smiles nor tears of her but only the comfort of her hand. But she stayed aloof from the companionship of people. And that is why she was called Princess Heart O’Stone—and was pitied.
Her parents would have done anything for her, but what could they do? They called in physicians who examined her. They thumped her bones and pulled at her skin and looked at her ears and eyes. They gave advice and said what was already known. “She is perfectly fit, except—except that her heart is made of stone.”
The king and queen called in poets and painters and singers of songs. They told of love never plighted, of wars never won, of mothers whose children all died.
The princess did not cry.
“If we can not move her, nothing can,” they said and left.
The royal couple called in clowns. And the courtyards of the kingdom filled with jongleurs and jesters, jugglers and jokers, who fell over one another in their efforts to fill the princess with delight. But as she had never cried, so she never laughed.
“What a heartless creature,” said the clowns. And they went away.
At last the king and queen gave up hope for a cure. Indeed they had lived through so many false promises and so much useless advice that they declared no one was ever again to speak of changing the princess’ condition. To do so was to invite a beheading.
Now in that same kingdom lived a simple woodcutter whose name was Donnal.
As fair as the princess was, Donnal was fairer. He had an angel’s face set round with golden curls. He was tall and straight, and his heart was tender. If he had a fault, it was this: he was proud of his strong back and perfect limbs and liked to admire his image in the forest pools.
Now one day, deep in the woods where he worked, Donnal heard a faint cry. As he knew the songs of birds, he ran to the sound and there he found a sparrow hawk caught in a net. Donnal took out his knife and cut the bird free. It flew straight to a low branch and called its thanks to the lad:
Heart O’Stone
Is all alone.
“Well, that is strange thanks, indeed,” thought Donnal. But the call stayed with him all that day. And as he thought about it, his tender heart cried out with pity. Though he lived in the woods by himself, he was not alone. He had all the birds and beasts and his own fair reflection for company. He could enjoy them and laugh or cry at will. But the princess, fair and stone-hearted, was truly all alone.
Still it did not occur to Donnal to go to her. He was a woodcutter, after all. How could he presume to help her when physicians and poets and clowns could not?
The very next day, when Donnal was again hard at work, he heard a second cry. It was deeper than the voice of the bird. Donnal ran to it and found a small vixen caught in a trap. He bent down and opened the trap and the little fox ran free. She cowered for a moment under a bush and, in thanks, barked:
Carry her heart,
Never part.
“Well,” said Donnal, “that is certainly true enough. If you carry someone’s heart, and she yours, then you will never part. But if you mean Princess Heart O’Stone, why that would be a very heavy burden indeed.”
He saluted the fox, and they both sped away. Donnal went home thinking about the fox’s words. But finally he laughed at himself, for when does a poor woodcutter get to carry a princess’ heart?
The next day Donnal was outside, stacking wood into piles, when he heard a third cry for help, low and angry. It was not a plea but a demand. This time he found a bear in a pit.
Donnal puzzled for a moment, wondering if he should try to bring the bear up, when he noticed that it wore a collar with gold markings.
“That is no ordinary bear,” said Donnal aloud. At the sound of his voice, the bear stood up and began twirling ever so slowly around and around in the pit.
Donnal lay down on his stomach, to look at the bear more closely. It was the king’s dancing bear, no doubt of it, though what it was doing so far from the castle, Donnal did not know.
“Just a minute, friend,” he called. Then he leaped up and ran back home for his ax. He felled a nearby tree and with a chain dragged it to the pit, shoved it in partway, and the bear climbed out.
“And do you have thanks for me, too?” asked Donnal. He gave a small laugh then, for the bear stood on its hind legs and bowed. Then it ambled off without a word.
However, when the bear reached the edge of the clearing, it turned and looked back over its shoulder and growled:
Heart of stone crack,
Ride on your back.
Donnal thought about this. All three—the hawk, the fox, and the bear—had called out their thanks. Yet none of it had to do with Donnal and his rescuing. It all had to do with the princess. He remembered the stories about Princess Heart O’Stone, how she spent her time with birds and beasts and none at all with humans. He wondered if all the animals were her special friends. And then he called out to the bear. “Wait, wait for me,” and ran after it, waving his hand.
The bear waited at the forest edge, and when Donnal caught up, it allowed the woodcutter to ride on its shoulders. They rode swifter than the winter wind and passed by the guards at the castle gate between one blink and the next. And when they came to the throne room, the bear pushed open the enormous door with its snout.
“What is this?” shouted the king to his flatterers and friends, and when none of them could answer, he asked the question of the bear.
At its master’s voice, the bear bowed low, and Donnal slid over its head to the floor.
“I think I know how to help your daughter, Princess Heart O’Stone,” said Donnal when he had picked himself up. “I may be only a poor woodcutter, but I can tell you what has been told me. It is here in my head.”
“Then you shall part with it now,” said the king in an angry yet controlled voice.
“The knowledge?” asked Donnal.
“No, woodcutter, your head,” said the king. “For I have sworn to kill anyone who refers to the princess’ problem.”
“Wait,” cried Donnal. “First listen and then take my head if you must. What I say will change your mind.”
“I can change my mind no more than my poor daughter can change her heart,” said the king.
The guards advanced on the woodcutter, their swords held high.
“It was the animals who told me,” said Donnal.
“Wait,” came a voice. And at that command, all motion in the throne room ceased for the voice belonged to Princess Heart O’Stone herself and never before had she taken any interest in court proceedings.
She walked over to her father and stood by the throne. Her voice was low, but it could be heard throughout the room. “A handsome, brave lad riding in on a bear. If I could laugh, I would find that funny. Yet you want to behead him. If I could cry, I would find that sad. But as I can do neither, at least I can listen. For I have found that people talk a lot and say nothing while animals talk infrequently and say much. A boy who has conversed with beasts is sure to say something interesting.”
At her voice, Donnal looked up. And seeing her beauty, he looked down. He came over and knelt before her and spoke to the floor. It was all he could dare.
“Heart O’Stone is all alone,” he whispered, for he knew at once it was true.
The princess reached down and held his chin in her hand, forcing him to look up at her. As Donnal looked into her eyes, he saw in those twin green pools his own fair reflection. And as he stared further, it seemed to him that in those pools was the faintest of ripples.
“I am,” she said, “all alone. I thought no one had remarked it.”
Then Donnal stood up and held both her hands in his.
At this, the king jumped up himself and would have cleaved Donnal’s head from his shoulders with his own sword had not the queen put out a hand to stop him.
But Donnal did not notice. He saw only the princess. “I have remarked it,” he said. “And it fairly breaks my heart to see you all alone. But you need not ever be alone again, for I am here.”
“You?” said the princess.
And then Donnal added, “Carry her heart, never part.”
The princess shook her head. “Would you dare carry such a burden?”
“If it were your heart, though truly made of stone, I would carry it gladly,” said Donnal. “And that would be a light task indeed for a back as straight and strong as mine.”
Then the princess moved right up next to Donnal, and he spoke only to her. No one in the throne room but the princess heard his final words.
“Heart of stone crack, ride on my back,” he said.
And as Donnal spoke, a great cracking sound was heard, as if the world itself were breaking in two. At that, the princess sighed. Tears ran down her cheeks and over her smiling mouth, but she never heeded them. She turned to her parents and cried out, “Mother, Father. I can laugh. I can cry. I can love.”
She turned to Donnal, “And I will marry whom I will.” She put her little hands on each side of his broad ones and brought them together as if in prayer.
“Marry him?” said the queen. “But he is a woodcutter. And besides, he is ill formed.”
The courtiers all looked, and it was true. How could they have not seen it before, Donnal’s face was beautiful still, but his proud straight back was now crooked. A hump, like a great stone, grew between his shoulders.
“She shall marry this man and no other,” said the king, for while the others had been watching the princess all the time, he alone had kept his eyes on Donnal. He knew what it was that rested on the boy’s shoulders. “He is a man of courage and compassion,” said the king, “who knows the difference between advice and action. He shall carry the burdens of the kingdom on that crooked back with ease, of this I am sure.”
So the two were married at once and ruled after the king died. The princess was known for her laughter and her tears, which she was quick to give to any who asked. King Donnal Crookback never minded his hump, for the only mirrors he sought were the princess’ eyes. And when they told him that he was straight and true, he knew they did not lie. And it was said, by all the people in the kingdom, that as loved as Queen Heart O’Stone was, King Donnal was more beloved still, for he had not one heart, but two: the one he carried hidden away in his breast, but the other he carried high between his shoulders, where it could be seen and touched by even the least of his people.
“That’s how I feel,” said the girl when the dream was done. “That I am carrying your heart, and it is no heavy burden.”
But the boy directed his words to the Dream Weaver. “The story was fine. Just meant for us.”
“Story?” the old woman said as she finished off the piece and held it out to him. “That was not just a story—but a woven dream. Here, take it. For your new life. Keep it safe.”
The boy pushed her hand away gently. “We do not need to take that with us, Dream Weaver. We have it safe—here.” He touched his hand to his chest.
The girl, realizing the Dream Weaver could not see his gesture, added, “Here in our hearts.”
As if to make up for his tactlessness, and because he had a gentle nature, the boy said, “Help us celebrate our good fortune, Dream Weaver.” He dug into his pocket. “Here, I have one more coin. It is part of the marriage portion. We would have you weave yourself a tale.”
The girl nodded, delighted with his words. “Yes, yes, please.”
“Myself?” The old woman looked amazed. “All these years I have been on street corners, weaving dreams for a penny. Yet no one has ever suggested such a thing before. Weave for myself?”
“Were you never tempted to do one anyway?” It was the girl.
“Tempted?” The Dream Weaver put her head to one side, considering the question. “If I had been sighted, I might have been tempted. But the eye and the ear are different listeners. So there was no need to weave a dream for myself. Besides …” and she gave a short laugh. “Besides, it would have brought no coin.”
They laughed with her. The boy took the Dream Weaver’s hand and placed the coin gently in it, closing her fingers around the penny. “Here is the coin, then, for your own dream.”
The Dream Weaver smiled a great smile that split her brown face in unequal halves. “You two watch closely for me, then. Be my eyes for the weaving. I shall hear the tale on my own.”
And this was the tale that she wove.
The Pot Child
There was once an ill-humored potter who lived all alone and made his way by shaping clay into cups and bowls and urns. His pots were colored with the tones of the earth, and on their sides he painted all creatures excepting man.
“For there was never a human I liked well enough to share my house and my life with,” said the bitter old man.
But one day, when the potter was known throughout the land for his sharp tongue as well as his pots, and so old that even death might have come as a friend, he sat down and on the side of a large bisque urn he drew a child.
The child was without flaw in the outline, and so the potter colored in its form with earth glazes: rutile for the body and cobalt blue for the eyes. And to the potter’s practiced eye, the figure on the pot was perfect.
So he put the pot into the kiln, closed up the door with bricks, and set the flame.
Slowly the fires burned. And within the kiln the glazes matured and turned their proper tones.
It was a full day and a night before the firing was done. And a full day and a night before the kiln had cooled. And it was a full day and a night before the old potter dared unbrick the kiln door. For the pot child was his masterpiece, of this he was sure.
At last, though, he could put it off no longer. He took down the kiln door, reached in, and removed the urn.
Slowly he felt along the pot’s side. It was smooth and still warm. He set the pot on the ground and walked around it, nodding his head as he went.
The child on the pot was so lifelike, it seemed to follow him with its lapis eyes. Its skin was a pearly yellow-white, and each hair on its head like beaten gold.
So the old potter squatted down before the urn, examining the figure closely, checking it for cracks and flaws, but there were none. He drew in his breath at the child’s beauty and thought to himself, “There is one I might like well enough.” And when he expelled his breath again, he blew directly on the image’s lips.
At that, the pot child sighed and stepped off the urn.
Well, this so startled the old man that he fell back into the dust.
After a while, though, the potter saw that the pot child was waiting for him to speak. So he stood up and in a brusque tone said, “Well, then, come here. Let me look at you.”
The child ran over to him and, ignoring his tone, put its arms around his waist, and whispered “Father” in a high sweet voice.
This so startled the old man that he was speechless for the first time in his life. And as he could not find the words to tell the child to go, it stayed. Yet after a day, when he had found the words, the potter knew he could not utter them for the child’s perfect face and figure had enchanted him.
When the potter worked or ate or slept, the child was by his side, speaking when spoken to but otherwise still. It was a pot child, after all, and not a real child. It did not join him in his work but was content to watch. When other people came to the old man’s shop, the child stepped back onto the urn and did not move. Only the potter knew it was alive.
One day several famous people came to the potter’s shop. He showed them all around, grudgingly, touching one pot and then another. He answered their questions in a voice that was crusty and hard. But they knew his reputation and did not answer back.
At last they came to the urn.
The old man stood before it and sighed. It was such an uncharacteristic sound that the people looked at him strangely. But the potter did not notice. He simply stood for a moment more, then said, “This is the Pot Child. It is my masterpiece. I shall never make another one so fine.”
He moved away, and one woman said after him, “It is good.” But turning to her companions, she added in a low voice, “But it is too perfect for me.”
A man with her agreed. “It lacks something,” he whispered back.
The woman thought a moment. “It has no heart,” she said. “That is what is wrong.”
“It has no soul,” he amended.
They nodded at each other and turned away from the urn. The woman picked out several small bowls, and, paying for them, she and the others went away.
No sooner were the people out of sight than the pot child stepped down from the urn.
“Father,” the pot child asked, “what is a heart?”
“A vastly overrated part of the body,” said the old man gruffly. He turned to work the clay on his wheel.
“Then,” thought the pot child, “I am better off without one.” It watched as the clay grew first tall and then wide between the potter’s knowing palms. It hesitated asking another question, but at last could bear it no longer.
“And what is a soul, Father?” asked the pot child. “Why did you not draw one on me when you made me on the urn?”
The potter looked up in surprise. “Draw one? No one can draw a soul.”
The child’s disappointment was so profound, the potter added, “A man’s body is like a pot, which does not disclose what is inside. Only when the pot is poured do we see its contents. Only when a man acts do we know what kind of soul he has.”
The pot child seemed happy with that explanation, and the potter went back to his work. But over the next few weeks the child continually got in his way. When the potter worked the clay, the pot child tried to bring him water to keep the clay moist. But it spilled the water and the potter pushed the child away.
When the potter carried the unfired pots to the kiln, the pot child tried to carry some, too. But it dropped the pots, and many were shattered. The potter started to cry out in anger, bit his tongue, and was still.
When the potter went to fire the kiln, the pot child tried to light the flame. Instead, it blew out the fire.
At last the potter cried, “You heartless thing. Leave me to do my work. It is all I have. How am I to keep body and soul together when I am so plagued by you?”
At these words, the pot child sat down in the dirt, covered its face, and wept. Its tiny body heaved so with its sobs that the potter feared it would break in two. His crusty old heart softened, and he went over to the pot child and said, “There, child. I did not mean to shout so. What is it that ails you?”
The pot child looked up. “Oh, my Father, I know I have no heart. But that is a vastly overrated part of the body. Still, I was trying to show how I was growing a soul.”
The old man looked startled for a minute, but then, recalling their conversation of many weeks before, he said, “My poor pot child, no one can grow a soul. It is there from birth.” He touched the child lightly on the head.
The potter had meant to console the child, but at that the child cried even harder than before. Drops sprang from its eyes and ran down its cheeks like blue glaze. “Then I shall never have a soul,” the pot child cried. “For I was not born but made.”
Seeing how the child suffered, the old man took a deep breath. And when he let it out again, he said, “Child, as I made you, now I will make you a promise. When I die, you shall have my soul for then I shall no longer need it.”
“Oh, then I will be truly happy,” said the pot child, slipping its little hand gratefully into the old man’s. It did not see the look of pain that crossed the old man’s face. But when it looked up at him and smiled, the old man could not help but smile back.
That very night, under the watchful eyes of the pot child, the potter wrote out his will. It was a simple paper, but it took a long time to compose for words did not come easily to the old man. Yet as he wrote, he felt surprisingly lightened. And the pot child smiled at him all the while. At last, after many scratchings out, it was done. The potter read the paper aloud to the pot child.
“It is good,” said the pot child. “You do not suppose I will have long to wait for my soul?”
The old man laughed. “Not long, child.”
And then the old man slept, tired after the late night’s labor. But he had been so busy writing, he had forgotten to bank his fire, and in the darkest part of the night, the flames went out.
In the morning the shop was ice cold, and so was the old man. He did not waken, and without him, the pot child could not move from its shelf.
Later in the day, when the first customers arrived, they found the old man. And beneath his cold fingers lay a piece of paper that said:
When I am dead, place my body in
my kiln and light the flames. And
when I am nothing but ashes, let
those ashes be placed inside the
Pot Child. For I would be one, body and
soul, with the earth I have worked.
So it was done as the potter wished. And when the kiln was opened up, the people of the town placed the ashes in the ice-cold urn.
At the touch of the hot ashes, the pot cracked: once across the breast of the child and two small fissures under its eyes.
“What a shame,” said the people to one another on seeing that. “We should have waited until the ashes cooled.”
Yet the pot was still so beautiful, and the old potter so well known, that the urn was placed at once in a museum. Many people came to gaze on it.
One of those was the woman who had seen the pot that day so long ago at the shop.
“Why, look,” she said to her companions. “It is the pot the old man called his masterpiece. It is good. But I like it even better now with those small cracks.”
“Yes,” said one of her companions, “It was too perfect before.”
“Now the pot child has real character,” said the woman, “It has … heart.”
“Yes,” added the same companion, “it has soul.”
And they spoke so loudly that all the people around them heard. The story of their conversation was printed and repeated throughout the land, and everyone who went by the pot stopped and murmured, as if part of a ritual, “Look at that pot child. It has such heart. It has such soul.”
“Ah,” sighed the Dream Weaver when the tale was done. It was a great relief to her to have it over, both the weaving and the telling. She dropped her hands to her sides and thought about the artist of the tale and how he alone really knew when his great work was done, and how he had put his own heart and soul into it. For what was art, she thought, but the heart and soul made visible.
“I thank you, my young friends,” she said to the boy and girl as they waited, hand upon hand, until she was through. “And now I can go home and sleep.”
She finished the piece of weaving and held it up to them. “Will you take this one with you?” she asked.
“But it was your dream,” said the boy hesitantly.
The girl was more honest still. “There is nothing on it, Dream Weaver. On that—or on the other.”
“Nothing? What do you mean—nothing?” Her voice trembled:
“A jumble of threads,” said the girl. “Tightly woven, true, but with no picture or pattern.”
“No picture? Nothing visible? Was there never a picture?” asked the old woman, her voice low.
“While you told the tale,” said the boy, “there were pictures aplenty in my head and in my heart.”
“And on the cloth?”
“I do not really know,” admitted the girl. “For your voice spun the tale so well, I scarcely knew anything more.”
“Ah,” said the Dream Weaver. She was silent for a moment and then said, more to herself than to the two, “So that is why no one takes their dreams.”
“We will take your weaving if it would please you,” said the boy.
The Dream Weaver put away her loom and threads. “It does not matter,” she said. “I see that now. Memory is the daughter of the ear and the eye. I know you will take the dream with you, in your memory, and it will last long past the weaving.”
They helped her strap the baskets to her back. “Long past,” they assured her. Then they watched as the Dream Weaver threaded her way down the crooked streets to her home.



The Fates
FIRE SHADOWS ON THE wall,
A hand rises, falls, as steady as a heartbeat,
Threading the strands of life.
This is the warp thread, this the woof,
This the hero-line, this the fool.
Needle and scissors, scissors and pins,
Where one life ends, another begins.
Did the silkworm come first,
Spinning its cocoon tapestry
So Clotho could unspin its cloak home
Into one of her own?
Did the Moirai learn from a worm?
Needle and scissors, scissors and pins,
Where one life ends, another begins.
Or did she come upon flax as a girl
And, seduced by its bright blue flowers,
As blue as the branching
Of veins beneath the fragile shield of skin,
Crush it into fiber and thread?
Needle and scissors, scissors and pins,
Where one life ends, another begins.
There was a hero, once, from Ithaca.
See how he travels the road.
Dust devils up under his bare feet.
The pattern in the dust is plainweave,
Is herringweave, is twill.
Needle and scissors, scissors and pins,
Where one life ends, another begins.
So quickly the shuttle flies,
As fast as an arrow into the heart,
As fast as the poison of the asp
As fast as the sword blade against the neck.
As fast as life, as fast as death.
Needle and scissors, scissors and pins,
Where one life ends, another begins.
Needle and scissors, scissors and pins
Where one life ends, another begins
Spindle and rod and tablet and thread,
The scissors close—and you are dead.



Salvage
THE OLD POET LAY in the bow of his ship dying of space sickness and homesickness and a touch of alien flu. There was nothing to be done for him but to make him comfortable, which meant listening to his ramblings and filling his arm with a strange liquid from his own stores. He had been the only one left alive in the ship when we found it and at first we had thought him dead, too. Only at my touch he had roused up, pointed a stalk at us, and recited in a bardic chant some alien click-clacks that, run through the translator, turned out to be a spell against goblins and ghoulies and things that go bump in the night.
Whatever night is.
Ghoulies was his name for us.
He had immediately fallen back into a deep sleep from which he roused periodically to harangue whoever had a free moment, calling us worms and devils and satan’s spawn. Most of us decided to leave his mouthings untranslated since what spewed out of the machine made little sense and we had not time to properly salvage it. The boxes, after all, were not yet full.
But one of the younglings, a two-year named Necros 29, chose to sit with the poet-traveler and translate his every word. Necros 29 called it salvage, but I wondered. He comes from a family of puzzlers, though, and they are slow to mature and mate and it may be that that side of the line runs true, for it was he who first understood that the creature was a poet, or at least a speaker-of-poems. It was soon clear that the alien did not make up his poems as would any true poet, but rather carried the words of others in his head. Disgusting thought, a crime against nature, this salvage of the mind. If we saved up all our poems, our heads would soon be so crowded with them, there would be no room left for savoring new ones. What a strange race we had come upon, whose equipment is new and whose thoughts are so borrowed and old.
But Necros, being a puzzler, kept at his task while we scavenged the ship thoroughly. It was full of salvage and the bones of the poet’s companions were especially fine.
“He calls upon the names of many gods,” commented Necros to me during report, “and that is fine for a poet. But he also says many not-found things.”
“Such as?” I asked. My great-great-grandsire, Mordos Prime, had been a puzzler on his matriarchal side, though my mother denies it when asked. Occasionally I am drawn to such things though basically I am of a solider nature.
“He speaks of night, a darkness that ends and comes again.”
I passed the bones through my mouth and into the salvage sack before I spoke. They were, as I have said, very fine indeed. As the sack’s teeth ground the bones into dust, I said, “Is night then a birthing cave? Is it the winking of far stars against the Oneness of space?”
Many who heard, me laughed, their sections wiggling greatly with their amusement.
Necros shook his head and his eyestalks trembled. “I do not think so. But I will listen to him further. I think there may be some strong salvage in his thoughts.”
“Pah, it is worthless stuff,” remarked my old mate, the long cylinder of his head shaking. His salvage sack was full and grinding away and the rolling action of it under his belly excited me. But now was the time of work, not pleasure. The boxes were not yet full and it would be days more of grinding before our organs descended enough to touch.
I went back across the boarding platform that linked the silent ship to ours. I emptied my sack of the fine silt, spreading it thinly over the mating box. Days? It would be weeks if we did not fill the boxes faster. As Prime of this ship it was my duty to direct young Necros away from the live poet to the dead and salvageable parts. It is all very well to salvage a culture when the boxes are full but—and I remembered my old mate’s rolling sack—there is an order, after all, and poetry would have to wait.
Mouthing a small lump of unground bone out of the box, I swallowed it again. Then I turned back and crossed over the platform to the alien ship.
“Necros!” I called out as I crawled. “Come. I would talk with you.”
He came at once, though with a slight reluctance on his face, his stalks drooping and his first section slightly faded. I think he already knew what I had to say.
“The boxes are thin,” I said. “There is no time for him.” I gestured with one stalk towards the alien who raised on one side and was babbling again.
“Fe-fi-fo-fum,” spewed the translator. Nonsense in any language is still nonsense. “Be he live or be he dead, I’ll grind his bones to make my bread.”
“What in the universe is bread?” I asked.
Necros touched me, mouth to mouth, then raised his chin, showing me his neck section, the fine lumps of his heart beating a rhythm through the translucent skin. He could not have been more subservient.
“I will work long into the third work period,” he said. “Do you not see that it is such things—bread, night, seasons—that we must salvage from him. Only with salvage,” he reminded me, “is growth.”
I thought of the silty boxes where we would soon lie down and mate, starting the next generation wiggling through our bodies and out our mouths. “Yes,” I said at last, “you are right this time. But still you will have to work the extra period to make up for it.”
He quivered sectionally and scurried back to the alien. At his touch, the alien fainted, though I suspected that he would revive again soon.
Necros 29 kept his word. He worked the extra load and so much salvage quickened him. He entered maturity early yet lost none of the enthusiasm of a youngling. It was delightful to see.
Once he came to me wriggling with joy. “I have come to something new,” he said. “Something not-found which is now found. It is called haiku.” He savored the word and gave it directly into my mouth.
I let the word slide down slowly, section by section, to my sack and the slow grinding began. Then it stopped. “I do not comprehend this word, haiku,” I said. “It means no more than his fe-fi’s.”
Necros shivered deliciously. “It is a poem that is worked in sections,” he said.
“A poem in sections?” It was a new idea—and quite fine.
“There are seventeen sections broken into bodies of five-seven-five. And there are rules.”
“That is the first time your poet has shown that he understands order,” I said thoughtfully. “Perhaps I was right to let you salvage him.”
Necros nodded, showing his neck section for good measure. “These are the rules. First the poem must rouse emotion.”
“Well, of course. Any youngling knows that.” I turned partly away from him, to show my displeasure.
“Wait, there is more. Second, the poem must show spiritual insight.” He nodded his head and his sections moved like a wave, enticing.
“Still, that is not new.”
Necros drew out the last. “And finally there must be some use of the seasons.”
“Fe-fi’s again.”
“I am comprehending that piece of alienness slowly. Digestion is difficult. The grinding continues.”
“Perhaps,” I replied cooly, “it should not continue.”
“But I am working triple,” Necros said, twisting his head back in such alarm that the lumps of heart pounded madly in front of my mouth. “And we have salvaged all but the ship’s shell and the room where the poet lives.” His voice was strained by his effort to show me his chin.
“It is true that the boxes grow full and my desires descend,” I admitted. “How long will this salvage take?”
He shrugged. “The poet’s voice weakens. He speaks again and again of the night.” He dared to lower his chin. “Night is, I am beginning to think, the ultimate alien season. Perhaps I will comprehend it soon.”
“Perhaps you will,” I said, turning without giving him any promises.
The next work section I was sleeping, with my body pressed along the sleek gray ship’s side, dreaming of mating. I had grown so much with the salvage that I was now nearly half the length of the alien vessel, and my movements were slow.
Necros found me there and quivered in all his sections. I heard a deep grinding in his sack which he coyly kept from my sight.
“The poet is dead,” he said, “and I have salvaged him. But before he died, I made up one of his own strange poems and sang it into the translator. He liked it. Listen, I too think it quite fine.”
We all stopped our work to listen, raising our chins slightly. To listen well is of the highest priority. It is how one acknowledges order.
Necros began:
The old poet fades.
Transfigured into the night,
Not-true becomes true.
“What do you think? Does it capture the alien? Is it true salvage?”
A small one-year shook his head. “I still do not know what night is.”
“Look out beyond the ship,” said Necros. “What is it you see?”
“I see our great Oneness.”
Necros nodded, letting ripples of pleasure run the entire length of his body. “Yes, that is what I thought, too. But I comprehend it is what he, the alien, would call night.”
I smiled. “Then your poem should have said: Transfigured into Oneness.”
Necros shivered deliciously and his sack began its melodious grinding again. “But they are the same, Oneness/Night. So Not-true becomes True. Surely you see that. Truly it is written that with salvage all becomes One.”
And indeed, finally, we all comprehended. It was fine salvage. The best. The hollow ship rang with our grinding.
“You shall share my box this section,” I said.
But so full of his triumph, Necros did not at first realize the great honor I had bestowed upon him. He chattered away. “Next time I must try to use all the alien seasons in a poem. Seasons. I must think more about the word and digest it again, for I am not at all sure what it means. It has sections, though, like a beautiful body.” And he blushed and looked at me.
“They are called Winter, Spring, Summer, Fall.”
I ran them into my mouth and agreed. “They are indeed meaty,” I said. “Next time we meet such aliens we will all salvage their poems.” Then I spoke the haiku back to him, once quickly before it was forgotten:
The old poet fades,
Transfigured into the night.
Not-true becomes true.
Smiling, I led the way back across the platform to the boxes, leaving the one-years who were not yet ready to mate to finish salvaging the ship’s hull.



The Bull & the Crowth
THERE WAS ONCE A shoemaker named Jamie Green and oh, but he was a bonny man. He could measure and fit a shoe faster than you could say Jack Derrystones, and not another cobbler could outdo him at his last. He had fitted mayors and mistresses, and made riding boots for a baron.
He had a fine eye for the horses, too. And one for the ladies also. But best of all, Jamie Green loved to play on the fiddle and the crowth.
Of his fiddling, well, there’s nought to be said excepting he could squeak a note or three and it wasn’t all that unpleasing to the ear. He could pick out enough dance tunes to play along with a band, though it was better when the band was loud and the crowd three drinks past caring.
But of his playing on the crowth, this must be said: where he plucked, he should have fiddled, and where he fiddled, he should have plucked and it would be better for all if he never laid a hand to it at all, at all. But never a body would he listen to if they said ill of his notes.
“Why, my crowth sings like the birds,” Jamie would say. “It is the Irish nightingale itself you hear whenever I settle myself to play.” For of course it followed that he was prouder of his playing than of his leatherwork. And it was sad that he could not see that at the last he was a master while at the crowth he was but a poor apprentice.
It happened on a holyday that a great fair was to be held just a short way down the road. And Jamie Green was not the man to be left home by himself. After all, at a holyday fair there were sure to be horses and women and song. So Jamie closed up his shop and picked up his crowth and set his feet upon the road. The wind was fair on his face and the sun bright on his hand.
“I shall go and play with my friends on the green,” thought Jamie to himself. “And won’t they be pleased to see me coming,” for there is no liar like the one who lies to himself. He has a fool indeed for an audience.
Jamie had not gone but half the way there when suddenly what should be blocking the road before him but a giant red bull. It had horns as wide as the doorways to hell and a wicked knowing gleam in its eye. It snorted and pawed the ground, striking fire from the rocks with each blow.
Jamie looked this way and that, up the road and down, and fortunately he spied a sturdy tree but a few paces behind. He gave no more thought to the holyday fair, but putting one foot in back of the other, slowly and quietly, he crept to the tree. Then, smiling at the bull, he upped with a hand and pulled himself onto a branch. The bull roared, but Jamie scrambled higher into the tree, away from those great flashing horns.
Now that he was in the tree, Jamie’s courage returned and also his thirst for horses, women, and song. He hoped that the bull would go away, leaving him the road to the fair. But no one had told the beast of this plan. Indeed, taking a position beneath the tree, the bull settled itself down for a long, long wait. Its head rested on the ground, but the horns still flashed their invitation, and the bull’s eyes never closed.
“Go on!” shouted Jamie at last. “Get on with you.”
But the bull only blinked its eyes once, twice, and again.
And Jamie thought, “Well, what’s to be done? Surely I cannot stay in this perch all day.”
But stay he did. One minute after another, one hour after another, till his backside had got weary with sitting and his temper grown shorter as the day had grown longer.
Still the great bull did not move, but blinked its eye and stared up.
“Well,” Jamie said at last, weariness giving him ideas, “I have heard that music can charm even the wildest beast, and I have never seen wilder. Perhaps if I play this bull a soothing tune, it will leave off the winking of its eye and the flashing of its horns, give me a smile, and fall fast asleep at the foot of my tree. Then I can get down and go about my business at the holyday fair.”
So, slowly, slowly, slower than slow, so as not to annoy the great lumbering beast, Jamie got out the crowth and bow from the leather bag.
And down below the bull lay staring.
Then Jamie, without even waiting to tune, struck up his favorite song. He plucked and fiddled, he fiddled and he plucked, till the tree’s limbs fair quivered with the melody and the branches fair shook with the notes. It went so well, he even hummed as he played.
Well, it was loud. And it was long. But it did nothing to soothe the bull. Instead, with a horrible bellow and a shake of its head, the bull turned up its tail and fled.
Jamie Green looked down at his crowth and then back to the fleeing bull. He forgot that he had wanted the beast to leave and remembered only the insult to his song.
“Stop, stop,” he cried. “Come back. Come back and I’ll change the tune.”
But the bull did not stop running till it came to the farmer’s barn where it went in and kicked the gate closed after it.
And what of Jamie Green? He went on to the holyday fair. And at his coming, when they saw he was carrying his crowth, his friends bellowed loudly as any bull. But they were surprised when he played not a single note. And to this day, so they say, Jamie Green has stuck to his last and has never played another tune.



The River Maid
THERE WAS ONCE A rich farmer named Jan who decided to expand his holdings. He longed for the green meadow that abutted his farm with a passion that amazed him. But a swift river ran between the two. It was far too wide and far too deep for his cows to cross.
He stood on the river bank and watched the water hurtle over its rocky course.
“I could build a bridge,” he said aloud. “But, then, any fool could do that. And I am no fool.”
At his words the river growled, but Jan did not heed it.
“No!” Jan said with a laugh. “I shall build no bridge across this water. I shall make the river move aside for me.” And so he planned how he would dam it up, digging a canal along the outer edge of the meadow, and so allow his cows the fresh green grass.
As if guessing Jan’s thoughts, the river roared out, tumbling stones in its rush to be heard. But Jan did not understand it. Instead, he left at once to go to the town where he purchased the land and supplies.
The men Jan hired dug and dug for weeks until a deep ditch and a large dam had been built. Then they watched as the river slowly filled up behind the dam. And when, at Jan’s signal, the gate to the canal was opened, the river was forced to move into its new course and leave its comfortable old bed behind.
At that, Jan was triumphant. He laughed and turned to the waiting men. “See!” he called out loudly, “I am not just Jan the Farmer. I am Jan the River Tamer. A wave of my hand, and the water must change its way.”
His words troubled the other men. They spat between their fingers and made other signs against the evil eye. But Jan paid them no mind. He was the last to leave the river’s side that evening and went home well after dark.
The next morning Jan’s feeling of triumph had not faded and he went down again to the path of the old river which was now no more than mud and mire. He wanted to look at the desolation and dance over the newly dried stones.
But when he got to the river’s old bed, he saw someone lying face-up in the center of the waterless course. It was a girl clothed only in a white shift that clung to her body like a skin.
Fearing her dead, Jan ran through the mud and knelt by her side. He put out his hand but could not touch her. He had never seen anyone so beautiful.
Fanned out about her head, her hair was a fleece of gold, each separate strand distinguishable. Fine gold hairs lay molded on her forearms and like wet down upon her legs. On each of her closed eyelids a drop of river water glistened and reflected back to him his own staring face.
At last Jan reached over and touched her cheek, and at his touch, her eyes opened wide. He nearly drowned in the blue of them.
He lifted the girl up in his arms, never noticing how cold her skin or how the mud stuck nowhere to her body or her shift, and he carried her up onto the bank. She gestured once towards the old river bank and let out a single mewling cry. Then she curled in toward his body, nestling, and seemed to sleep.
Not daring to wake her again, Jan carried her home and put her down by the hearth. He lit the fire, though it was late spring and the house already quite warm. Then he sat by the sleeping girl and stared.
She lay in a curled position for some time. Only the slow pulsing of her back told him that she breathed. Then, as dusk settled about the house, bringing with it a half-light, the girl gave a sudden sigh and stretched. Then she sat up and stared. Her arms went out before her as if she were swimming in the air. Jan wondered for a moment if she were blind.
Then the girl leaped up in one fluid movement and began to sway, to dance upon the hearthstones. Her feet beat swiftly and she turned round and round in dizzying circles. She stopped so suddenly that Jan’s head still spun. He saw that she was now perfectly dry except for one side of her shift; the left hem and skirt were still damp and remained molded against her.
“Turn again,” Jan whispered hoarsely, suddenly afraid.
The girl looked at him and did not move.
When he saw that she did not understand his tongue, Jan walked over to her and led her back to the fire. Her hand was quite cold in his. But she smiled shyly up at him. She was small, only chest high, and Jan himself was not a large man. Her skin, even in the darkening house, was so white it glowed with a fierce light. Jan could see the rivulets of her veins where they ran close to the surface, at her wrists and temples.
He stayed with her by the fire until the heat made him sweat. But though she stood silently, letting the fire warm her first one side and then the other, her skin remained cold, and the left side of her shift would not dry.
Jan knelt down before her and touched the damp hem. He put his cheek against it.
“Huttah!” he cried at last. “I know you now. You are a river maid. A water spirit. I have heard of such. I believed in them when I was a child.”
The water girl smiled steadily down at him and touched his hair with her fingers, twining the strands round and about as if weaving a spell.
Jan felt the touch, cold and hot, burn its way down the back of his head and along his spine. He remembered with dread all the old tales. To hold such a one against her will meant death. To love such a one meant despair.
He shook his head violently and her hand fell away. “How foolish,” Jan thought. “Old wives and children believe such things. I do not love her, beautiful as she is. And as for the other, how am I to know what is her will? If we cannot talk the same tongue, I can only guess her wants.” He rose and went to the cupboard and took out bread and cheese and a bit of salt fish which he put before her.
The water maid ate nothing. Not then or later. She had only a few drops of water before the night settled in.
When the moon rose, the river maid began to pace restlessly about the house. Wall to wall she walked. She went to the window and put her hand against the glass. She stood by the closed door and put her shoulder to the wood, but she would not touch the metal latch.
It was then that Jan was sure of her. “Cold iron will keep her in.” He was determined she would stay at least until the morning.
The river maid cried all the night, a high keening that rose and fell like waves. But in the morning she seemed accommodated to the house and settled quietly to sleep by the fire. Once in a while, she would stretch and stand, the damp left side of her shift clinging to her thigh. In the half-light of the hearth she seemed even more beautiful than before.
Jan left a bowl of fresh water near the fire, with some cress by it, before he went to feed the cows. But he checked the latch on the windows and set a heavy iron bar across the outside of the door.
“I will let you go tonight,” he promised slowly. “Tonight,” he said, as if speaking to a child. But she did not know his language and could not hold him to his vow.
By the next morning, he had forgotten making it.
For a year Jan kept her. He grew to like the wavering sounds she made as she cried each night. He loved the way her eyes turned a deep green when he touched her. He was fascinated by the blue veins that meandered at her throat, along the backs of her knees, and laced each small breast. Her mouth was always cold under his.
Fearing the girl might guess the working of window or gate, Jan fashioned iron chains for the glass and an ornate grillwork for the door. In that way, he could open them to let in air and let her look out at the sun and moon and season’s changes. But he did not let her go. And as she never learned to speak with him in his tongue and thereby beg for release, Jan convinced himself that she was content.
Then it was spring again. Down from the mountains came the swollen streams, made big with melted snow. The river maid drank whole glasses of water now, and put on weight. Jan guessed that she carried his child, for her belly grew, she moved slowly and no longer tried to dance. She sat by the window at night with her arms raised and sang strange, wordless tunes, sometimes loud and sometimes soft as a cradle song. Her voice was as steady as the patter of the rain, and underneath Jan fancied he heard a growing strength. His nights became as restless as hers, his sleep full of watery dreams.
The night of the full moon, the rain beat angrily against the glass as if insisting on admission. The river maid put her head to one side, listening. Then she rose and left her window place. She stretched and put her hands to her back, then traced them slowly around her sides to the front. She moved heavily to the hearth and sat. Bracing both hands on the stones behind her, she spread her legs, crooked at the knees.
Jan watched as her belly rolled in great waves under the tight white shift.
She threw her head back, gasped at the air, and then, with a great cry of triumph, expelled the child. It rode a gush of water between her legs and came to rest at Jan’s feet. It was small and fishlike, with a translucent tail. It looked up at him with blue eyes that were covered with a veil of skin. The skin lifted once, twice, then closed again as the child slept.
Jan cried because it was a beast.
At that very moment, the river outside gave a shout of release. With the added waters from the rain and snow, it had the strength to push through the earth dam. In a single wave that gathered force as it rolled, it rushed across the meadow, through the farmyard and barn, and overwhelmed the house. It broke the iron gates and grilles as if they were brittle sticks, washing them away in its flood. Then it settled back into its old course, tumbling over familiar rocks and rounding the curves it had cut in its youth.
When the neighbors came the next day to assess the damage, they found no trace of the house or of Jan.
“Gone,” said one.
“A bad end,” said another.
“Never change a river,” said a third.
They spat through their fingers and made other signs against evil. Then they went home to their own fires and gave it no more thought.
But a year later, in a pocket of the river, in a quiet place said to house a great fish with a translucent tail, an inquisitive boy found a jumble of white bones.
His father and the other men guessed the bones to be Jan’s, and they left them to the river instead of burying them.
When the boy asked why, his father said, “Huttah! Hush, boy, and listen.”
The boy listened and heard the river playing merrily over the bones. It was a high, sweet, bubbling song. And anyone with half an ear could hear that the song, though wordless, or at least in a language unknown to men, was full of freedom and a conquering joy.



Caliban
I WAS NOT DEAF, do not think I was deaf
To the music made by his imaging hand.
Flesh unformed for dance can still hear the tune.
I heard that ancient piping breath
Witching the flowers and vines to the land,
Charming the twisted rocks with its tones.
But the twisted rock in my back alone
Remained unmoved. It was grief,
Not hate, that made me withstand
The fairy tunes, the creation planned
By a usurping God. I have mourned
His leaving as a death,
For this poor lump of earth,
Untimely ripped from a witch’s womb,
Had once the apprehensive soul of man.
But now there is only the rock-ridden land,
And with each silent falling leaf,
Another winter comes.



The Corridors of the Sea
“HE’S AWFULLY SMALL FOR a hero,” said the green-smocked technician. He smirked as the door irised closed behind the object of his derision.
“The better to sneak through the corridors of the sea,” answered his companion, a badge-two doctoral candidate. Her voice implied italics.
“Well, Eddystone is a kind of hero,” said a third, coming up behind them suddenly and leaning uninvited into the conversation. “He invented the Breather. Why shouldn’t he be the one to try it out? There’s only one Breather, after all.”
“And only one Eddystone,” the woman said, a shade too quickly. “And wouldn’t you know he’d make the Breather too small for anyone but himself.”
“Still, he is the one who’s risking his life.”
“Don’t cousteau us, Gabe Whitcomb.” The tech was furious. “There aren’t supposed to be any heroes on Hydrospace. We do this together or we don’t do it at all. It’s thinking like that that almost cost us our funding last year.”
Whitcomb had no answer to the charge, parroted as it was from the very releases he wrote for the tele-reports and interlab memos, words he believed in.
The three separated and Whitcomb headed through the door after Eddystone. The other two went down the lift to their own lab section. They were not involved with the Breather test, whose techs wore yellow smocks. Rather, they were working on developing the elusive fluid-damping skin.
“Damned jealous Dampers,” Whitcomb whispered to himself as he stepped through the door. But at the moment of speaking, he knew his anger was useless and, in fact, wrong. The Dampers of the lab might indeed be jealous that the Breather project had developed faster and come to fruition first. But it should not matter in as compact a group as Hydrospace IV. What affected one, affected all. That was canon here. That was why hero-worship was anathema to them. All except Tom Eddystone, little Tommy Eddystone, who went his own inimitable way and answered his own siren song. He hadn’t changed, Gabe mused, in the thirty years they had been friends.
Eddystone was ahead of him, in his bathing suit and tank top, moving slowly down the hall. It was easy for Gabe to catch up. Not only were Eddystone’s strides shorter than most, but the recent Breather operation gave him a gingerly gait, as if he had an advanced case of Parkinsons. He walked on the balls of his feet, leaning forward. He carried himself carefully now, compensating for the added weight of the Breather organs.
“Tommy,” Gabe called out breathlessly, pretending he had to hurry and wanted Eddystone to wait. It was part of a built-in tact that made him such an excellent tele-flak. But Eddystone was not fooled. It was just a game they always played.
Eddystone stopped and turned slowly, moving as if he were going through water. Or mud. Gabe wondered at the strain that showed in his eyes. Probably the result of worry, since the doctors all agreed that the time for pain from the operation itself should be past.
“Are you ready for the press conference?” Gabe’s question was pro forma. Eddystone was always ready to promote his ideas. He was man who lived comfortably in his head and always invited others to come in for a visit.
A scowl was Eddystone’s answer.
For a moment Gabe wondered if the operation had affected Eddystone’s personality as well. Then he shrugged and cuffed the little man lightly on the shoulder. “Come on, Tom-the-giant-killer,” he said, a name he had invented for Eddystone when they had been in grade school together and Tommy’s tongue had more than once gotten them both out of scrapes.
Eddystone smiled a bit and the triple striations under his collarbones, the most visible reminders of the operation, reddened. Then he opened and shut his mouth several times like a fish out of water, gasping for breath.
“Tommy, are you all right?” Gabe’s concern was evident in every word.
“I’ve just been Down Under is all,” Eddystone in his high, reedy voice.
“And …” Gabe prompted.
Eddystone’s mouth got thin. “And … it’s easier Down Under.” He suddenly looked right up into Gabe’s eyes and reached for his friend’s arms. His grip was stronger than those fine bones would suggest. Eddystone worked out secretly with weights. Only Gabe knew about it. “And it’s becoming harder and harder each time to come back to shore.”
“Harder?” The question hung between them, but Eddystone did not elaborate. He turned away slowly and once more moved gingerly down the hall toward the press room. He did not speak again and Gabe walked equally silent beside him.
Once in the room, Eddystone went right to the front and slumped into the armchair that sat before the charts and screen. He paid no attention to the reporters and Hydrospace aides who clustered around him.
Gabe stopped to shake hands with reporters and camera persons he recognized, and he recognized most of them. That was his job, after all, and he was damned good at it. For the moment he managed to take their attention away from Eddystone, who was breathing heavily. But by the time Gabe had organized everyone into chairs, Eddystone had recovered and was sitting, quietly composed and waiting.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Gabe began, then gave a big smile. “Or rather I should say friends, since we have all been through a lot together at Hydrospace IV.” He waited for the return smiles, got them, and continued. “Most of you already know about our attempts here at the labs.” He gestured to include the aides in his remarks.
“And I know that some of you have made some pretty shrewd guesses as to Dr. Eddystone’s recent disappearance. In fact, one of you …” and he turned to speak directly to Janney Hyatt, the dark-haired science editor of the ERA channels, “… even ferreted out his hospital stay. But none of you came close to the real news. So we are going to give it to you straight. Today.”
The reporters buzzed and the camera operators jockeyed for position.
“As you can see, Dr. Eddystone is not in his usual three-piece suit.” Gabe turned and nodded at the chair. It drew an appreciative chuckle because Eddystone rarely dressed up, jeans and a dirty sweatshirt being his usual costume. He never tried to impress anyone with his physical appearance since he knew it was so unprepossessing. He was less than five feet tall, large nosed, popeyed. But his quick mind, his brilliant yet romantic scientific insights, his ability to make even the dullest listener understand the beauty he perceived in science, made his sweatshirt a uniform, the dirt stains badges.
“In fact, Dr. Eddystone is wearing his swim suit plus a tank top so as not to offend the sensibilities of any watchers out there in newsland.”
Some of the reporters applauded at this, but Janney Hyatt scowled. Even the suggestion of sensibilities filled her with righteous indignation, as if Gabe had suggested it was women’s sensibilities he was referring to.
“Dr. Eddystone has been Down-Under, our designation for the water world around Hydrospace IV. It is his third trip this week and he wore just what you see him in now, minus the tank top, of course. He was under for twenty minutes the first time. The second time he stayed under forty minutes. And this last time—Dr. Eddystone?”
Eddystone held his reply until every eye was on him. Then he spoke, his light voice carrying to the back of the room. “I was under sixty minutes. I breathe harder on land now than I do in the sea.”
There was bedlam in the room as the reporters jumped up, trying to ask questions. Finally one question shouted above the others spoke for them all. “You mean you were under sixty minutes without scuba gear?”
“Without anything,” said Eddystone, standing up for effect. “As you see me.”
The silence that followed was palpable and Gabe walked into it with his prepared speech. “You know that living under water has always been the goal of this particular Hydrospace lab: living under water without mechanical apparatus or bubble cities.” It was a slight dig at the Hydrospace labs I, II, and III, and he hoped he would be forgiven it in the flush of their success. “That is what all our experiments, as secret as they have had to be, are all about. Dr. Eddystone headed the project on what we have called the Breather. Dr. Lemar’s group has been working on a fluid-damping skin.”
Everyone was listening. A few were taking notes. The cameras rolled. Gabe could feel the attention, and continued.
“When we first decided to prepare the bionics to allow a person to breathe water as easily as air, we took a lot of ribbing. Conservative marine biologists dubbed our lab Eddystone’s Folly and our group the Cousteau Corporation. But we knew that the science was there. We had two possible approaches we were considering.
“The first was to implant a mechanical system which would extract the dissolved oxygen from the water and present it directly to the lungs. From there on, normal physiology would take over. The other choice was to implant a biological system, such as gills, from some chosen fish, which would load the blood directly with oxygen, thus bypassing the lungs.”
Eddystone sat quietly, nodding at each point Gabe ticked off. Gabe looked around the room for questions. There were none.
“Of course you realize,” he continued, “that both systems required the normal functioning of the musculature of breathing: one to pull the oxygen from the apparatus, the other to pass water over the implanted gills.”
Janney Hyatt raised her hand and, to soothe her earlier anger at his “sensibilities” remark, Gabe called on her at once.
“What was the mechanical system to be made of?” she asked.
“Good question,” said Gabe. “The earlier bionics experts felt more comfortable with metal, plastics, and electronics. So they opted for a dioxygenation module, Doxymod, which was basically an add-on option for the underwater human. We were going to try it on some dogs first, water dogs, possibly Labradors or a springer spaniel. Trouble surfaced immediately.”
Laughter stopped Gabe until he realized his unintentional pun. He smiled and shrugged winningly and went on. “Making a Doxymod small enough and light enough was the first problem, of course. And once we had produced it—Dr. Eddystone and his staff produced it—we could think of no good reason to implant it. It needed batteries and that meant it had a built-in time limit. Just what we had been trying to avoid. All we had, after all that work, was tankless scuba gear. We were simply replacing the oxygen tanks with batteries. More mobile, perhaps, but …”
“In other words,” added one of Eddystone’s aides brightly, “not a fail-safe system. Batteries run down and need recharging.”
The reporters whispered together. One tentatively raised his hand, but Gabe ignored him. He felt things building and, like any good performer, he knew it was time to continue.
“So we turned to the gill system. Modern medicine had already solved the rejection syndrome, as you know, at least within phylum. Using pigs for heart valves and the like. But we knew nothing about cross-phyla work. We expected a lot of trouble—and were surprised when we encountered very little. Men and fish, it turns out, go well together. Something seafood lovers have long been aware of! In fact, it occurred to one of our bright-eyed tech threes on a dissertation project that we could even produce a classically composed mermaid with a small woman and a large grouper tail. Could—if anyone could think of good reason why, that is.”
It drew the laugh Gabe expected. Even Janney Hyatt smiled quickly before reverting to her customary scowl.
Gabe nodded once to his assistant sitting in the far back next to the projector. She caught his signal and dimmed the lights, flicking on the projector at the same time. The first slide focused automatically above Eddystone’s head. It was of a large tuna on a white background, with five smaller fish below it. Gabe took up the pointer which had been resting against the table and placed the tip on the big fish.
“A lot of time and thought went into the question of whether to use the gills of a human-sized fish like this tuna or an array of smaller gills taken from several fish, perhaps even from different species.” He pointed in turn to the other fish on the screen, naming them. “But as often happens in science, the simple solution proved best. Two large gills were inserted in the skin, just under the collar bones. …” The next slide, a detailed sketch of a human figure, appeared. “And ducts leading from the branchial passages through triune openings completed the alterations.”
The next slides, in rapid succession, were of the actual operation.
“Valves were implanted, special plastic valves, that allowed either the lungs or the gills to be used. These went into the throat.”
“So you made an amphibian,” called out a gray-haired science writer from the Times.
“That was our intention,” said Eddystone, standing up slowly. The final slide, of fish in the ocean, had snicked into place and was now projected onto his body. He threw an enormous shadow onto the screen.
Sensing an Eddystone speech, Gabe signaled his assistant with his hand, but she was already ahead of him, flicking off the projector and raising the lights.
“But something more happened. Think of it,” said Eddystone. “We can walk on the moon, but not live there. We cannot even attempt a landing on Venus or breathe the Martian air. But the waters of our own world are waiting for us. They cradled us when we took our first hesitant steps into higher phyla. Why, even now, in the womb, the fetus floats in la mer, the mother sea. Our blood is liquid, our bodies mostly water. We speak of humankind’s exodus from the sea as an improvement on the race. But I tell you now that our return to it will be even more momentous. I am not an explorer … not an explorer taking one giant step for mankind. I am a child going home some million years after leaving.”
The speech seemed to have exhausted him. Eddystone slumped back into his chair. Gabe stood over him protectively. But his own thoughts warred with his emotions. Even for Eddystone it was a romantic, emotional outburst. A regular cousteau. Gabe knew that he had always been the more conservative of the two of them, but he worried anew that the Breather mechanism might be affecting Eddystone in ways that had not been calculated. He put a hand on his friend’s shoulder and was appalled to find it slippery with sweat. Perhaps a fever had set in.
“That’s all now, ladies and gentlemen,” Gabe said smoothly to the audience, not letting his alarm show. “Tomorrow, tide and time willing, at 0900 hours, we will give you a demonstration of the Breather. Right now Dr. Eddystone has to be run through some last-minute lab tests. However, my assistants will see to it that you receive the information you need for the technical end of your reports. Each pack has scientific and historical details, charts, and a bio sheet on Dr. Eddystone, plus photos from the operation. Thank you for coming.”
The reporters dutifully collected their material from the aides and tried to bully further answers from the staff while Gabe shepherded Eddystone out the door marked NO ENTRY/TECH ONLY. It locked behind him and would only respond to a code that Hydrospace workers knew.
In the deserted back hall, Eddystone turned. “What last-minute tests?” he asked.
“No tests,” Gabe said. “Questions. And I want to do the asking. You are going to give me some straight answers, Tommy. No romances. No cousteaus. What’s going on? I felt your shoulder in there. It’s all sweaty. Are you running a fever? Is there rejection starting?”
Eddystone looked up at him and smiled. “Not rejection,” he said, chuckling a bit at a projected joke. “Rather call it an acceptance.”
“Make sense, Tommy. I’m a friend, remember. Your oldest friend.” Gabe put out his hand as a gesture of goodwill and was surprised when Eddystone grabbed his hand, for his palm was slick.
Eddystone took Gabe’s hand and ran it up and down his arm, across his chest where it was exposed. The gill slits were closed but the tissue was ridged and slightly puckered. Gabe wanted to flinch, controlled it.
“Feel this so-called sweat,” Eddystone said. “You can’t really see it, but it’s there. I thought at first I was imagining it, but now I know. You feel it, too, Gabe. It’s not sweat at all.”
Gabe drew his hand away gently. “Then what the hell is it?”
“It’s the body’s way of accepting its new life—under water. It’s the fluid-damping skin that Lemar and her kids have been trying for all these months. Seems you can’t build it in, Gabe. But once the body has been readapted for life in the sea, it just comes.”
“Then we’d better test you out, Tommy. The lab is where you belong now.” Gabe started walking.
“No, don’t you see,” Eddystone said to Gabe’s back, “that’s not where I belong. I belong in the sea.” His voice was almost a whisper, but the passion in his statement was unmistakable.
“Lab first, Tommy. Or there won’t be any 0900 for you—or any of us—tomorrow.” Gabe continued to walk, and was relieved to hear Eddystone’s footsteps following him. He had surprised himself with the firmness of his tone. After all, Eddystone was the head of the lab while he, Gabe, was only the link with outside, with the grants and the news. Yet Eddystone was letting himself be led, pushed, carried in a way he had never allowed before. As if he had lost his willpower, Gabe thought, and the thought bothered him.
They came into the lab and Gabe turned at last. Eddystone was as pale as fishbelly and starting to gasp again. There was no sign of that strange sweat on his body, yet when Gabe took his arm to lead him through the door, he could feel the moisture. The skin itself seemed to be impregnated with the invisible fluid.
The lab was typical of Hydrospace, being half aquarium. It had small enclosed tanks filled with fish and sea life as well as a single wall of glass fronting directly on the ocean. Since the lab was on the lowest Hydrospace floor, resting on ocean bottom, the window let the scientists keep an eye on the fish and plants within the ecosystem without the necessity of diving. For longer, far-ranging expeditions, there were several lab-subs and for divers working within a mile radius of Hydrospace, a series of locks and wet-rooms leading off the lab. There was no chance of the bends if a diver came and went from the bottom floor of Hydrospace IV.
Only two techs were in the lab, both in their identifying yellow smocks. One was feeding tank specimens, the other checking out the data on the latest mari-culture fields. They looked up, nodded briefly, and went back to work. _
“Look,” Eddystone said to Gabe in a lowered voice, “I’m going to go out there now and I want you to watch through the window. I’ll stay close enough for you to track me. Tell me what happens out there. What you see. I know what I see. But it’s like this skin. I need to know someone else sees it, too. When I come back in, you can make tests all night long if you want to. But you have to see what happens to me Down Under.”
Gabe shook his head. “I don’t like it, Tommy. Let me get some of the techs. Lemar, too.”
Eddystone smiled that crooked grin that turned his homely face into an irrepressible imp’s countenance. “Just us, Gabe. The two of us. It’s always been that way. I want you to see it first.”
Gabe shook his head again, but reluctantly agreed. “If you promise to test …”
“I promise you anything you want,” Eddystone answered, a shade too quickly.
“Don’t con me, Tommy. I know you too well. Have known you too long. You are the one person who isn’t expendable on this project.”
“I don’t plan to be expended,” Eddystone answered, grinning. He walked to the door that led to the series of locks, turned, and waved. “And give those techs,” he said, signaling with his head, “give ’em the night off.” Then he was gone through the door.
Gabe could hear the sounds of the pressure-changing device, clicking and sighing, through the intercom. He went over to the techs. “Dr. Eddystone wants me to clear the lab for a few hours.”
“We were just leaving anyway,” said one. To prove she was finished, she reached up and pulled out a large barrette that had held her hair back in a tight bun. As the blondish hair spilled over her shoulders, she gave Gabe a quick noncommittal smile and shrugged out of the yellow smock. She folded it into a small, neat square and stowed it away in a locker. Her friend was a step behind. Once they had left the lab, Gabe turned on the red neon testing sign over the door and locked it. No one would be able to come in now.
He went to the window and waited. It took ten minutes for anyone to go through the entire series of locks into the water, over a half-hour for the same person to return. The locks could not be overridden manually, though there was a secret code for emergencies kept in a black book in Eddystone’s file cabinet. He adjusted the special sea-specs that allowed him to see clearly through pressure-sensitive glass.
Right outside the station grew a hodgepodge of undersea plants. Some had been set in purposefully to act as hiding places for the smaller fish, to entice them closer to the window for easy viewing. Others had drifted in and attached themselves to the sides of the station, to the rock ledges left by the original builders of Hydrospace, to the sandy bottom of the sea.
While Gabe watched, a school of pout swam by, suddenly diving and turning together, on some kind of invisible signal. Though he knew the technical explanations for schooling—that the movement as a unit was made possible by visual stimulation and by pressure-sensitive lateral lines on each fish responding to the minutest vibrations in the water—the natural choreography of schooled fish never ceased to delight him. It was the one cousteau he permitted himself—that the fish danced. He was smiling when the school suddenly broke apart and re-formed far off to the right of the window, almost out of sight. A dark shadow was emerging from the locks. Eddystone.
Gabe had expected him to swim in the rolling overhand most divers affected. But, instead, Eddystone moved with the boneless insinuations of an eel. He seemed to undulate through the water, his feet and legs moving together, fluidly pumping him along. His arms were not overhead but by his side, the hands fluttering like fins. It was not a motion that a man should be able to make comfortably, yet he made it with a flowing ease that quickly brought him alongside the window. He turned once to stand upright so that Gabe could get a close look at him. With a shock, Gabe realized that Eddystone was entirely naked. He had not noticed at first because Eddystone’s genitals were not visible, as if they had retracted into his body cavity. Gabe moved closer and bumped his head against the glass.
As if the noise frightened him, Eddystone jerked back.
“Tommy!” Gabe cried out, a howl he did not at first recognize as his own. But the glass was too thick for him to be heard. He tried to signal in the shorthand they had developed for divers, but before he could lift a finger, Eddystone had turned, pumped once, and was gone.
The second eyelid lifted and Eddystone stared at the world around him. The softly filtered light encouraged dreaming. He saw, on the periphery of clear sight, the flickerings of darting fish. Some subtle emanation floated on the stream past him. He flipped over, righted himself with a casual cupping of his palms and waited. He was not sure for what.
She came toward him trailing a line of lovers, but he saw only Her. The swirls of sea-green hair streamed behind Her, and there were tiny conch caught up like barrettes behind each ear. Her body was childlike, with underdeveloped breasts as perfect and pink as bubbleshells, and a tail that resembled legs, so deep was the cleft in it. When She stopped to look at him, Her hair swirled about Her body, masking Her breasts. Her eyes were as green as Her hair, Her mouth full and the teeth as small and white and rounded as pearls. She held a hand out to him, and the webbing between Her fingers was translucent and pulsing.
Eddystone moved toward Her, pulled on by a desire he could not name. But there were suddenly others there before him, four large, bullish-looking males with broad shoulders and deep chests and squinty little eyes. They ringed around Her, and one, more forward than the rest, put his hands on Her body and rubbed them up and down Her sides. She smiled and let the male touch Her for a moment, then pushed him away. He went back to the outer circle with the others, waiting. She held up Her hands again to Eddystone and he swam cautiously to Her touch.
Her skin was as smooth and fluid as an eel’s, and his hands slipped easily up and over Her breasts. But he was bothered by the presence of the others and hesitated.
She flipped Her tail and was away, the line of males behind Her. They moved too quickly for him, and when they left, it was as if a spell were broken. He turned back toward the station.
“Tommy,” Gabe’s voice boomed into the locks. “I hear you in there. Where did you go? One minute you were here, then you took off after a herd of Sirenia and were gone.”
The only answer from the intercom was a slow, stumbling hiss. Gabe could only guess that was Eddystone’s breathing readjusting to the air, as the implanted valves responded to the situation. But he did not like the sound, did not like it at all. When the last lock sighed open, he ran into it and found Eddystone collapsed on the floor, still naked and gasping.
“Tommy, wake up! For God’s sake, get up.” He knelt by Eddystone’s side and ran his hands under his friend’s neck. The slipperiness was more apparent than before. Picking him up, Gabe had to cradle Eddystone close against his chest to keep him from sliding away. As Gabe watched, the gill slits fluttered open and shut under Eddystone’s collarbone.
“I’ve got to get you to MedCentral,” he whispered into Eddystone’s ear. “Something is malfunctioning with the valves. Hold on, Buddy. I’ll get you through.” He ran through the lab and was working frantically to unlock the door without dropping Eddystone when he looked down. To his horror, Eddystone had halfway opened his eyes and one of them was partially covered with a second, transparent eyelid.
“Take me … take me back,” Eddystone whispered.
“Not on your life,” Gabe answered.
“It is on my life,” Eddystone said in a hoarse, croaking voice.
Gabe stopped. “Tommy.”
The membranous eyelid flicked open and he struggled in Gabe’s arms. “It calls me,” he said. “She calls.”
“Tommy, I don’t know what you mean—she. The sea? I don’t even know what you are, anymore.”
“I am what we were all meant to be, Gabe. Take me back. I can’t breathe.” His gasping, wheezing attempts at talking had already confirmed that.”
Gabe turned around. “If I put you down, could you walk?”
“I don’t know. Air strangling me.”
“Then I’ll carry you.”
Eddystone grinned up at him, a grin as familiar as it was strange. “Good. I carried you long enough.”
Gabe tried to laugh but couldn’t. When they reached the locks, Gabe kicked the door open with his foot. “You’re slippery as hell, you know,” he said. He needed to say something.
“The better to sneak through the corridors of the sea,” said Eddystone.
“God, Tommy, don’t cousteau me now.”
Eddystone shook his head slowly. “But he was right, you know, Jacques Cousteau. The poetry, the romance, the beauty, the longing for the secret other. Someone sang, ‘What we lose on the land we will find in the sea.’ It’s all out there.”
“Fish are out there, Tommy. And reefs. And the possibility of vast farms to feed a starving humanity. And sharks. And pods of whale. The mermaid is nothing more than a bad case of horniness or a near-sighted sailor looking at a manatee. Sea creatures don’t build, Tommy. There are no houses and no factories under the water. Dolphin don’t weave. Dugongs don’t tell stories. And whale songs are only music because romantics believe them so. Come on, Tommy. You’re a scientist. You know that. Metaphors are words. Words. They don’t exist. They don’t live.”
Eddystone gave him that strange grin once more and threw out an old punch line at him. “You call this living?” He tried to laugh but began to wheeze instead.
Gabe hit at the lock mechanism with his elbow, and the door shut behind them. “I’m going Down Under with you this time, Tommy,” he said.
“Yes and no,” Eddystone answered cryptically.
Eddystone lay on the bench and watched as Gabe picked out one of the fits-all trunks from a hook. He slipped out of his clothes and got into the swimsuit, placing his clothes neatly on a hanger. When the timer announced the opening of the next lock, he was ready. He picked Eddystone up and walked through into the second room.
Depositing the little man on another bench, Gabe got into the scuba gear. There were always at least six tanks in readiness.
“Remember the first time we learned to dive?” Gabe asked. “And you were so excited, you didn’t come off the bottom of the swimming pool until your air just about ran out and the instructor had fits?”
“I don’t … don’t remember,” Eddystone said quietly in a very distant way.
“Of course you remember, Tommy.”
Eddystone did not answer.
They went into the next room, Eddystone leaning heavily on Gabe’s arm. This was the first of the two wet-rooms, where the water fed slowly in through piping, giving divers time for any last-minute checks of their gear.
No sooner had the water started in than Eddystone rolled off the bench on which he had been lying and stretched out on the floor. The rising water puddled around him, slowly covering his body. As it closed over the gill slits in his chest, he smiled. It was the slow Eddystone smile that Gabe knew so well. Eddystone ran a finger in and around the gill slits as if cleaning them.
Gabe said nothing but watched as if he were discovering a new species.
When the door opened automatically, mixing the water in the first wet-room with the ocean water funneled into the second, Eddystone swam in alone. He swam under water, but Gabe walked along, keeping his head in the few inches of air. In the last lock, Eddystone surfaced for a moment and held a hand out toward Gabe. There was a strange webbing between the thumb and first finger that Gabe could swear had never been there before. Blue veins, as meandering as old rivers, ran through the webbing.
Gabe took the offered hand and held it up to his cheek. Without meaning to, he began to cry. Eddystone freed his hand and touched one of the tears.
“Salt,” he whispered. “As salty as the sea. We are closer than you think. Closer than you now accept.”
Gabe bit down on his mouthpiece and sucked in the air. The last door opened and the sea flooded the rest of the chamber.
Eddystone was through the door in an instant. Even with flippers, Gabe was left far behind. He could only follow the faint trail of bubbles that Eddystone laid down. A trail that was dissipated in moments. There was nothing ahead of him but the vast ocean shot through with rays of filtered light. He kept up his search for almost an hour, then turned back alone.
He quartered the ocean bottom, searching for Her scent. Each minute under washed away memory, till he swam free of ambition and only instinct drove him on.
At last he slipped, by accident, into a current that brought him news of Her. The water, touching the fine hairs of his body, sent the message of Her presence to his nerve cells. His body turned without his willing it toward the lagoon where She waited.
Effortlessly he moved along, helped by the current, and, scorning the schools of small fish swimming by his side, he raced toward the herd.
If She recognized him. She did not show it, but She signaled to him nonetheless by raising one hand. As he moved toward Her, She swam out to meet him.
He went right up to Her and She drifted so that they touched, Her face on his shoulder, nuzzling. Then She ran Her fingers over his face and down both sides of his head, a knowing touch. As if satisfied, She moved away, but he followed. He touched Her shoulder. She did not turn, not at first. Then, after a long moment, She rolled and lay face up, almost motionless, looking up at him. The not-quite-scent struck him again, and all the males began to circle, slowly moving in. She flipped, suddenly to an upright position, and a fury of bubbles cascaded from Her mouth. The males moved back, waiting.
She turned to him again, this time swimming sinuously to his side. He wanted to touch Her, but could not, some remnants of his humanity keeping him apart.
When he did not touch Her, She swam around him once more, trying to puzzle out the difference. She put Her face close to his, opening Her mouth as if to speak. It was dark red and cavernous, the teeth really a pearly ridge. Two bubbles formed at the corners of Her mouth, then slowly floated away. She had no tongue.
He tried to take Her hand and bring it to his lips, but She pulled away. So he put his hands on either side of Her face and brought Her head to his. She did not seem to know what to do, Her mouth remaining open all the while. He kissed Her gently on the open mouth and, getting no response, pressed harder.
Suddenly She fastened onto him, pressing Her body to his, Her cleft tail twining on each side of his thighs. The suction of Her mouth became irresistible. He felt as if his soul were being sucked out of his body, as if something inside were tearing. He tried desperately to pull back and could not. He opened his eyes briefly. Her eyes were sea-green, deep, fathomless, cold. Trying to draw away, he was drawn more closely to Her and, dying, he remembered land.
His body drifted up toward the light, turning slowly as it rose. The water bore it gently, making sure the limbs did not disgrace the death. His arms rose above his head and crossed slightly, as if in a dive; his legs trailed languidly behind.
She followed and after Her came the herd. It was a silent processional except for the murmurations of the sea.
When Eddystone’s hands broke through the light, the herd rose into a great circle around it, their heads above the water’s surface. One by one they touched his body curiously, seeming to support it. At last a ship found him. Only then did they dive, one after another. She was the last to leave. They did not look back.
The press conference was brief. The funeral service had been even briefer. Gabe had vetoed the idea of spreading Eddystone’s ashes over the sea. “His body belongs to Hydrospace,” Gabe had argued and, as Eddystone’s oldest friend, his words were interpreted as Eddystone’s wishes.
The medical people were wondering over the body now, with its strange webbings between the fingers and toes, and the violence with which the Breather valves had been torn from their moorings and set afloat inside Eddystone’s body. None of it made any sense.
Gabe was trying to unriddle something more. The captain of the trawler that had picked up Eddystone’s corpse some eight miles down the coast claimed he had found it because “a herd of dolphin had been holding it up.” Scientifically that seemed highly unlikely. But, Gabe knew, there were many stories, many folktales, legends, cousteaus that claimed such things to be true. He could not, would not, let himself believe them.
It was Janney Hyatt at the press conference who posed the question Gabe had hoped not to have to answer.
“Do you consider Thomas Eddystone a hero?” she asked.
Gabe, conscious of the entire staff, both yellow and green smocks, behind him, took a moment before speaking. At last he said, “There are no heroes in Hydrospace. But if there were, Tommy Eddystone would be one. I want you all to remember this: he died for his dream, but the dream still lives. It lives Down Under. And we’re going to make Tom Eddystone’s dream come true. We’re going to build cities and farms, a whole civilization, down under the sea. I think—no, I know—he would have liked it that way.”
Out in the ocean, the herd members chased one another through the corridors of the sea. Mating season was over. The female drifted off alone. The bulls butted heads, then bodysurfed in pairs along the coast. Their lives were long, their memories short. They did not know how to mourn.



The Girl Who Cried Flowers
IN ANCIENT GREECE, WHERE the spirits of beautiful women were said to dwell in trees, a girl was born who cried flowers. Tears never fell from her eyes. Instead blossoms cascaded down her cheeks: scarlet, gold, and blue in the spring, and snow-white in the fall.
No one knew her real mother and father. She had been found one day wrapped in a blanket of woven grasses in the crook of an olive tree. The shepherd who found her called her Olivia after the tree and brought her home to his childless wife. Olivia lived with them as their daughter, and grew into a beautiful girl.
At first her strangeness frightened the villagers. But after a while, Olivia charmed them all with her gentle, giving nature. It was not long before the villagers were showing her off to any traveler who passed their way. For every stranger, Olivia would squeeze a tiny tear-blossom from her eyes. And that is how her fame spread throughout the land.
But soon a tiny tear-blossom was not enough. Young men wanted nosegays to give to the girls they courted. Young women wanted garlands to twine in their hair. The priests asked for bouquets to bank their altars. And old men and women begged funeral wreaths against the time of their deaths.
To all these requests, Olivia said yes. And so she had to spend her days thinking sad thoughts, listening to tragic tales, and crying mountains of flowers to make other people happy. Still, she did not complain, for above all things Olivia loved making other people happy—even though it made her sad.
Then one day, when she was out in her garden looking at the far mountains and trying to think of sad things to fill her mind, a young man came by. He was strong enough for two, but wise enough to ask for help when he needed it. He had heard of Olivia’s magical tears and had come to beg a garland for his own proud sweetheart.
But when he saw Olivia, the thought of his proud sweetheart went entirely out of the young man’s mind. He sat down by Olivia’s feet and started to tell her tales, for though he was a farmer, he had the gift of telling that only true storytellers have. Soon Olivia was smiling, then laughing in delight, as the tales rolled off his tongue.
“Stop,” she said at last. “I do not even know your name.”
“I am called Panos,” he said.
“Then, Panos, if you must tell me tales—and indeed I hope you never stop—tell me sad ones. I must fill myself with sorrow if I am to give you what you want.”
“I want only you,” he said, for is errand had been long forgotten. “And that is a joyous thing.”
For a time it was true. Panos and Olivia were married and lived happily in a small house at the end of the village. Panos worked long hours in the fields while Olivia kept their home neat and spotless. In the evenings they laughed together over Panos’ stories or over the happenings of the day, for Panos had forbidden Olivia ever to cry again. He said it made him sad to see her sad. And as she wanted only to make him happy, Olivia never let even the smallest tear come to her eyes.
But one day, an old lady waited until Panos had gone off to the fields and then came to Olivia’s house to borrow a cup of oil.
“How goes it?” asked Olivia innocently, for since her marriage to Panos, she had all but forsaken the villagers. And indeed, since she would not cry flowers for them, the villagers had forsaken her in return.
The old lady sighed. She was fine, she explained, but for one small thing. Her granddaughter was being married in the morning and needed a crown of blue and gold flowers. But, the crafty old lady said, since Olivia was forbidden to cry any more blossoms her granddaughter would have to go to the wedding with none.
“If only I could make her just one small crown,” thought Olivia. She became so sad at the thought that she could not give the girl flowers without hurting Panos that tears came unbidden to her eyes. They welled up, and as they started down her cheeks, they turned to petals and fluttered to the floor.
The old lady quickly gathered up the blossoms and, without a word more, left for home.
Soon all the old ladies were stopping by for a cup of oil. The old men, too, found excuses to stray by Olivia’s door. Even the priest paid her a call and, after telling Olivia all the troubles of the parish, left with a bouquet for the altar of his church.
All this time Panos was unaware of what was happening. But he saw that Olivia was growing thin, that her cheeks were furrowed, and her eyes rimmed with dark circles. He realized that she barely slept at night. And so he tried to question her.
“What is it, dear heart?” he asked out of love.
But Olivia did not dare answer.
“Who has been here?” he roared out of fear.
But Olivia was still. Whatever she answered would have been wrong. So she turned her head and held back the tears just as Panos wished, letting them go only during the day when they would be useful to strangers.
One day, when Olivia was weeping a basket full of Maiden’s Breath for a wedding, Panos came home unexpectedly from the fields. He stood in the doorway and stared at Olivia who sat on the floor surrounded by the lacy blossoms.
Panos knew then all that had happened. What he did not know was why. He held up his hands as if in prayer, but his face was filled with anger. He could not say a word.
Olivia looked at him, blossoms streaming from her eyes. “How can I give you what you want?” she asked. “How can I give all of you what you want?”
Panos had no answer for her but the anger in his face. Olivia jumped up and ran past him out the door.
All that day Panos stayed in the house. His anger was so fierce he could not move. But by the time evening came, his anger had turned to sadness, and he went out to look for his wife.
Though the sun had set, he searched for her, following the trail of flowers. All that night the scent of the blossoms led him around the village and through the olive groves. Just as the sun was rising, the flowers ended at the tree where Olivia had first been found.
Under the tree was a small house made entirely of flowers, just large enough for a single person. Its roof was of scarlet lilies and its walls of green ivy. The door was blue Glory-of-the-snow and the handle a blood-red rose.
Panos called out, “Olivia?” but there was no answer. He put his hand to the rose handle and pushed the door open. As he opened the door, the rose thorns pierced his palm, and a single drop of his blood fell to the ground.
Panos looked inside the house of flowers, but Olivia was not there. Then he felt something move at his feet, and he looked down.
Where his blood had touched the ground, a small olive tree was beginning to grow. As Panos watched, the tree grew until it pushed up the roof of the house. Its leaves became crowned with the scarlet lilies. And as Panos looked closely at the twisted trunk of the tree, he saw the figure of a woman.
“Olivia,” he cried, for indeed it was she.
Panos built a small hut by the tree and lived there for the rest of his life. The olive tree was a strange one, unlike any of the others in the grove. For among its branches twined every kind of flower. Its leaves were covered with the softest petals: scarlet, gold, and blue in the spring, and snow-white in the fall. There were always enough flowers on the tree for anyone who asked, as well as olives enough for Panos to eat and to sell.
It was said by the villagers—who guessed what they did not know—that each night a beautiful woman came out of the tree and stayed with Panos in his hut until dawn.
When at last Panos grew old and died, he was buried under the tree. Though the tree grew for many years more, it never had another blossom. And all the olives that it bore from then on were as bitter and salty as tears.



Dryad’s Lament
I FEEL MOST ALIVE just before the dark
when I can touch the underside of leaf,
the back of graven names,
(a knife’s valentine, now unremembered grief);
or feel along the bellyside of bark
some insect’s green attempt at art.
I am trapped here by the sun
within my leafy prison, my fortress glade.
Only at night can I depart,
a shadow among shadows,
a shade amidst shade,
less alive than my own tree
though human-seeming and seeming-free.



The Inn of the Demon Camel
IT WAS IN THIS very place, my lords, my ladies, during the reign of the Levar Ozle the Crooked Back, two hundred years to this very day (the year 3117 for those of you whose fingers limit the counting), that the great bull camel, afterwards known as The Demon, was born.
Oh, he was, an unprepossessing calf, hardly humped, and with a wandering left eye. (You must remember that eye, Excellencies.)
The master of the calf was a bleak-spirited little man, an innkeeper the color of camel dung, who would have sold the little beast if he could. But who wanted such a burden? So instead of selling the calf, his master whipped him. It was meant to be training, my Magnificencies, but as any follower of the Way knows, the whip is a crooked teacher. What that little calf learned was not what his master taught.
And he grew. How he grew. From Buds to Flowers, he developed a hump the size of a wine grape. From Flowers to Meadows, the grape became a gourd. It took from Meadows all the way till Fog and Frost, but the hump became a heap and he had legs and feet—and teeth—to match. And that wandering left eye. (You must remember that eye, my Eminences.)
Without a hump he was simply a small camel with a tendency to balk. With the grape hump he was a medium-sized camel who loved to grind his teeth. With the gourd hump, he was a large camel with a vicious spitting range. But with the heap—O, my Graces—and the wandering eye (you must remember that eye) the camel was a veritable demon and so Demon became his name.
And is it not written in The Book of the Twin Forces that one may be born with a fitting name or one may grow to fit the same one is born with? You may, yourselves, puzzle out the way of The Demon’s name, for I touch upon that no more.
It came to pass, therefore, that the innkeeper owned a great bull camel of intolerably nasty disposition: too stringy to eat, too temperamental to drive, too infamous to sell, too ugly to breed. But since it was a camel, and a man’s worth is measured in the number of camels he owns and oxen he pastures and horses he rides, the innkeeper would not kill the beast outright.
There happened one day, this very day in fact, 195 years to this very day during the reign of Levar Tinzli the Cleft Chinned (3122 for those of you whose toes limit the counting), that three unrelated strangers came to stay at the inn. One was a bald ship’s captain who had lost his ship (and consequently his hair) upon the Eel Island rocks. One was a broken-nosed young farmer come south to join the Levar’s Guard. And one was an overfed mendicant priest who wore a white turban in which was set a jewel as black and shiny and ripe as a grape.
Was not the innkeeper abustle then in the oily manner of his tribe! He bowed a hundred obeisances to the priest, for the black jewel promised a high gratuity. He bowed half a hundred obeisances to the farmer, for his letter of introduction to the Guards promised compensations to come. And he bowed a quarter-hundred obeisances to the ship’s captain because riches in the past can sometimes be a guarantee of riches later on. Thus did the innkeeper count his profits, not into the palm but into the future. As you know, Graciousnesses, it is not always a safe method of tabulation.
They ignored the innkeeper’s flatteries and demanded rooms, which he managed to turn up at once, his inn being neither on Rose Row nor favored by such worthies as yourselves. He served his guests an execrable meal of Ashless stew and an excellent mountain wine, the one cancelling the other, and so they passed the night, their new-forged friendships made agreeable by the inn’s well-stocked cellar. Thus lullabied by strong drink, the three slept until nearly noon.
Now perhaps all that followed would not have, had it not occurred on the seventeenth day of Buds, for it was the very day on which four of the five mentioned in our story had been born, though they recognized it not.
The captain, who had been birthed that day forty years in the past, did not believe in such birth luck, trusting only to his own skill—which is perhaps why he had fetched up so promptly on the shoals of the Eel.
The young farmer was an orphan who had been found on a doorstep some twenty years past, and so had never really known his true birth day. His foster parents counted it five days after the seventeenth, the morning they had tripped over his basket and thus smashed the infant’s nose.
And the priest, who had been born some sixty years in the past, had been given a new birth date by the master of his faith who had tried, in this way, to twist luck to his own ends.
So that was three. But I did say four. And it is not of the innkeeper I now speak, for he knew full well his luck day was the twenty-seventh of Wind. But he had forgot that the bull camel, The Demon, humped and with the wandering eye (you must remember that eye, Exultancies) had emerged head first and spitting five years ago to that very day.
An animal casts no luck, neither good nor bad, you say, my Supremacies? And where is that bit of wisdom writ? Believe me when I tell you that the seventeenth day of Buds was the source of the problem. I have no reason to lie.
So there they were, three birth days sequestered and snoring under the one inn roof and the fourth feeding on straw in the stable. Together they invented the rest of my small tale and invested it with the worst of ill luck, which led to the haunting of the place from that day on.
It happened in this manner, Preeminencies and, pray, you must remember that wandering eye.
The sun glinting on the roof of the Levar’s palace pierced the gloom of the inn and woke our five on that fateful day in Buds. The camel was up first, stretching, spitting, chewing loudly, and complaining. But as he was tucked away in the stable, no one heard him. Next up was the innkeeper, stretching, grimacing, creaking loudly, and complaining to himself. Then in order of descending age, the three guests arose—first the priest, then the captain, and last the farmer. All stretching, sighing, scratching loudly, and complaining to the innkeeper about the fleas.
They gathered for a desultory breakfast and, as it was a lovely day, one of the lambent mornings in Buds when the air is soft and full of bright promise, that meal was served outdoors under a red-striped awning next to the stable.
The camel, ignoring the presence of ox and ass, chose to stick his head into the human conversation, and so the concatenation began.
The three guests were sitting at the table, a round table, with a basket of sweet bread between them, a small crock of butter imprinted with the insignia of the inn to one side, and to the other a steaming urn of kaf, dark and heady, and a small pitcher of milk.
The talk turned to magic.
“I do not believe in it,” spake the captain.
“I am not sure,” said the farmer.
“Believe me, I know,” the mendicant priest put in and at that same moment turned his head toward the right to look at a plate of fresh raw shellfish that had been deposited there.
Now that placed his head—and atop it the turban with the jewel, black and shiny and ripe as a grape—slightly below the camel’s nose, and it, great protuberance that it was, sensitive to every movement and smell carried by the soft air of Buds.
Well the turban tickled the nose; the camel, insulted, spat; the priest slapped the beast who snapped back at the priest’s hand.
But you did not—I hope, Ascendencies—forget that wandering eye?
For the camel’s eye caused him to miss the offending hand and snap up the black jewel instead.
At which the priest fainted. Then rallied. Then fainted again, clutching his chest and emitting a scream rather like that of a Tichenese woman in labor: “Ee-eah, ee-eah, ee-eee-ehai.”
The captain leaped to his feet, upsetting the table, bread, butter, shellfish, milk, and kaf, and drawing his knife. The farmer simultaneously unsheathed his sword, a farewell gift from his parents. The innkeeper hovered over the priest, fanning him with a dirty apron. And the camel gulped and rolled his wandering eye.
At that, the priest sat up. “The jewel,” he gasped. “It contains the magic of my master.”
To which sentence the captain responded by knifing the camel in the front. This so startled the farmer, he sunk his sword into the camel up to its hilt from behind. The priest fell back, screamlessly, into his faint. The innkeeper began to weep over his bleeding beast. And the camel closed his wandering eye and died. Of course by his death the luck—such as it was—was freed.
And do you think, Extremities, by this the tale is now done? It is only halfway finished for, in the course of the telling, I have told you only what seemed to have happened, not that which, in actuality, occurred.
The priest at last revived and offered this explanation. The master of his faith, a magician of great power but little ambition, had invested his luck in a necklace of ten black jewels which he distributed to his nine followers (it was a very small sect). He kept but one jewel for himself. Then each year, the nine members of the faith traveled the roads of Liavek letting the master’s magic reach out and touch someone. But now, with a tenth of his master’s luck swallowed and—with the camel’s death—freed, there was no knowing what might happen.
On hearing this, the innkeeper began to scrabble through the remains of his camel like a soothsayer through entrails. But all he could find in the stomach was a compote of nuts, grains, olives, grape seeds, and a damp and bedraggled feather off the hat of a whore who had recently plied her trade at his hostelry.
“No jewel,” he said at last with a sigh.
“Probably crushed to powder when the luck was freed,” said the farmer.
“Then if there is no jewel,” said the captain, “where is this supposed luck? I told you I did not believe in it.”
At which very moment, the severed remains of the camel began to shimmer and reattach themselves, ligament to limb, muscle to bone; and with a final snap as loud as a thunderclap, the reanimation stood and opened its eyes. The one eye was sane. But the wandering eye, Benevolencies, was as black and shiny and ripe as a grape and orbited like a malevolent star ’round elliptic and uncharted galaxies.
The four men departed the premises at once in a tangle of arms, legs, and screams. The innkeeper, not an hour later, sold his inn to a developer, sight unseen, who desired to level it for an even larger hostelry. The priest converted within the day to the Red Faith where he rose quickly through the ranks to a minor, minor functionary. The farmer joined the Levar’s Guard where he was given a far better sword with which he wounded himself serving the Levar Modzi of the Flat Dome. And the captain—well, he sold the jewel, black and shiny and ripe as a grape, which he had stolen from the turban the night before and replaced with an olive because he did not believe in magic but he certainly believed in money. He bought himself a new ship which he sailed quite carefully around the shoals of the Eel. There had been no luck in the jewel after all, for the priest’s master had had as little skill as ambition, no luck except that which a sly man could convert to coin.
Then what of the camel? Had his revival been a trick? Oh, there had been luck there, freed by his death which had occurred at the exact day and hour and minute five years after his birth. But the luck had been in the whore’s feather which she had taken from a drunken mage who had bound his magic in it, creating a talisman of great sexual potency. So the demon camel, that walking boneyard, ravaged the inn site and impregnated a hundred and twenty local camels—and one very surprised mare—before the magic dwindled and the ghostly demon fell apart into a collection of rotted parts. But those camels sired by him still haunt this particular place; spitting chomping, reproducing, and getting into one kind of mischief after another.
And each and every one of those little demons, Tremendousies, is marked by a wandering eye.



The Hundredth Dove
THERE ONCE LIVED in the forest of old England a fowler named Hugh who supplied all the game birds for the high king’s table.
The larger birds he hunted with a bow, and it was said of him that he never shot but that a bird fell, and sometimes two. But for the smaller birds that flocked like gray clouds over the forest, he used only a silken net he wove himself. This net was soft and fine and did not injure the birds though it held them fast. Then Hugh the fowler could pick and choose the plumpest of the doves for the high king’s table and set the others free.
One day in early summer, Hugh was summoned to court and brought into the throne room.
Hugh bowed low, for it was not often that he was called into the king’s own presence. And indeed he felt uncomfortable in the palace, as though caught in a stone cage.
“Rise, fowler, and listen,” said the king. “In one week’s time I am to be married.” Then, turning with a smile to the woman who sat by him, the king held out her hand to the fowler.
The fowler stared up at her. She was neat as a bird, slim and fair, with black eyes. There was a quiet in her, but a restlessness too. He had never seen anyone so beautiful.
Hugh took the tiny hand offered him and put his lips to it, but he only dared to kiss the gold ring that glittered on her finger.
The king looked carefully at the fowler and saw how he trembled. It made the king smile. “See, my lady, how your beauty turns the head of even my fowler. And he is a man who lives as solitary as a monk in his wooded cell.”
The lady smiled and said nothing, but she drew her hand away from Hugh.
The king then turned again to the fowler. “In honor of my bride, the Lady Columba, whose name means dove and whose beauty is celebrated in all the world, I wish to serve one hundred of the birds at our wedding feast.”
Lady Columba gasped and held up her hand. “Please do not serve them, sire.”
But the king said to the fowler, “I have spoken. Do not fail me, fowler.”
“As you command,” said Hugh, and he bowed again. He touched his hand to his tunic, where his motto, Servo (“I serve”), was sewn over the heart.
Then the fowler went immediately back to the cottage deep in the forest where he lived.
There he took out the silken net and spread it upon the floor. Slowly he searched the net for snags and snarls and weakened threads. These he rewove with great care, sitting straightbacked at his wooden loom.
After a night and a day he was done. The net was as strong as his own stout heart. He laid the net down on the hearth and slept a dreamless sleep.
Before dawn Hugh set out into the forest clearing which only he knew. The trails he followed were narrower than deer runs, for the fowler needed no paths to show him the way. He knew every tree, every stone in the forest as a lover knows the form of his beloved. And he served the forest easily as well as he served the high king.
The clearing was full of life, yet so silently did the fowler move, neither bird nor insect remarked his coming. He crouched at the edge, his brown and green clothes a part of the wood. Then he waited.
A long patience was his strength, and he waited the whole of the day, neither moving nor sleeping. At dusk the doves came, settling over the clearing like a gray mist. And when they were down and greedily feeding, Hugh leaped up and swung the net over the nearest ones in a single swift motion.
He counted twenty-one doves in his net, all but one gray-blue and meaty. The last was a dove that was slim, elegant, and white as milk. Yet even as Hugh watched, the white dove slipped through the silken strands that bound it and flew away into the darkening air.
Since Hugh was not the kind of hunter to curse his bad luck, but rather one to praise his good, he gathered up the twenty and went home. He placed the doves in a large wooden cage whose bars he had carved out of white oak.
Then he looked at his net. There was not a single break in it, no way for the white dove to have escaped. Hugh thought long and hard about this, but at last he lay down to the cooing of the captured birds and slept.
In the morning the fowler was up at dawn. Again he crept to the forest clearing and waited, quieter than any stone, for the doves. And again he threw his net at dusk and caught twenty fat gray doves and the single white one.
But as before, the white dove slipped through his net as easily as air.
The fowler carried the gray doves home and caged them with the rest. But his mind was filled with the sight of the white bird, slim and fair. He was determined to capture it.
For five days and nights it was the same except for this one thing: On the fifth night there were only nineteen gray doves in his net. He was short of the hundred by one. Yet he had taken all of the birds in the flock but the white dove.
Hugh looked into the hearth fire but he felt no warmth. He placed his hand upon the motto above his heart. “I swear by the king whom I serve and by the lady who will be his queen that I will capture that bird,” he said. “I will bring the hundred doves to them. I shall not fail.”
So the sixth day, well before dawn, the fowler arose. He checked the net one final time and saw it was tight. Then he was away to the clearing.
All that day Hugh sat at the clearing’s edge, still as a stone. The meadow was full of life. Songbirds sang that had never sung before. Strange flowers grew and blossomed and died at his feet yet he never looked at them. Animals that had once been and were no longer came out of the forest shadows and passed him by: the hippocampus, the gryphon, and the silken swift unicorn. But he never moved. It was for the white dove he waited, and at last she came.
In the quickening dark she floated down, feather-light and luminous at the clearing’s edge. Slowly she moved, eating and cooing and calling for her missing flock. She came in the end to where Hugh sat and began to feed at his feet.
He moved his hands once and the net was over her, then his hands were over her, too. The dove twisted and pecked but he held her close, palms upon wings, fingers on neck.
When the white dove saw she could not move, she turned her bright black eyes on the fowler and spoke to him in a cooing woman’s voice.
“Master fowler, set me free.
Gold and silver I’ll give thee.”
“Neither gold nor silver tempt me,” said Hugh. “Servo is my motto. I serve my master. And my master is the king.”
Then the white dove spoke again:
“Master fowler, set me free,
Fame and fortune follow thee.”
But the fowler shook his head and held on tight. “After the king, I serve the forest,” he said. “Fame and fortune are not masters here.” He rose with the white dove in his hands and made ready to return to his house.
Then the bird shook itself all over and spoke for a third time. Its voice was low and beguiling:
“Master fowler, free this dove,
The queen will be your own true love.”
For the first time, then, though night was almost on them, the fowler noticed the golden ring that glittered and shone on the dove’s foot. As if in a vision, he saw the Lady Columba again, slim and neat and fair. He heard her voice and felt her hand in his.
He began to tremble and his heart began to pulse madly. He felt a burning in his chest and limbs. Then he looked down at the dove and it seemed to be smiling at him, its black eyes glittering.
“Servo” he cried out, his voice shaking. “Servo.” He closed his eyes and twisted the dove’s neck. Then he touched the motto on his tunic. He could feel the word Servo impress itself coldly on his fingertips. One quick rip and the motto was torn from his breast. He flung it to the meadow floor, put the limp dove in his pouch, and went through the forest to his home.
The next day the fowler brought the hundred doves—the ninety-nine live ones and the one dead—to the king’s kitchen. But there never was a wedding.
The fowler gave up hunting and lived on berries and fruit the rest of his life. Every day he made his way to the clearing to throw out grain for the birds. Around his neck, from a chain, a gold ring glittered. And occasionally he would touch the spot on his tunic, above his heart, which was shredded and torn.
But though songbirds and sparrows ate his grain, and swallows came at his calling, he never saw another dove.



The Lady and the Merman
“Wheresoever love goes, the lover follows.”
ONCE IN A HOUSE overlooking the cold northern sea a baby was born. She was so plain, her father, a sea captain, remarked on it.
“She shall be a burden,” he said. “She shall be on our hands forever.” Then without another glance at the child he sailed off on his great ship.
His wife, who had longed to please him, was so hurt by his complaint that she soon died of it. Between one voyage and the next, she was gone.
When the captain came home and found this out, he was so enraged, he never spoke of his wife again. In this way he convinced himself that her loss was nothing.
But the girl lived and grew as if to spite her father. She looked little like her dead mother but instead had the captain’s face set round with mouse-brown curls. Yet as plain as her face was, her heart was not. She loved her father but was not loved in return.
And still the captain remarked on her looks. He said at every meeting, “God must have wanted me cursed to give me such a child. No one will have her. She shall never be wed. She shall be with me forever.” So he called her Borne, for she was his burden.
Borne grew into a lady and only once gave a sign of this hurt.
“Father,” she said one day when he was newly returned from the sea, “what can I do to heal this wound between us?”
He looked away from her, for he could not bear to see his own face mocked in hers, and spoke to the cold stone floor. “There is nothing between us, daughter,” he said. “But if there were, I would say Salt for such wounds.”
“Salt?” Borne asked.
“A sailor’s balm,” he said. “The salt of tears or the salt of sweat or the final salt of the sea.” Then he turned from her and was gone next day to the farthest port he knew of, and in this way he cleansed his heart.
After this, Borne never spoke of it again. Instead, she carried it silently like a dagger inside. For the salt of tears did not salve her, and so she turned instead to work. She baked bread in her ovens for the poor, she nursed the sick, she held the hands of the sea widows. But always, late in the evening, she walked on the shore looking and longing for a sight of her father’s sail. Only less and less often did he return from the sea.
One evening, tired from the work of the day, Borne felt faint as she walked on the strand. Finding a rock half in half out of the water, she climbed upon it to rest. She spread her skirts about her, and in the dusk they lay like great gray waves.
How long she sat there, still as the rock, she did not know. But a strange pale moon came up. And as it rose, so too rose the little creatures of the deep. They leaped free for a moment of the pull of the tide. And last of all, up from the deeps, came the merman.
He rose out of the crest of the wave, seafoam crowning his green-black hair. His hands were raised high above him, and the webbings of his fingers were as colorless as air. In the moonlight he seemed to stand upon his tail. Then, with a flick of it, he was gone, gone back to the deeps. He thought no one had remarked his dive.
But Borne had. So silent and still, she saw it all, his beauty and his power. She saw him and loved him, though she loved the fish half of him more. It was all she could dare.
She could not tell what she felt to a soul, for she had no one who cared. Instead she forsook her work and walked by the sea both morning and night. Yet, strange to say, she never once looked for her father’s sail.
That is why one day her father returned without her knowing. He watched her pacing the shore for a long while through slotted eyes, for he would not look straight upon her. At last he said, “Be done with it. Whatever ails you, give it over.” For even he could see this wound.
Borne looked up at him, her eyes shimmering with small seas. Grateful for his attention, she answered, “Yes, Father, you are right. I must be done with it.”
The captain turned and left her then, for his food was cold. But Borne went directly to the place where the waves were creeping onto the shore. She called out in a low voice, “Come up. Come up and be my love.”
There was no answer except the shrieking laughter of the birds as they dived into the sea.
So she took a stick and wrote the same words upon the sand for the merman to see should he ever return. Only, as she watched, the creeping tide erased her words one by one. Soon there was nothing left of her cry on that shining strand.
So Borne sat herself down on the rock to cry. And each tear was an ocean.
But the words were not lost. Each syllable washed from the beach was carried below, down, down, down to the deeps of the cool, inviting sea. And there, below on his coral bed, the merman saw her call and came.
He was all day swimming up to her. He was half the night seeking that particular strand. But when he came, cresting the currents, he surfaced with a mighty splash below Borne’s rock.
The moon shone down on the two, she a grave shadow perched upon a stone and he all motion and light.
Borne reached down with her white hands and he caught them in his. It was the only touch she could remember. She smiled to see the webs stretched taut between his fingers. He laughed to see hers webless, thin, and small. One great pull between them and he was up by her side. Even in the dark she could see his eyes on her under the phosphoresence of his hair.
He sat all night by her. And Borne loved the man of him as well as the fish, then, for in the silent night it was all one.
Then, before the sun could rise, she dropped his hands on his chest. “Can you love me?” she dared to ask at last.
But the merman had no tongue to tell her above the waves. He could only speak below the water with his hands, a soft murmuration. So, wordlessly, he stared into her eyes and pointed to the sea.
Then, with the sun just rising beyond the rim of the world, he turned, dived arrow slim into a wave, and was gone.
Gathering her skirts, now heavy with ocean spray and tears, Borne stood up. She cast but one glance at the shore and her father’s house beyond. Then she dived after the merman into the sea.
The sea put bubble jewels in her hair and spread her skirts about her like a scallop shell. Tiny colored fish swam in between her fingers. The water cast her face in silver, and all the sea was reflected in her eyes.
She was beautiful for the first time. And for the last.



Angelica
Linz, Austria, 1898
THE BOY COULD NOT sleep. It was hot and he had been sick for so long. All night his head had throbbed. Finally he sat up and managed to get out of bed. He went down the stairs without stumbling.
Elated at his progress, he slipped from the house without waking either his mother or father. His goal was the river bank. He had not been there in a month.
He had always considered the river bank his own. No one else in the family ever went there. He liked to set his feet in the damp ground and make patterns. It was like a picture, and the artist in him appreciated the primitive beauty.
Heat lightning jetted across the sky. He sat down on a fallen log and picked at the bark as he would a scab. He could feel the log imprint itself on his backside through the thin cotton pajamas. He wished—not for the first time—that he could be allowed to sleep without his clothes.
The silence and heat enveloped him. He closed his eyes and dreamed of sleep, but his head still throbbed. He had never been out at night by himself before. The slight touch of fear was both pleasure and pain.
He thought about that fear, probing it like a loose tooth, now to feel the ache and now to feel the sweetness, when the faint came upon him and he tumbled slowly from the log. There was nothing but river bank before him, nothing to slow his descent, and he rolled down the slight hill and into the river, not waking till the shock of the water hit him.
It was cold and unpleasantly muddy. He thrashed about. The sour water got in his mouth and made him gag.
Suddenly someone took his arm and pulled him up onto the bank, dragged him up the slight incline.
He opened his eyes and shook his head to get the lank, wet hair from his face. He was surprised to find that his rescuer was a girl, about his size, in a white cotton shift. She was not muddied at all from her efforts. His one thought before she heaved him over the top of the bank and helped him back onto the log was that she must be quite marvelously strong.
“Thank you,” he said, when he was seated again, and then did not know where to go from there.
“You are welcome.” Her voice was low, her speech precise, almost old-fashioned in its carefulness. He realized that she was not a girl but a small woman.
“You fell in,” she said.
“Yes.”
She sat down beside him and looked into his eyes, smiling. He wondered how he could see so well when the moon was behind her. She seemed to light up from within like some kind of lamp. Her outline was a golden glow and her blond hair fell in straight lengths to her shoulder.
“You may call me Angelica,” she said.
“Is that your name?”
She laughed. “No. No, it is not. And how perceptive of you to guess.”
“Is it an alias?” He knew about such things. His father was a customs official and told the family stories at the table about his work.
“It is the name I …” she hesitated for a moment and looked behind her. Then she turned and laughed again. “It is the name I travel under.”
“Oh.”
“You could not pronounce my real name,” she said.
“Could I try?”
“Pistias Sophia!” said the woman and she stood as she named her self. She seemed to shimmer and grow at her own words, but the boy thought that might be the fever in his head, though he hadn’t a headache anymore.
“Pissta …” he could not stumble around the name. There seemed to be something blocking his tongue. “I guess I better call you Angelica for now,” he said.
“For now,” she agreed.
He smiled shyly at her. “My name is Addie,” he said.
“I know.”
“How do you know? Do I look like an Addie? It means…”
“Noble hero,” she finished for him.
“How do you know that?”
“I am very wise,” she said. “And names are important to me. To all of us. Destiny is in names.” She smiled, but her smile was not so pleasant any longer. She started to reach for his hand, but he drew back.
“You shouldn’t boast,” he said. “About being wise. It’s not nice.”
“I am not boasting.” She found his hand and held it in hers. Her touch was cool and infinitely soothing. She reached over with the other hand and put it first palm, then back to his forehead. She made a “tch” against her teeth and scowled. “Your guardian should be Flung Over. I shall have to speak to Uriel about this. Letting you out with such a fever.”
“Nobody let me out,” said the boy. “I let myself out. No one knows I am here—except you.”
“Well, there is one who should know where you are. And he shall certainly hear from me about this.” She stood up and was suddenly much taller than the boy. “Come. Back to the house with you. You should be in bed.” She reached down the front of her white shift and brought up a silver bottle on a chain. “You must take a sip of this now. It will help you sleep.”
“Will you come back with me?” the boy asked after taking a drink.
“Just a little way.” She held his hand as they went.
He looked behind once to see his footprints in the rain-soft earth. They marched in an orderly line behind him. He could not see hers at all.
“Do you believe, little Addie?” Her voice seemed to come from a long way off, farther even than the hills.
“Believe in what?”
“In God. Do you believe that he directs all our movements?”
“I sing in the church choir,” he said, hoping it was the proof she wanted.
“That will do for now,” she said.
There was a fierceness in her voice that made him turn in the muddy furrow and look at her. She towered above him, all white and gold and glowing. The moon haloed her head, and behind her, close to her shoulders, he saw something like wings, feathery and waving. He was suddenly desperately afraid.
“What are you?” he whispered.
“What do you think I am?” she asked, and her face looked carved in stone, so white her skin and black the features.
“Are you … the angel of death?” he asked and then looked down before she answered. He could not bear to watch her talk.
“For you, I am an angel of life,” she said. “Did I not save you?”
“What kind of angel are you?” he whispered, falling to his knees before her.
She lifted him up and cradled him in her arms. She sang him a lullaby in a language he did not know. “I told you in the beginning who I am,” she murmured to the sleeping boy. “I am Pistias Sophia, angel of wisdom and faith. The one who put the serpent into the garden little Adolf. But I was only following orders.”
Her wings unfurled behind her. She pumped them once, twice, and then the great wind they commanded lifted her into the air. She flew without a sound to the Hitler house and left the boy sleeping, feverless, in his bed.



The Wild Child
In 1799, in France, a wild boy
Was seen running,
Running like a beast
On all fours,
Running like a beast
Through gullies and streams,
Running like a beast
And free.
He could not talk,
He could not think
Beyond instinct,
He could not reason
Beyond his last meal,
Or count to ten,
But he was free.
He bayed at the sky,
He ate roots, He howled at the moon,
He ate acorns,
He snuffled and snorted
And did not use a fork,
He wore nothing but his tangled hair
And he was free.
But late at night
When he was packless
And without a mate
Or a mother to kiss him,
Without the comfort
Of language or art,
He was trapped forever
In his animal heart.



Happy Dens or A Day in the Old Wolves Home
NURSE LAMB STOOD IN front of the big white house with the black shutters. She shivered. She was a brand-new nurse and this was her very first job.
From inside the house came loud and angry growls. Nurse Lamb looked at the name carved over the door: HAPPY DENS. But it didn’t sound like a happy place, she thought, as she listened to the howls from inside.
Shuddering, she knocked on the door.
The only answer was another howl.
Lifting the latch, Nurse Lamb went in.
No sooner had she stepped across the doorstep than a bowl sped by her head. It splattered against the wall. Nurse Lamb ducked, but she was too late. Her fresh white uniform was spotted and dotted with whatever had been in the bowl.
“Mush!” shouted an old wolf, shaking his cane at her. “Great howls and thorny paws. I can’t stand another day of it. The end of life is nothing but a big bowl of mush.”
Nurse Lamb gave a frightened little bleat and turned to go back out the door, but a great big wolf with two black ears and one black paw barred her way. “Mush for breakfast, mush for dinner, and more mush in between,” he growled. “That’s all they serve us here at Happy Dens, Home for Aging Wolves.”
The wolf with the cane added: “When we were young and full of teeth it was never like this.” He howled.
Nurse Lamb gave another bleat and ran into the next room. To her surprise it was a kitchen. A large, comfortable-looking pig wearing a white hat was leaning over the stove and stirring an enormous pot. Since the wolves had not followed her in, Nurse Lamb sat down on a kitchen stool and began to cry.
The cook put her spoon down, wiped her trotters with a stained towel, and patted Nurse Lamb on the head, right behind the ears.
“There, there, lambkin,” said the cook. “Don’t start a new job in tears. We say that in the barnyard all the time.”
Nurse Lamb looked up and snuffled. “I … I don’t think I’m right for this place. I feel as if I have been thrown to the wolves.”
The cook nodded wisely. “And, in a manner of speaking, you have been. But these poor old dears are all bark and no bite. Toothless, don’t you know. All they can manage is mush.”
“But no one told me this was an old wolves home,” complained Nurse Lamb. “They just said ‘How would you like to work at Happy Dens?’ And it sounded like the nicest place in the world to work.”
“And so it is. And so it is,” said the cook. “It just takes getting used to.”
Nurse Lamb wiped her nose and looked around. “But how could someone like you work here. I mean …” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “I heard all about it at school. The three little pigs and all. Did you know them?”
The cook sniffed. “And a bad lot they were, too. As we say in the barnyard, ‘There’s more than one side to every sty.’”
“But I was told that the big bad wolf tried to eat the three little pigs. And he huffed and he puffed and …” Nurse Lamb looked confused.
Cook just smiled and began to stir the pot again, lifting up a spoonful to taste.
“And then there was that poor little child in the woods with the red riding hood,” said Nurse Lamb. “Bringing the basket of goodies to her sick grandmother.”
Cook shook her head and added pepper to the pot. “In the barnyard we say, ‘Don’t take slop from a kid in a cloak.’” She ladled out a bowlful of mush.
Nurse Lamb stood up. She walked up to the cook and put her hooves on her hips. “But what about that boy Peter? The one who caught the wolf by the tail after he ate the duck. And the hunters came and—”
“Bad press,” said a voice from the doorway. It was the wolf with the two black ears. “Much of what you know about wolves is bad press.”
Nurse Lamb turned and looked at him. “I don’t even know what bad press means,” she said.
“It means that only one side of the story has been told. There is another way of telling those very same tales. From the wolf’s point of view.” He grinned at her. “My name is Wolfgang and if you will bring a bowl of that thoroughly awful stuff to the table”—he pointed to the pot—“I will tell you my side of a familiar tale.”
Sheepishly, Nurse Lamb picked up the bowl and followed the wolf into the living room. She put the bowl on the table in front of Wolfgang and sat down. There were half a dozen wolves sitting there.
Nurse Lamb smiled at them timidly.
They smiled back. The cook was right. Only Wolfgang had any teeth.
Wolfgang’s Tale
Once upon a time (began the black-eared wolf) there was a thoroughly nice young wolf. He had two black ears and one black paw. He was a poet and a dreamer.
This thoroughly nice wolf loved to lay about in the woods staring at the lacy curlings of fiddlehead ferns and smelling the wild roses.
He was a vegetarian—except for lizards and an occasional snake, which don’t count. He loved carrot cake and was partial to peanut-butter pie.
One day as he lay by the side of a babbling brook, writing a poem that began
Twinkle, twinkle, lambkin’s eye,
How I wish you were close by …
he heard the sound of a child weeping. He knew it was a human child because only they cry with that snuffling gasp. So the thoroughly nice wolf leaped to his feet and ran over, his hind end waggling, eager to help.
The child looked up from her crying. She was quite young and dressed in a long red riding hood, a lacy dress, white stockings, and black patent-leather Mary Jane shoes. Hardly what you would call your usual hiking-in-the-woods outfit.
“Oh, hello, wolfie,” she said. In those days, of course, humans often talked to wolves. “I am quite lost.”
The thoroughly nice wolf sat down by her side and held her hand. “There, there,” he said. “Tell me where you live.”
The child grabbed her hand back. “If I knew that, you silly growler, I wouldn’t be lost, would I?”
The thoroughly nice wolf bit back his own sharp answer and asked her in rhyme:
Where are you going
My pretty young maid?
Answer me this
And I’ll make you a trade.
The path through the forest
Is dark and it’s long,
So I will go with you
And sing you a song.
The little girl was charmed. “I’m going to my grandmother’s house,” she said. “With this.” She held up a basket that was covered with a red-checked cloth. The wolf could smell carrot cake. He grinned.
“Oh, poet, what big teeth you have,” said the child.
“The better to eat carrot cake with,” said the thoroughly nice wolf.
“My granny hates carrot cake,” said the child. “In fact, she hates anything but mush.”
“What bad taste,” said the wolf. “I made up a poem about that one:
If I found someone
Who liked to eat mush
I’d sit them in front of it.
Then give a …”
“Push!” shouted the child.
“Why, you’re a poet, too,” said the wolf.
“I’m really more of a storyteller,” said the child, blushing prettily. “But I do love carrot cake.”
“All poets do,” said the wolf. “So you must be a poet as well.”
“Well, my granny is no poet. Every week when I bring the carrot cake over, she dumps it into her mush and mushes it all up together and then makes me eat it with her. She says that I have to learn that life ends with a bowl of mush.”
“Great howls!” said the wolf shuddering. “What a terribly wicked thing to say and do.”
“I guess so,” said the child.
“Then we must save this wonderful carrot cake from your grandmother,” the wolf said, scratching his head below his ears.
The child clapped her hands. “I know,” she said. “Let’s pretend.”
“Pretend?” asked the wolf.
“Let’s pretend that you are Granny and I am bringing the cake to you. Here, you wear my red riding hood and we’ll pretend it’s Granny’s nightcap and nightgown.”
The wolf took her little cape and slung it over his head. He grinned again. He was a poet and he loved pretending.
The child skipped up to him and knocked upon an imaginary door.
The wolf opened it. “Come in. Come in.”
“Oh, no,” said the child. “My grandmother never gets out of bed.”
“Never?” asked the wolf.
“Never,” said the child.
“All right,” said the thoroughly nice wolf, shaking his head. He lay down on the cool green grass, clasped his paws over his stomach, and made a very loud pretend snore.
The child walked over to his feet and knocked again.
“Who is it?” called out the wolf in a high, weak, scratchy voice.
“It is your granddaughter, Little Red Riding Hood,” the child said, giggling.
“Come in, come in. Just lift the latch. I’m in bed with aches and pains and a bad case of the rheumaticks,” said the wolf in the high, funny voice.
The child walked in through the pretend door.
“I have brought you a basket of goodies,” said the child, putting the basket by the wolf’s side. She placed her hands on her hips. “But you know, Grandmother, you look very different today.”
“How so?” asked the wolf, opening both his yellow eyes wide.
“Well, Grandmother, what big eyes you have,” said the child.
The wolf closed his eyes and opened them again quickly. “The better to see you with, my dear,” he said.
“Oh, you silly wolf. She never calls me dear. She calls me Sweetface. Or Punkins. Or her Airy Fairy Dee.”
“How awful,” said the wolf.”
“I know,” said the child. “But that’s what she calls me.
“Well, I can’t,” said the wolf, turning over on his side. “I’m a poet, after all, and no self-respecting poet could possibly use those words. If I have to call you that, there’s no more pretending.”
“I guess you can call me dear,” said the child in a very small voice. “But I didn’t know that poets were so particular.”
“About words we are,” said the wolf.
“And you have an awfully big nose,” said the child.
The wolf put his paw over his nose. “Now that is uncalled-for,” he said. “My nose isn’t all that big—for a wolf.”
“It’s part of the game,” said the child.
“Oh, yes, the game. I had forgotten. The better to smell the basket of goodies, my dear,” said the wolf.
“And Grandmother, what big teeth you have.”
The thoroughly nice wolf sat up. “The better to eat carrot cake with,” he said.
At that, the game was over. They shared the carrot cake evenly and licked their fingers, which was not very polite but certainly the best thing to do on a picnic in the woods. And the wolf sang an ode to carrot cake which he made up on the spot:
Carrot cake, o carrot cake
The best thing a baker ever could make.
Mushy or munchy
Gushy or crunchy
Eat it by a woodland lake.
“We are really by a stream,” said the child.
“That is what is known as poetic license,” said the wolf. “Calling a stream a lake.”
“Maybe you can use your license to drive me home.”
The wolf nodded. “I will if you tell me your name. I know it’s not really Little Red Riding Hood.”
The child stood up and brushed crumbs off her dress. “It’s Elisabet Grimm,” she said.
“Of the Grimm family on Forest Lane?” asked the wolf.
“Of course,” she answered.
“Everyone knows where that is. I’ll take you home right now,” said the wolf. He stretched himself from tip to tail. “But what will you tell your mother about her cake?” He took her by the hand.
“Oh, I’m a storyteller,” said the child. “I’ll think of something.”
And she did.
“She did indeed,” said Nurse Lamb thoughtfully. She cleared away the now empty bowls and took them back to the kitchen. When she returned, she was carrying a tray full of steaming mugs of coffee.
“I told you I had bad press,” said Wolfgang.
“I should say you had,” Nurse Lamb replied, passing out the mugs.
“Me, too,” said the wolf with the cane.
“You, too, what?” asked Nurse Lamb.
“I had bad press, too, though my story is somewhat different. By the by, my name is Oliver,” said the wolf. “Would you like to hear my tale?”
Nurse Lamb sat down, “Oh, please, yes.”
Oliver Wolf’s Tale
Once upon a time there was a very clever young wolf. He had an especially broad, bushy tail and a white star under his chin.
In his playpen he had built tall buildings of blocks and straw.
In the schoolyard he had built forts of mud and sticks.
And once, after a trip with his father to the bricklayer’s, he had made a tower of bricks.
Oh, how that clever young wolf loved to build things.
“When I grow up,” he said to his mother and father not once but many times, “I want to be an architect.”
“That’s nice, dear,” they would answer, though they wondered about it. After all, no one in their family had ever been anything more than a wolf.
When the clever little wolf was old enough, his father sent him out into the world with a pack of tools and letters from his teachers.
“This is a very clever young wolf,” read one letter.
“Quite the cleverest I have ever met,” said another.
So the clever young wolf set out looking for work.
In a short while he came to a crossroads and who should be there but three punk pigs building themselves houses and making quite a mess of it.
The first little pig was trying to build a house of straw.
“Really,” said the clever wolf, “I tried that in the playpen. It won’t work. A breath of air will knock it over.”
“Well, if you’re so clever,” said the pig, pushing his sunglasses back up his snout, “why don’t you try and blow it down.”
The wolf set his pack by the side of the road, rolled up his shirt-sleeves, and huffed and puffed. The house of straw collapsed in a twinkling.
“See,” said the clever wolf.
The little pig got a funny look on his face and ran one of his trotters up under his collar.
The wolf turned to the second little pig who had just hammered a nail into the house he was trying to build. It was a makeshift affair of sticks and twigs.
“Yours is not much better, I’m afraid,” said the clever wolf.
“Oh, yeah?” replied the pig. “Clever is as clever does.” He thumbed his snout at the wolf. “Let’s see you blow this house down, dog-breath.”
The wolf sucked in a big gulp of air. Then he huffed and puffed a bit harder than before. The sticks tumbled down in a heap of dry kindling, just as he knew they would.
The second little pig picked up one of the larger pieces and turned it nervously in his trotters.
“Nyah, nyah nyah, nyah nyah!” said the third little pig, stretching his suspenders and letting them snap back with a loud twang. “Who do you think’s afraid of you, little wolf? Try your muzzle on this pile of bricks, hair-face.”
“That won’t be necessary,” said the clever wolf. “Every good builder knows bricks are excellent for houses.”
The third little pig sniffed and snapped his suspenders once again.
“However,” said the wolf, pointing at the roof, “since you have asked my opinion, I think you missed the point about chimneys. They are supposed to go straight up, not sideways.”
“Well, if you’re so clever …” began the first little pig.
“And have such strong breath …” added the second little pig.
“And are such a know-it-all and tell-it-ever …” put in the third little pig.
“Why don’t you go up there and fix it yourself!” all three said together.
“Well, thank you,” said the clever wolf, realizing he had just been given his very first job. “I’ll get to it at once.” Finding a ladder resting against the side of the brick house, he hoisted his pack of tools onto his back and climbed up onto the roof.
He set the bricks properly, lining them up with his plumb line. He mixed the mortar with care. He was exacting in his measurements and careful in his calculations. The sun was beginning to set before he was done.
“There,” he said at last. “That should do it.” He expected, at the very least, a thank-you from the pigs. But instead all he got was a loud laugh from the third little pig, a snout-thumbing from the second, and a nasty wink from the first.
The clever wolf shrugged his shoulders. After all, pigs will be pigs and he couldn’t expect them to be wolves. But when he went to climb down he found they had removed the ladder.
“Clever your way out of this one, fuzz-ball,” shouted the third little pig. Then they ran inside the house, turned up the stereo, and phoned their friends for a party.
The only way down was the chimney. But the wolf had to wait until the bricks and mortar had set as hard as stone. That took half the night. When at last the chimney was ready, the wolf slowly made his way down the inside, his pack on his back.
The pigs and their friends heard him coming. And between one record and the next, they shoved a pot of boiling mush into the hearth. They laughed themselves silly when the wolf fell in.
“That’s how things end, fur-tail,” the pigs shouted. “With a bowl of mush.”
Dripping and unhappy, the wolf ran out the door. He vowed never to associate with pigs again. And to this day—with the exception of the cook—he never has. And being a well-brought up wolf, as well as clever, he has never told his side of the story until today.
“Well, the pigs sure talked about it,” said Nurse Lamb, shaking her head. “The way they have told it, it is quite a different story.”
“Nobody listens to pigs,” said Oliver Wolf. He looked quickly at the kitchen door.
“I’m not so sure,” said a wolf who had a patch over his eye. “I’m not so sure.”
“So you’re not sure,” said Oliver. “Bet you think you’re pretty clever, Lone Wolf.”
“No,” said Lone Wolf. “I never said I was clever. You are the clever little wolf.”
Wolfgang laughed. “So clever he was outwitted by a pack of punk pigs.”
The other wolves laughed.
“You didn’t do so well with one human child,” answered Oliver.
“Now, now, now,” said the cook, poking her head in through the door. “As we say in the barnyard, ‘Words are wood, a handy weapon.’”
“No weapons. No fighting,” said Nurse Lamb, standing up and shaking her hoof at the wolves. “We are supposed to be telling stories, not getting into fights.”
Lone Wolf stared at her. “I never in my life ran from a fight. Not if it was for a good cause.”
Nurse Lamb got up her courage and put her hand on his shoulder. “I believe you,” she said. “Why not tell me about some of the good causes you fought for?”
Lone Wolf twitched his ears. “All right,” he said at last. “I’m not boasting, you understand. Just setting the record straight.”
Nurse Lamb looked over at the kitchen door. The old sow winked at her and went back to work.
Lone Wolf’s Tale
Once upon a time there was a kind, tender, and compassionate young wolf. He had a black patch over one eye and another black patch at the tip of his tail. He loved to help the under-dog, the under-wolf, the under-lamb, and even the under-pig.
His basement was full of the signs of his good fights. Signs like LOVE A TREE and HAVE YOU KISSED A FLOWER TODAY? and PIGS ARE PEOPLE, TOO! and HONK IF YOU LOVE A WEASEL.
One day he was in the basement running off petitions on his mimeo machine when he heard a terrible noise.
KA-BLAAAAAAAM KA-BLOOOOOOOIE.
It was the sound a gun makes in the forest.
Checking his calendar, the kind and tender wolf saw with horror that it was opening day of duck-hunting season. Quickly he put on his red hat and red vest. Then he grabbed up the signs he had made for that occasion: SOME DUCKS CAN’T DUCK and EAT CORN NOT CORN-EATERS and DUCKS HAVE MOTHERS, TOO. Then he ran out of his door and down the path as fast as he could go.
KA-BLAAAAAAAM KA-BLOOOOOOOIE.
The kind and tender wolf knew just where to go. Deep in the forest was a wonderful pond where the ducks liked to stop on their way north. The food was good, the reeds comfortable, the prices reasonable, and the linens changed daily.
When the kind and tender wolf got to the pond, all he could see was one small and very frightened mallard duck in the middle and thirteen hunters around the edge.
“Stop!” he shouted as the hunters raised their guns.
This did not stop them.
The kind and tender wolf tried again, shouting anything he could think of. “We shall overcome,” he called. “No smoking. No nukes. Stay off the grass.”
Nothing worked. The hunters sighted down their guns. The wolf knew it was time to act.
He put one of the signs in the water and sat on it. He picked up another sign as a paddle. Using his tail as a rudder, he pushed off into the pond and rowed toward the duck.
“I will save you,” he cried. “We are brothers. Quack.”
The mallard looked confused. Then it turned and swam toward the wolf. When it reached him, it climbed into the sign and quacked back.
“Saved,” said the kind and tender wolf triumphantly, neglecting to notice that their combined weight was making the cardboard sign sink. But when the water was up to his chin, the wolf suddenly remembered he could not swim.
“Save yourself, friend,” he called out, splashing great waves and swallowing them.
The mallard was kind and tender, too. It pushed the drowning wolf to shore and then, hidden by a patch of reeds, gave the well-meaning wolf beak-to-muzzle resuscitation. Then the bird flew off behind the cover of trees. The hunters never saw it go.
But they found the wolf, his fur all soggy.
“Look!” said one who had his name, Peter, stenciled on the pocket of his coat. “There are feathers on this wolf’s jaws and in his whiskers. He has eaten our duck.”
And so the hunters grabbed up the kind and tender wolf by his tail and slung him on top of the remaining sign. They marched him once around the town and threw him into jail for a week, where they gave him nothing to eat but mush.
“Now, wolf,” shouted the hunter Peter when they finally let him out of jail, “don’t you come back here again or it will be mush for you from now till the end of your life.”
The kind and tender wolf, nursing his hurt tail and his aching teeth, left town. The next day the newspaper ran a story that read: PETER & THE WOLF FIGHT/PETER RUNS FOR MAYOR. VOWS TO KEEP WOLF FROM DOOR. And to this day no one believes the kind and tender wolf’s side of the tale.
“I believe it,” said Nurse Lamb looking at Lone Wolf with tears in her eyes. “In fact, I believe all of you.” She stood up and collected the empty mugs.
“Hurray!” said the cook, peeking in the doorway. “Maybe this is one young nurse we’ll keep.”
“Keep?” Nurse Lamb suddenly looked around, all her fear coming back. Lone Wolf was cleaning his nails. Three old wolves had dozed off. Wolfgang was gazing at the ceiling. But Oliver grinned at her and licked his chops. “What do you mean, keep?”
“Do you want our side of the story?” asked Oliver, still grinning. “Or the nurses’?”
Nurse Lamb gulped.
Oliver winked.
Then Nurse Lamb knew they were teasing her. “Oh, you big bad wolf,” she said and patted him on the head. She walked back into the kitchen.
“You know,” she said to the cook, “I think I’m going to like it here. I think I can help make it a real happy HAPPY DEN. I’ll get them to write down their stories. And maybe we’ll make a book of them. Life doesn’t have to end with a bowl of mush.”
Stirring the pot, the cook nodded and smiled.
“In fact,” said Nurse Lamb loudly, “why don’t we try chicken soup for lunch?”
From the dining room came a great big cheer.



The Undine
AQUA EST MUTABILE.
WATER is changeable, female, mutable. The gods of the sea are male, but the sea herself female. Restless. Changing.
So the prince thought as he stared over the waves, the furrows becoming mountains, the mountains tumbling down into troughs. Female into male, male into female. Changing.
He pushed his scarlet hat to the back of his head because the feather tickled his cheek. Women were in his thoughts all the time, as bothersome as the feather on his skin. Flickering, always flickering, on the edge of thought. He could not leave women alone. He was to be married within a week.
He had never met his bride; that was not the courtship of royalty. But he had seen a portrait of her, a miniature done by a painter whose pockets were even now lined with gold from the girl’s father. Such paintings told nothing truly, not even the color of hair. His own portrait, sent in return, showed a handsome youth with yellow curls, though in fact his hair was more the color of a sparrow’s belly, buffy and streaked. The lies of kings are lightly told.
“I will not mind,” he thought to himself. “I will not mind if she is less than beautiful, as long as she is not too changeable. As long as she is not under the water sign.” He longed for stability even as he sought change, a king’s wish.
But a messenger arrived that night who was one of his own. Under the cover of darkness the messenger confessed, “It is worse than, we thought, my lord. She has a face the very map of disease, with the pox having carved out the central cities. Her nose is mountainous, her chin the gift of ancestors. A castle could be built on that promontory.”
The prince sighed and dismissed the news-bringer. Then he began to pace the castle battlements, staring out across the crenellations to the sea beyond. His father’s father had built wisely; one face of the castle was always turned towards the ocean. It was a palace for sailors and every room was full of the sound of waves.
The prince leaned out over the wall and breathed in the salt spray. A wife whose face put a mountain range to shame. How could he—who loved the seascape, who loved beauty in women above all things—abide it? He longed suddenly for an ending, a sea-change from his situation, but he had neither the heart for it nor the imagination. Princes are not bred to it. He sighed again.
It was the sigh that did it. It reeled out as eagerly as a fisherman’s line and cast itself into the sea. What woman can resist the sound of a man’s sigh? He had caught many maidens on it, many matrons as well. But this time it was the daughter of a sea-king who was caught on that hook.
She rose to his bait and sang him back his sigh.
Now it must be remembered that the songs of mermaids have a charm compounded of water and air, the signs of impermanence. That is both their beauty and their danger. Many men have been caught, gaffed, reeled under, and drowned by the lure of that song.
Rising only to the edge of her waist—for she knew full well how the sight of a tail affects mortal men—the mermaid showed the prince her shell-like breasts, her pearly skin, the phosphorescence of her hair. She held a webbed hand over her mouth, her fingers as slim as the ribs of a fan. Then she pulled her hand away, displaying her smile. She was well trained in the arts of seduction, as was he. Royalty abounds in it.
The prince leaned out over the castle wall, his legs on land but his arms and head over water. As amphibious as she, he gave himself to her, though he was not his own to give. It was a promise as mutable as water, for the lies of kings are lightly told.
We have all been warned of such bargains. That promise worked its own kind of magic and the undine rose from the waves on legs, her scales washed away by the prince’s rote of love. But magic has consequences, as any magic-maker knows. The undine half expected the worst—and got it. Her new legs bit like knifepoints into her waist. Still, it was no worse than the pain of menses; even seamaids are slaves to the tides. She smiled again and walked gingerly ashore.
The prince ran down to greet her, leaving bootmarks in the sand. If he had asked, she would have even danced before him and never felt the pain. Some women believe lies—even the ones they tell themselves. Especially those.
The undine put her hand in his, and he shivered at her touch. Her hand was cold and slippery as a fish; the webbing between her fingers pulsed strangely against his skin. There was a strong sea scent about her, like tuna or crab. But her chin and nose were small, her eyes as blue as lagoons, and fathomless. He smiled his watery promise at her and gestured towards his room. He did not speak, knowing that mermaids have no tongues, forgetting in his human way that they had ears. Still, in love, gesture can be enough.
She followed him, knife upon knife, smiling.
The prince took her to his room by a hidden route, the steps up to it smoothed by the passage of many dainty feet. Each step up was another gash in her side. She gasped and he asked her why.
“It is nothing,” she signed, holding her waist. Her mouth was open, gasping in the air, and she was momentarily as ugly as any fish. But the moment passed.
He did not ask again. Some men believe lies—especially if it is to their convenience.
His room was like a ship’s cabin, the waves always knocking at the walls. He locked the door behind them and turned towards her. She did not ask for ceremony. His touch was enough, rougher on her skin than the ocean. She enjoyed the novelty of it. She enjoyed his bed, heavy with humanity. Lying on it, her knife legs no longer ached.
Her touch on him was water-smooth and soothing. He forgot his marriage. He was always able to forget the demands of royalty in this manner. It was why he forgot so often—and so well.
But those demands are as constant as clockwork. The week ticked away as inexorably as a gold watch and the monstrous bride was shipped across the waves.
She resembled an armada, rough-hewn and wooden, with a mighty prow and guardsmen in her wake. Noisy as seagulls, her attendants knocked on his door. He was forced by tradition to attend her. The undine he left behind.
“I love you. My love is an ocean,” he whispered into her seashell ears before he left.
But she knew that such water was changeable. It was subject to tides. Hers was at an ebb. She no longer trusted his sighs. As soon as the door shut, she left the bed. The knifepoints were as sharp as if newly honed. The mirror on the wall did not reflect her beauty. It showed only a watery shadow, changing and shifting, as she passed.
The salt smell of the ocean, sharp and steady, called to her from the window. Looking out, she saw her sisters, the waves, beckoning her with their white arms. She could even hear the rough neighing of the horses of the sea. She left two mermaid tears, crystals with a bit of salt embedded in them, on his pillow. Then painfully she climbed up onto the corbeled windowsill and flung herself back at the sea.
It opened to her, gathered her in, washed her clean.
The prince found the crystals and made them into ear-bobs for his ugly wife. They did not improve her looks. But she proved a strong, stable queen for him, and ruled the kingdom on her own. She gave him much line, she played him like a fish. She swore to him that she did not mind his many affairs or that he spoke in his sleep of undines.
She swore, and he believed her. But the lies of kings are not always lightly told.



Undine
It is a sad tale,
the one they tell,
of Undine
the changeling,
Undine
who took on legs
to walk the land
and dance
on those ungainly stalks
before a prince
of the earthfolk.
He betrayed her;
they always do,
the landsmen.
Her arms around him
meant little more
than a finger of foam
curled round his ankle.
Her lips on his
he thought cold,
brief and cold
as the touch of a wave.
He betrayed her,
they always do,
left her to find
her way back home
over thousands of land miles,
the only salt her tears,
and she as helpless as a piece of featherweed
tossed broken onto the shore.



The White Seal Maid
ON THE NORTH SEA shore there was a fisherman named Merdock who lived all alone. He had neither wife nor child, nor wanted one. At least that was what he told the other men with whom he fished the haaf banks.
But truth was, Merdock was a lonely man, at ease only with the wind and waves. And each evening, when he left his companions, calling out “Fair wind!”—the sailor’s leave—he knew they were going back to a warm hearth and a full bed while he went home to none. Secretly he longed for the same comfort.
One day it came to Merdock as if in a dream that he should leave off fishing that day and go down to the sea-ledge and hunt the seal. He had never done such a thing before, thinking it close to murder, for the seal had human eyes and cried with a baby’s voice.
Yet though he had never done such a thing, there was such a longing within him that Merdock could not say no to it. And that longing was like a high, sweet singing, a calling. He could not rid his mind of it. So he went.
Down by a gray rock he sat, a long sharpened stick by his side. He kept his eyes fixed out on the sea, where the white birds sat on the waves like foam.
He waited through sunrise and sunset and through the long, cold night, the singing in his head. Then, when the wind went down a bit, he saw a white seal far out in the sea, coming toward him, the moon riding on its shoulder.
Merdock could scarcely breathe as he watched the seal, so shining and white was its head. It swam swiftly to the sealedge, and then with one quick push it was on land.
Merdock rose then in silence, the stick in his hand. He would have thrown it, too. But the white seal gave a sudden shudder and its skin sloughed off. It was a maiden cast in moonlight, with the tide about her feet.
She stepped high out of her skin, and her hair fell sleek and white about her shoulders and hid her breasts.
Merdock fell to his knees behind the rock and would have hidden his eyes, but her cold white beauty was too much for him. He could only stare. And if he made a noise then, she took no notice but turned her face to the sea and opened her arms up to the moon. Then she began to sway and call.
At first Merdock could not hear the words. Then he realized it was the very song he had heard in his head all that day:
Come to the edge,
Come down to the ledge
Where the water laps the shore.
Come to the strand,
Seals to the sand,
The watery time is o’er.
When the song was done, she began it again. It was as if the whole beach, the whole cove, the whole world were nothing but that one song.
And as she sang, the water began to fill up with seals. Black seals and gray seals and seals of every kind. They swam to the shore at her call and sloughed off their skins. They were as young as the white seal maid, but none so beautiful in Merdock’s eyes. They swayed and turned at her singing, and joined their voices to hers. Faster and faster the seal maidens danced, in circles of twos and threes and fours. Only the white seal maid danced alone, in the center, surrounded by the castoff skins of her twirling sisters.
The moon remained high almost all the night, but at last it went down. At its setting, the seal maids stopped their singing, put on their skins again, one by one, went back into the sea again, one by one, and swam away. But the white seal maid did not go. She waited on the shore until the last of them was out of sight.
Then she turned to the watching man, as if she had always known he was there, hidden behind the gray rock. There was something strange, a kind of pleading, in her eyes.
Merdock read that pleading and thought he understood it. He ran over to where she stood, grabbed up her sealskin, and held it high overhead.
“Now you be mine,” he said.
And she had to go with him, that was the way of it. For she was a selchie, one of the seal folk. And the old tales said it: The selchie maid without her skin was no more than a lass.
They were wed within the week, Merdock and the white seal maid, because he wanted it. So she nodded her head at the priest’s bidding, though she said not a word.
And Merdock had no complaint of her, his “Sel” as he called her. No complaint except this: she would not go down to the sea. She would not go down by the shore where he had found her or down to the sand to see him in his boat, though often enough she would stare from the cottage door out past the cove’s end where the inlet poured out into the great wide sea.
“Will you not walk down by the water’s edge with me, Sel?” Merdock would ask each morning. “Or will you not come down to greet me when I return?”
She had never answered him, neither “Yea” nor “Nay.” Indeed, if he had not heard her singing that night on the ledge, he would have thought her mute. But she was a good wife, for all that, and did what he required. If she did not smile, she did not weep. She seemed, to Merdock, strangely content.
So Merdock hung the white sealskin up over the door where Sel could see it. He kept it there in case she should want to leave him; to don the skin and go. He could have hidden it or burned it, but he did not. He hoped the sight of it, so near and easy, would keep her with him; would tell her, as he could not, how much he loved her. For her found he did love her, his seal wife. It was that simple. He loved her and did not want her to go, but he would not keep her past her willing it, so he hung the skin up over the door.
And then their sons were born. One a year, born at the ebbing of the tide. And Sel sang to them, one by one, long, longing wordless songs that carried the sound of the sea. But to Merdock she said nothing.
Seven sons they were, strong and silent, one born each year. They were born to the sea, born to swim, born to let the tide lap them head and shoulder. And though they had the dark eyes of the seal, and though they had the seal’s longing for the sea, they were men and had men’s names: James, John, Michael, George, William, Rob, and Tom. They helped their father fish the cove and bring home his catch from the sea.
It was seven years and seven years and seven years again that the seal wife lived with him. The oldest of their sons was just coming to his twenty-first birthday, the youngest barely a man. It was on a gray day, the wind scarcely rising, that the boys all refused to go with Merdock when he called. They gave no reason but “Nay.”
“Wife,” Merdock called, his voice heavy and gray as the sky. “Wife, whose sons are these? How have you raised them that they say ‘Nay’ to their father when he calls?” It was ever his custom to talk to Sel as if she returned him words.
To his surprise, Sel turned to him and said. “Go. My sons be staying with me this day.” It was the voice of the singer on the beach, musical and low. And the shock was so great that he went at once and did not look back.
He set his boat on the sea, the great boat that usually took several men to row it. He set it out himself and got it out into the cove, put the nets over, and never once heard when his sons called out to him as he went, “Father, fair wind!”
But after a bit the shock wore thin and he began to think about it. He became angry then, at his sons and at his wife, who had long plagued him with her silence. He pulled in the nets and pulled on the oars and started toward home. “I, too, can say ‘Nay to this sea,” he said out loud as he rode the swells in.
The beach was cold and empty. Even the gulls were mute.
“I do not like this,” Merdock said. “It smells of a storm.”
He beached the boat and walked home. The sky gathered in around him. At the cottage he hesitated but a moment, then pulled savagely on the door. He waited for the warmth to greet him. But the house was as empty and cold as the beach.
Merdock went into the house and stared at the hearth, black and silent. Then, fear riding in his heart, he turned slowly and looked over the door.
The sealskin was gone.
“Sel!” he cried then as he ran from the house, and he named his sons in a great anguished cry as he ran. Down to the sea-ledge he went, calling their names like a prayer: “James, John, Michael, George, William, Rob, Tom!”
But they were gone.
The rocks were gray, as gray as the sky. At the water’s edge was a pile of clothes that lay like discarded skins. Merdock stared out far across the cove and saw a seal herd swimming. Yet not a herd. A white seal and seven strong pups.
“Sel!” he cried again. “James, John, Michael, George, William, Rob, Tom!”
For a moment, the white seal turned her head, then she looked again to the open sea and barked out seven times. The wind carried the faint sounds back to the shore. Merdock heard, as if in a dream, the seven seal names she called. They seemed harsh and jangling to his ear.
Then the whole herd dove. When they came up again they were but eight dots strung along the horizon, lingering for a moment, then disappearing into the blue edge of sea.
Merdock recited the seven seal names to himself. And in that recitation was a song, a litany to the god of the seals. The names were no longer harsh, but right. And he remembered clearly again the moonlit night when the seals had danced upon the sand. Maidens all. Not a man or boy with them. And the white seal turning and choosing him, giving herself to him that he might give the seal people life.
His anger and sadness left him then. He turned once more to look at the sea and pictured his seven strong sons on their way.
He shouted their seal names to the wind. Then he added, under his breath, as if trying out a new tongue, “Fair wind, my sons. Fair wind.”



Once a Good Man
ONCE A GOOD MAN lived at the foot of a mountain. He helped those who needed it and those who did not.
And he never asked for a thing in return.
Now it happened that one day the Lord was looking over his records with his Chief Angel and came upon the good man’s name.
“That is a good man,” said the Lord. “What can we do to reward him? Go down and find out.”
The Chief Angel, who was nibbling on a thin cracker, swallowed hastily and wiped her mouth with the edge of her robe.
“Done,” she said.
So the Chief Angel flew down, the wind feathering her wings, and landed at the foot of the mountain.
“Come in,” said the man, who was not surprised to see her. For in those days angels often walked on Earth. “Come in and drink some tea. You must be aweary of flying.”
And indeed the angel was. So she went into the Good Man’s house, folded her wings carefully so as not to knock the furniture about, and sat down for a cup of tea.
While they were drinking their tea, the angel said, “You have led such an exemplary life, the Lord of Hosts has decided to reward you. Is there anything in the world that you wish?”
The Good Man thought a bit. “Now that you mention it,” he said, “there is one thing.”
“Name it,” said the angel. “To name it is to make it yours.”
The Good Man looked slightly embarrassed. He leaned over the table and said quietly to the angel, “If only I could see both Heaven and Hell I would be completely happy.”
The Chief Angel choked a bit, but she managed to smile nonetheless. “Done,” she said, and finished her tea. Then she stood up, and held out her hand.
“Hold fast,” she said. “And never lack courage.”
So the Good man held fast. But he kept his eyes closed all the way. And before he could open them again, the man and the angel had flown down, down, down past moles and molehills, past buried treasure, past coal in seams, past layer upon layer of the world, till they came at last to the entrance to Hell.
The Good Man felt a cool breeze upon his lids and opened his eyes.
“Welcome to Hell,” said the Chief Angel.
The Good Man stood amazed. Instead of flames and fire, instead of mud and mire, he saw long sweeping green meadows edged around with trees. He saw long wooden tables piled high with food. He saw chickens and roasts, fruits and salads, sweetmeats and sweet breads, and goblets of wine.
Yet the people who sat at the table were thin and pale. They devoured the food only with their eyes.
“Angel, oh Angel,” cried the Good Man, “why are they hungry? Why do they not eat?”
And at his voice, the people all set up a loud wail.
The Chief Angel signaled him closer.
And this is what he saw. The people of Hell were bound fast to their chairs with bands of steel. There were sleeves of steel from their wrists to their shoulders. And though the tables were piled high with food, the people were starving. There was no way they could bend their arms to lift the food to their mouths.
The Good Man wept and hid his face. “Enough!” he cried.
So the Chief Angel held out her hand. “Hold fast,” she said. “And never lack courage.”
So the Good Man held fast. But he kept his eyes closed all the way. And before he could open them again, the man and the angel had flown up, up, up past eagles in their eyries, past the plump clouds, past the streams of the sun, past layer upon layer of sky till they came at last to the entrance to Heaven.
The Good Man felt a warm breeze upon his lids and opened his eyes.
“Welcome to Heaven,” said the Chief Angel.
The Good Man stood amazed. Instead of clouds and choirs, instead of robes and rainbows, he saw long sweeping green meadows edged around with trees. He saw long wooden tables piled high with food. He saw chickens and roasts, fruits and salads, sweetmeats and sweet breads, and goblets of wine.
But the people of Heaven were bound fast to their chairs with bands of steel. There were sleeves of steel from their wrists to their shoulders. There seemed no way they could bend their arms to lift the food to their mouths.
Yet these people were well fed. They laughed and talked and sang praises to their host, the Lord of Hosts.
“I do not understand,” said the Good Man. “It is the same as Hell, yet it is not the same. What is the difference?”
The Chief Angel signaled him closer.
And this is what he saw: each person reached out with his steel-banded arm to take a piece of food from the plate. Then he reached over—and fed his neighbor.
When he saw this, the Good Man was completely happy.



The Malaysian Mer
THE SHOPS WERE NOT noticeable from the main street and were almost lost in the back-alley maze as well. But Mrs. Stambley was an expert at antiquing. A new city and a new back alley got up her fighting spirit, as she liked to tell her group at home. That this city was half a world away from her comfortable Salem, Massachusetts home did not faze her. In England or America she guessed she knew how to look. She had dozed in the sun as the boat made its way along the Thames. At her age naps had become important. Her head nodded peacefully under its covering of flowers draped on a wine-colored crown. She never even registered the tour guide’s spiel. At Greenwich she had debarked meekly with the rest of the tourists, but she had easily slipped the leash of the guide who took the rest of the pack up to check out Greenwich Mean Time. Instead, Mrs. Stambley, her large black leather pocket-book clutched in a sturdy gloved grip, had gone hunting on her own.
To the right of the harbor street was a group of shops and, she sensed, a back alley or two. The smell of it—sharp, mysterious, inviting—drew her in.
She ignored the main street and its big-windowed stores. A small cobbled path ran between two buildings and she slipped into it as comfortably as a well-worn slipper. There were several branchings, and Mrs. Stambley checked each one out with her watery blue eyes. Then she chose one. She knew it would be the right one. As she often said to her group at home, “I have a gift, a power. I am never wrong about it.”
Here there were several small, dilapidated shops that seemed to edge one into the other. They had a worn look as if they had sat huddled together, the damp wind blowing off the river mouldering their bones, while a bright new town had been built up around them. The windows were dirty, finger-streaked. Only the most intrepid shopper would find the way into them. There were no numbers on the doors.
The first store was full of maps. And if Mrs. Stambley hadn’t already spent her paper allowance (she maintained separate monies for paper, gold, and oddities) on a rare chart of the McCodrun ancestry, she might have purchased a map of British waters that was decorated with tritons blowing “their wreathed horns” as the bent-over shopkeeper had quoted. She had been sorely tempted. Mrs. Stambley collected “objets d’mer”, as she called them. Sea antiquities. Sea magic was her specialty in the group. But the lineage of the Clan McCodrun—the reputed descendents of the selchies—had wiped out her comfortable paper account. And Mrs. Stambley, who was always precise in her reckonings, never spent more than her allotment. As the group’s treasurer she had to keep the others in line. She could do no less for herself.
So she oohed and aahed at the map for the storekeeper’s benefit and because it was quite beautiful and probably seventeenth century. She even managed to talk him down several pounds on the price, keeping her hand in as it were. But she left smiling her thanks. And he had been so impressed with the American lady’s knowledge of the sea and its underwater folk, he smiled back even though she had bought nothing.
The next two shops were total wastes of time. One was full of reproductions and second-hand, badly painted china cups and cracked glassware. Mrs. Stambley sniffed as she left, muttering under her breath “Junk—spelled j-u-n-q-u-e,” not even minding that the lady behind the counter heard her. The other store had been worse, a so-called craft shop full of hand-made tea cosies and poorly chrocheted afghans in simply appalling colors.
As she entered the fourth shop, Mrs. Stambley caught her breath. The smell was there, the smell of deep-sea magic. So deep and dark it might have been called up from the Marianas Trench. In all her years of hunting, she had never had such a find. She put her right hand over her heart and stumbled a bit, scuffing one of her sensible shoes. Then she straightened up and looked around.
The shop was a great deal longer than it was wide, with a staircase running up about halfway along the wall. The rest of the walls were lined with china cupboards in which Victorian and Edwardian cups and saucers were tastefully displayed. One in particular caught her eye because it had a Poseidon on the side. She walked over to look at it, but the magic smell did not come from there.
Books in stacks on the floor blocked her path, and she looked through a few to see what there was. She found an almost complete Brittanica, the 1913 edition, missing only the thirteenth volume. There was a first edition of Fort’s Book of the Damned, and a dark grimmoire so water stained she could make out none of the spells. There were three paperbook copies of Folklore of the Sea, a pleasant volume she had at home. And even the obscure Melusine or the Mistress from the Sea in both English and French.
She walked carefully around the books and looked for a moment at three glass cases containing fine replicas of early schooners, even down to the carved figureheads. One was of an Indian maiden, one an angel, one an unnamed muse with long, flowing hair. But she already had several such at home, her favorite a supposed replica of the legendary ship of the Flying Dutchman. Looking cost nothing, though, and so she looked for quite a while, giving herself time to become used to the odor of the deep magic.
She almost backed into a fourth case, and when she turned around, she got the shock of her life.
In a glass showcase with brass fittings, resting on two wooden holders, was a Malaysian Mer.
She had read about them, of course, in the footnotes of obscure folklore journals and in a grimmoire of specialized sea spells, but she had never in her wildest imaginings thought to see one. They were said to have disappeared totally.
They were not really mermen, of course. Rather, they were constructs made by Malaysian natives out of monkeys and fish. The Malaysians killed the monkeys, cut off the top halfs from the navel up, and sewed on a fish tail. The mummified remains were then sold to innocent British tars in Victorian times. The natives had called the mummies mermen and the young sailors believed them, brought the Mers home and gave them to loved ones.
And here, resting on its wooden stands, was a particularly horrible example of one, probably rescued from an attic where it had lain all these years, dust-covered, rotting.
It was gray-green, with the gray more predominant, and so skeletal its rib cage reminded Mrs. Stambley of the pictures of starving children in Africa. Its arms were held stiffly in front as if it were doing an out-of-water dogpaddle. The grimacing face, big-lipped, big eared, stared in horror out at her. She could not see the stitches that held the monkey half to the fish half.
“I see you like our Mer,” came a voice from behind her, but Mrs. Stambley did not turn. She simply could not take her eyes from the grotesque mummy in the glass and brass case.
“A Malaysian Mer,” Mrs. Stambley whispered. One part of her noticed the price sticker on the side of the glass—three hundred pounds. Six hundred American dollars. It was more than she had with her… but. …
“You know what it is, then,” the voice went on. “That is too bad. Too bad.”
The Mer blinked its lashless lids and turned its head. Its eyes were black as shrouds, without irises. When it rolled its lips back, it showed sharp yellow-gray teeth. It had no tongue.
Mrs. Stambley tried to look away and could not. Instead she felt herself being drawn down, down, down into the black deeps of those eyes.
“That really is too bad,” came the voice again, but now it was very far away and receding quickly.
Mrs. Stambley tried to open her mouth to scream, but only bubbles came out. All around her it was dark and cold and wet, and still she was pulled downward until she landed, with a jarring thud, on a sandy floor. She stood, brushed her skirts down, and settled her hat back on her head. Then, as she placed her pocketbook firmly under one arm, she felt a grip on her ankle, as if seaweed wanted to root her to that spot. She started to struggle against it when a change in the current against her face forced her to look up.
The Mer was swimming towards her, lazily, as if it had all the time in the world to reach her.
She stopped wasting her strength in fighting the seaweed manacle, and instead cautiously fingered open her pocketbook. All the while she watched the Mer which had already halved the distance between them. Its mouth was opening and closing with terrifying snaps. Its bony fingers, with opaque webbings, seemed to reach out for her. Its monkey face grinned. Behind it was a dark, roiling wake.
The water swirled about Mrs. Stambley, picking at her skirt, flipping the hem to show her slip. Above the swimming Mer, high above, she could see the darker shadows of circling sharks waiting for what the Mer would leave them, but even they feared coming any closer while he was on the hunt.
And then he was close enough so that she could see the hollow of his mouth, the scissored teeth, the black nails, the angry pulsing beat of the webbings. The sound he made was like the groans and creaks of a sinking ship, and came to her through the filtering of the water.
Her hand was inside the pocketbook now, fingers closing on the wallet and into the change purse for the wren feathers she kept there. She grabbed them up and held them before her. They were air magic, stronger than that of the sea, and blessed in church. It was luck against seafolk. Her hand trembled only slightly. She spoke a word of power that was washed from her lips into the troubled water.
For a moment the Mer stopped, holding his gray hands before his face.
The seaweed around Mrs. Stambley’s ankle slithered away. She kicked her foot out and found she was free.
But above, a Great White Shark turned suddenly, sending a wash of new water across Mrs. Stambley’s front. The tiny feathers broke and she had to let them go. They floated past the Mer and were gone.
He put down his hands, made the monkey grin at her again, and resumed swimming. But she knew—as he did—that he was not immune to her knowledge. It gave her some slight hope.
Her hand went back into the purse and found the zippered pocket. She unzipped it and drew out seven small bones, taken from a male horseshoe crab found on the Elizabeth Islands off the coast near Boston. They were strong sea magic and she counted heavily on them. She wrapped her fingers around the seven, held them first to her breast, then to her forehead, then flung them at the Mer.
The bones sailed between them and in the filtered light seemed to dance and grow and change and cling together at last into a maze.
Mrs. Stambley kicked her feet, sending up a trough of bubbles, and holding her hat with one hand, her purse with the other, eeled into the bone-maze. She knew that it would hold for only a minute or two at best.
Behind her she could hear the hunting cry of the Mer as it searched for a way in. She ignored it and kicked her feet in a steady rhythm, propelling herself into the heart of the maze. Going in was always easier than coming out. Her bubble trail would lead the Mer through once he found the entrance. For now she could still hear him knocking against the walls.
Her purse held one last bit of magic. It was a knife that had been given up by the sea, left on a beach on the North Shore, near Rockport. It had a black handle with a guard and she had mounted a silver coin on its shaft.
The sea water laid shifting patterns on the blade that looked now like fire, now like air, the calligraphy of power. Mrs. Stambley knew better than to try and read it. Instead she turned towards the passage where the Mer would have to appear. The knife in her right hand, her hat askew, the purse locked under her left arm, Mrs. Stambley guessed she did not look like a seasoned fighter. But in magic, as any good witch knew, seeming was all important. And she was not about to give up.
“Great Lir,” she spoke, and her human tongue added extra urgency to the bubbles which flowered from her mouth. “Bull-roarer Poseidon, spear-thrower Neptune, mighty Njord, shrewish Ran, cleft-tailed Dagon, hold me safe in the green palms of your hands. Bring me safely from the sea. And when I am home, I will gift you and yours.”
From somewhere near an animal called, a bull, a horse, a great sea serpent. It was her answer. In moments she would know what it meant. She put her right hand with the knife behind her and waited.
The water in the maze began to churn angrily and the Mer came around the final turning. Seeing Mrs. Stambley backed against the flimsy wall, he laughed. The laugh cascaded out of his mouth in a torrent of bubbles. Their popping made a peculiar punctuation to his mirth. Then he showed his horrible teeth once again, swung his tail to propel himself forward, and moved in for the kill.
Mrs. Stambley kept the knife hidden until the very last moment. And then, as the Mer’s skeletal arms reached out for her, as the fingers of his hands actually pressed against her neck and his sharp incisors began to bear down on her throat, she whipped her arms around and slashed at his side. He drew back in pain, and then she knifed him again, as expertly as if she were filleting a fish. He arched his back, opened his mouth in a silent scream of bubbles, and rose slowly towards the white light of the surface.
The maze vanished. Mrs. Stambley stuffed the knife back into her purse, then put her hands over her head, and rose too, leaving a trail of bubbles as dark as blood behind.
“Too bad,” the voice was finishing.
Mrs. Stambley turned around the smiled blandly, patting her hat into place. “Yes, I know,” she said. “It’s too bad it is in such bad condition. For three hundred pounds, I would want something a bit better cared for.”
She stepped aside.
The shopkeeper, a wizened, painted old lady with a webbing between her second and third fingers, breathed in sharply. In the showcase, the mummied Mer had tipped over on its back. Along one side was a deep, slashing wound. The chest cavity was hollow. It stank. Under the body were seven small knobby sticks that looked surprisingly like bones.
“Yes,” Mrs. Stambley continued, not bothering to apologize for her hasty exit, “rather poor condition. Shocking what some folk will try to palm off on tourists. Luckily I know better.” She exited through the front door and was relieved to find that sun lit the small alleyway. She put her hand to her ample bosom and breathed deeply.
“Wait, just wait until I tell the group,” she said aloud. Then she threaded her way back to the main street where the other tourists and their guide were coming down the hill. Mrs. Stambley walked briskly towards them, straightening her hat once again and smiling. Not even the thought of the lost triton map could dampen her spirits. The look of surprise on the face of that old witch of a shopkeeper had been worth the scare. Only what could she give to the gods that would be good enough? It was a thought that she could puzzle over all the way home.



Into the Wood
Let us enter the wood.
Take my hand.
I feel your fear
rise on your palm,
a map beneath my fingers.
Can you decipher
the pulsing code
that beats at my wrist?
I do not need to see
dragons
to know there are
dragons here.
The back of my neck knows,
the skin of my inner thighs.
There, among the alders,
between twin beeches,
the gray-white pilasters
twined with wild grape,
stands a pavilion,
inferior Palladian in style.
Who sleeps on the antique couch?
I hear a thin scraping,
a belly through dead leaves,
a long, hollow good-by,
thin, full of scales,
modal, descending sounds.
In the dark
there will be eyes
thick as starshine,
a galaxy of watchers
beneath the trailing vine.
And trillium,
the red of heart’s blood,
spills between rocks
to mark the path.
Do not, for God’s sake,
let my hand go.
Do not, for God’s sake,
speak.
I know what is here
and what is not,
and if we do not
name it aloud
it will do us no harm.
So the spells go,
so the tales go,
and I must believe it so.



The Tower Bird
THERE WAS ONCE A king who sat all alone in the top of a high tower room. He saw no one all day long except a tiny golden finch who brought him nuts and seeds and berries out of which the king made a thin, bitter wine.
What magic had brought him to the room, what binding curse kept him there, the king did not know. The curving walls of the tower room, the hard-backed throne, the corbeled window, and the bird were all he knew.
He thought he remembered a time when he had ruled a mighty kingdom; when men had fought at his bidding and women came at his call. Past battles, past loves, were played again and again in his dreams. He found scars on his arms and legs and back to prove them. But his memory had no real door to them, just as the tower room had no real door, only a thin line filled in with bricks.
Each morning the king went to the window that stood head-high in the wall. The window was too small for anything but his voice. He called out, his words spattering into the wind.
Little bird, little bird.
Come to my hand.
Sing me of my kingdom,
Tell me of my land.
A sudden whirring in the air, and the bird was there, perched on the stone sill.
“O King,” the bird began, for it was always formal in its address. “O King, what would you know?”
“Is the land green or sere?” asked the king.
The bird put its head to one side as if considering. It opened its broad little beak several times before answering. “It is in its proper season.”
Color suffused the king’s face. He was angry with the evasion. He stuttered his second question. “Is … is the kingdom at peace or is it at war?” he asked.
“The worm is in the apple,” replied the bird, “but the apple is not yet plucked.”
The king clutched the arms of his throne. Every day his questions met with the same kinds of answers. Either this was all a test or a. jest, a dreaming, or an enchantment too complex for his understanding.
“One more question, O King,” said the finch. Under its golden breast a tiny pulse quickened.
The king opened his mouth to speak. “Is … is…” No more words came out. He felt something cracking inside as if, with his heart, his whole world were breaking.
The little bird watched a fissure open beneath the king’s throne. It grew wider, quickly including the king himself. Without a sound, the king and throne cracked into two uneven pieces. The king was torn between his legs and across the right side of his face. From within the broken parts a smell of soured wine arose.
The bird flew down. It pulled a single white hair from the king’s mustache, hovered a moment, then winged out of the window. Round and round the kingdom it flew, looking for a place to nest, a place to build another tower and lay another egg. Perhaps the king that grew from the next egg would be a more solid piece of work.



The Face in the Cloth
THERE WAS ONCE A king and queen so in love with one another that they could not bear to be parted, even for a day. To seal their bond, they desperately wanted a child. The king had even made a cradle of oak for the babe with his own hands and placed it by their great canopied bed. But year in and year out the cradle stood empty.
At last one night, when the king was fast asleep, the queen left their bed. She cast one long, lingering glance at her husband, then, disguising herself with a shawl around her head, she crept out of the castle, for the first time alone. She was bound for a nearby forest where she had heard three witch-sisters lived. The queen had been told that they might give her what she most desired by taking from her what she least desired to give.
“But I have so much,” she thought as she ran through the woods. “Gold and jewels beyond counting. Even the diamond which the king himself put on my hand and from which I would hate to be parted. But though it is probably what I would least desire to give, I would give it gladly to have a child.”
The witchs’ hut squatted in the middle of the wood and through its window the queen saw the three old sisters sitting by the fire, chanting a spell as soft as a cradle song:
Needle and scissors,
Scissors and pins,
where one life ends,
Another begins.
And suiting their actions to the words, the three snipped and sewed, snipped and sewed with invisible thread over and over and over again.
The night was so dark and the three slouching sisters so strange that the queen was quite terrified. But her need was even greater than her fear. She scratched upon the window and the three looked up from their work.
“Come in,” they called out in a single voice.
So she had to go, pulled into the hut by that invisible thread.
“What do you want, my dear?” said the first old sister to the queen through the pins she held in her mouth.
“I want a child,” said the queen.
“When do you want it?” asked the second sister, who held a needle high above her head.
“As soon as I can get it,” said the queen, more boldly now.
“And what will you give for it?” asked the third, snipping her scissors ominously.
“Whatever is needed,” replied the queen. Nervously, she turned the ring with the diamond around her finger.
The three witches smiled at one another. Then they each held up a hand with the thumb and forefinger touching in a circle.
“Go,” they said. “It is done. All we ask is to be at the birthing to sew the swaddling cloth.”
The queen stood still as stone, a river of feelings washing around her. She had been prepared to gift them a fortune. What they asked was so simple, she agreed at once. Then she turned and ran out of the hut all the way to the castle. She never looked back.
Less than a year later the queen was brought to childbed. But in her great joy she forgot to mention her promise to the king. And then in her great pain, and because it had been such a small promise after all, she forgot it altogether.
As the queen lay in labor in her canopied bed, there came a knock on the castle door. When the guards opened it, who should be standing there but three slouching old women.
“We have come to be with the queen,” said the one with pins in her mouth.
The guards shook their heads.
“The queen promised we could make the swaddling cloth,” said the second, holding her needle high over her head.
“We must be by her side,” said the third, snapping her scissors.
One guard was sent to tell the king.
The king came to the castle door, his face red with anger, his brow wreathed with sweat.
“The queen told me of no such promise,” he said. “And she tells me everything. What possesses you to bother a man at a time like this? Be gone.” He dismissed them with a wave of his hand.
But before the guards could shut the door upon the ancient sisters, the one with the scissors called out: “Beware, oh king, of promises given.”
Then all three chanted:
Needle and scissors,
Scissors and pins,
Where one life ends.
Another begins.
The second old woman put her hands above her head and made a circle with her forefinger and thumb. But the one with the pins in her mouth thrust a piece of cloth into the king’s hand.
“It is for the babe,” she said. “Because of the queen’s desire.”
Then the three left the castle and were not seen there again.
The king started to look down at the cloth, but there came a loud cry from the bed chamber. He ran back, along the corridors, and when he entered the bedroom door the doctor turned around, a newborn child still red with birthblood in his hands.
“It is a girl, sire,” he said.
There was a murmur of praise from the attending women.
The king put out his hands to receive the child and, for the first time, really noticed the cloth he was holding. It was pure white, edged with lace. As he looked at it, his wife’s likeness began to appear on it slowly as if being stitched in with a crimson thread. First the eyes he so loved, then the elegant nose, the soft, full mouth, the dimpled chin.
The king was about to remark on it when the midwife cried out. “It is the queen, sire. She is dead.” And at the same moment, the doctor put the child into his hands.
The royal funeral and the royal christening were held on the same day and no one in the kingdom knew whether to laugh or cry except the babe, who did both.
Since the king could not bear to part with his wife entirely, he had the lace-edged cloth with her likeness sewn into the baby’s cloak so that wherever she went, the princess carried her mother’s face.
As she outgrew one cloak, the white lace cloth was cut away from the old and sewn into the new. And in this way the princess was never without the panel bearing her mother’s portrait nor was she ever allowed to wander far from her father’s watchful eyes. Her life was measured by the size of the cloaks, which were cut bigger each year, and the likeness of her mother, which seemed to get bigger as well.
The princess grew taller but she did not grow stronger. She was like a pale copy of her mother. There was never a time that the bloom of health sat on her cheeks. She remained the color of skimmed milk, the color of ocean foam, the color of second-day snow. She was always cold, sitting huddled for warmth inside her picture cloak even on the hottest days, and nothing could part her from it.
The king despaired of his daughter’s health, but neither the royal physicians nor the royal philosophers could help. He turned to necromancers and star-gazers, to herbalists and diviners. They pushed and prodded and prayed over the princess. They examined the soles of her feet and the movement of her stars. But still she sat cold and whey-colored, wrapped in her cloak.
At last one night, when everyone was fast asleep, the king left his bed and crept out of the castle alone. He had heard that there were three witch sisters who lived nearby who might give him what he most desired by taking from him what he least desired to give. Having lost his queen, he knew there was nothing else he would hate losing, not his fortune, his kingdom, or his throne. He would give it all up gladly to see his daughter, who was his wife’s pale reflection, sing and dance and run.
The witchs’ hut squatted in the middle of the wood and through its window the king saw the three old sisters. He did not recognize them but they knew him at once.
“Come in, come in,” they called out, though he had not knocked. And he was drawn into the hut as if pulled by an invisible thread.
“We know what you want,” said the first.
“We can give you what you most desire,” said the second.
“By taking what you least wish to give,” said the third.
“I have already lost my queen,” he said. “So anything else I have is yours so long as my daughter is granted a measure of health.” And he started to twist off the ring he wore on his third finger, the ring his wife had been pledged with, to give to the three sisters to seal his part of the bargain.
“Then you must give us—your daughter,” said the three.
The king was stunned. For a moment the only sound in the hut was the crackle of fire in the hearth.
“Never!” he thundered at last. “What you ask is impossible.”
“What you ask is impossible,” said the first old woman. “Nonetheless we promise it will be so.” She stood. “But if your daughter does not come to us, her life will be worth no more than this.” She took a pin from her mouth and held it up. It caught the firelight for a moment. Only a moment.
The king stared. “I know you,” he said slowly. “I have seen you before.”
The second sister nodded. “Our lives have been sewn together by a queen’s desire,” she said. She pulled the needle through a piece of cloth she was holding and drew the thread through in a slow, measured stitch.
The third sister began to chant, and at each beat her scissors snapped together:
Needle and scissors,
Scissors and pins,
Where one life ends,
Another begins.
The king cursed them thoroughly, his words hoarse as a rote of war, and left. But partway through the forest, he thought of his daughter like a waning moon asleep in her bed, and wept.
For days he raged in the palace and his courtiers felt his tongue as painfully as if it were a whip. Even his daughter, usually silent in her shroudlike cloak, cried out.
“Father,” she said, “your anger unravels the kingdom, pulling at its loosest threads. What is it? What can I do?” As she spoke, she pulled the cloak more firmly about her shoulders and the king could swear that the portrait of his wife moved, the lips opening and closing as if the image spoke as well.
The king shook his head and put his hands to his face. “You are all I have left of her,” he mumbled. “And now I must let you go.”
The princess did not understand, but she put her small faded hands on his. “You must do what you must do, my father,” she said.
And though he did not quite understand the why of it, the king brought his daughter into the wood the next night after dark. Setting her on his horse and holding the bridle himself, he led her along the path to the hut of the three crones.
At the door he kissed her once on each cheek and then tenderly kissed the image on her cloak. Then, mounting his horse, he galloped away without once looking back.
Behind him, the briars closed over the path and the forest was still.
Once her father had left, the princess looked around the dark clearing. When no one came to fetch her, she knocked upon the door of the little hut. Getting no answer, she pushed the door open and went in.
The hut was empty, though a fire burned merrily in the hearth. The table was set and beside the wooden plate were three objects: a needle, a scissors, and a pin. On the hearth wall, engraved in the stone, was a poem. The princess went over to the fire to read it:
Needle and scissors.
Scissors and pins,
Where one life ends
Another begins.
“How strange,” thought the princess, shivering inside her cloak.
She looked around the little hut, found a bed with a wooden headboard shaped like a loom, lay down upon the bed and, pulling the cloak around her even more tightly, slept.
In the morning when the princess woke, she was still alone, but there was food on the table, steaming hot. She rose and made a feeble toilette, for there were no mirrors on the wall, and ate the food. All the while, she toyed with the needle, scissors, and pin by her plate. She longed for her father and the familiarity of the court, but her father had left her at the hut and, being an obedient child, she stayed.
As she finished her meal, the hearthfire went out and soon the hut grew chilly. So the princess went outside and sat on a wooden bench by the door. Sunlight illuminated the clearing and wrapped around her shoulders like a golden cloak. Alternately she dozed and woke and dozed again until it grew dark.
When she went inside the hut, the table was once more set with food and this time she ate eagerly, then went to sleep, dreaming of the needle and scissors and pin. In her dream they danced away from her, refusing to bow when she bade them. She woke to a cold dawn.
The meal was ready and the smell of it, threading through the hut, got her up. She wondered briefly what hands had done all the work but, being a princess and used to being served, she did not wonder about it very long.
When she went outside to sit in the sun, she sang snatches of old songs to keep herself company. The sound of her own voice, tentative and slightly off key, was like an old friend. One tune kept running around and around in her head and though she did not know where she had heard it before, it fitted perfectly the words carved over the hearth:
Needle and scissors,
Scissors and pins.
Where one life ends
Another begins.
“That is certainly true,” she told herself, “for my life here in the forest is different than my life in the castle, though I myself do not feel changed.” And she shivered and pulled the cloak around her.
Several times she stood and walked about the clearing, looking for the path that led out. But it was gone. The brambles were laced firmly together like stitches on a quilt, and when she put a hand to them, a thorn pierced her palm and the blood dripped down onto her cloak, spotting the portrait of her mother and making it look as if she were crying red tears.
It was then the princess knew that she had been abandoned to the magic in the forest. She wondered that she was not more afraid and tried out different emotions: first fear, then bewilderment, then loneliness, but none of them seemed quite real to her. What she felt, she decided at last, was a kind of lightness, a giddiness, as if she had lost her center, as if she were a balloon, untethered and ready—at last—to let go.
“What a goose I have become,” she said aloud. “One or two days without the prattle of courtiers and I am talking to myself.”
But her own voice was a comfort and she smiled. Then, settling her cloak more firmly about her shoulders, she went back to the hut.
She counted the meager furnishings of the hut as if she were telling beads on a string: door, window, hearth, table, chair, bed. “I wish there were something to do,” she thought to herself. And as she turned around, the needle on the table was glowing as if a bit of fire had caught in its eye.
She went over to the table and picked up the needle, scissors, and pin and carried them to the hearth. Spreading her cloak on the stones, though careful to keep her mother’s image facing up, she sat.
“If I just had some thread,” she though.
Just then she noticed the panel with her mother’s portrait. For the first time it seemed small and crowded, spotted from the years. The curls were old-fashioned and overwrought, the mouth a little slack, the chin a touch weak.
“Perhaps if I could borrow a bit of thread from this embroidery,” she whispered, “just a bit where it will not be noticed. As I am alone, no one will know but me.
Slowly she began to pick out the crimson thread along one of the tiny curls. She heard a deep sigh as she started as if it came from the cloak, then realized it had been her own breath that had made the sound. She wound up the thread around the pin until she had quite a lot of it. Then she snipped off the end, knotted it, threaded the needle—and stopped.
“What am I to sew upon?” she wondered. All she had was what she wore. Still, as she had a great need to keep herself busy and nothing else to do, she decided to embroider designs along the edges of her cloak. So she began with what she knew. On the gray panels she sewed a picture of her own castle. It was so real, it seemed as if its banners fluttered in a westerly wind. And as it grew, turret by turret, she began to feel a little warmer, a little more at home.
She worked until it was time to eat but, as she had been in the hut all the while, no magical servants had set the table. So she hunted around the cupboards herself until she found bread and cheese and a pitcher of milk. Making herself a scanty meal, she cleaned away the dishes, then lay down on the bed and was soon asleep.
In the morning she was up with the dawn. She cut herself some bread, poured some milk, and took the meal outside where she continued to sew. She gave the castle lancet windows, a Lady Chapel, cows grazing in the outlying fields, and a moat in which golden carp swam about, their fins stroking the water and making little waves that moved beneath her hand.
When the first bit of thread was used up, she picked out another section of the portrait, all of the curls and a part of the chin. With that thread she embroidered a forest around the castle, where brachet hounds, noses close to the ground, sought a scent; a deer started; and a fox lay hidden in a rambling thicket, its ears twitching as the dogs coursed by. She could almost remark their baying, now near, now far away. Then, in the middle of the forest—with a third piece of thread—the princess sewed the hut. Beneath the hut, as she sewed, letters appeared though she did not touch them.
Needle and scissors,
Scissors and pins,
Where one life ends
Another begins.
She said the words aloud and, as she spoke, puffs of smoke appeared above the embroidered chimney in the hut. It reminded her that it was time to eat.
Stretching, she stood and went into the little house. The bread was gone. She searched the cupboards and could find no more, but there was flour and salt and so she made herself some flat cakes which she baked in an oven that was set into the stone of the fireplace. She knew that the smoke from her baking was sending soft clouds above the hut.
While the bread baked and the sweet smell embroidered the air, the princess went back outside. She unraveled more threads from her mother’s image: the nose, the mouth, the startled eyes. And with that thread she traced a winding path from the crimson castle with the fluttering banners to the crimson hut with the crown of smoke.
As she sewed, it seemed to her that she could hear the sound of birds: the rapid flutings of a thrush and the jug-jug-jug of a nightingale, and they came not from the real forest around her but from the cloak. Then she heard, from the very heart of her lapwork, the deep brassy voice of a hunting horn summoning her home. Looking up from her work, she saw that the brambles around the hut were beginning to part and there was a path heading north towards the castle.
She jumped up, tumbling needle and scissors and pin to the ground, and took a step towards the beckoning path. Then she stopped. The smell of the fresh bread stayed her. The embroidery was not yet done. She knew that she had to sew her own portrait onto the white laced panel of the cloak: a girl with crimson cheeks and hair tumbled to her shoulders, walking the path alone. She had to use up the rest of her mother’s thread before she was free.
Turning back towards the hut, she saw three old women standing in the doorway, their faces familiar. They smiled and nodded to her, holding out their hands.
The first old woman had the needle and pin nestled in her palm. The second held the scissors by the blades, handles offered. The third old woman shook out the cloak and, as she did so, a breeze stirred the trees in the clearing.
The princess smiled back at them. She held out her hands to receive their gifts. When she was done with the embroidery, though it would be hard to part with, she would give them the cloak. She knew that once it was given, she could go.
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A Note from the Author
I CONSIDER MYSELF a short form writer—short stories, picture books, poetry—who, somehow, occasionally falls into novels. This was my second collection of short fiction, many of the pieces originally published in magazines and anthologies, like the Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. When I had accumulated enough stories for a collection of my own, they were put together in Tales of Wonder, and then Dragonfield and Other Stories. But there are new stories here as well—or they were new, way back when the collection was first published.
All my short work is read aloud in the revision and polishing stage. I write a lot of so-called performance poems and also books for children. Reading my work aloud is a habit I fell into early on in my writing career. Also, I have become a polished oral storyteller over the years, so I feel that my stories have to please the ear as well as the eye. Or, as I’ve said somewhere, “The Eye and the Ear are different listeners.”
Interestingly enough, the title story in this collection, “Dragonfield,” was eventually turned into a graphic novel called The Last Dragon, with sensational art by illustrator Rebecca Guay. As in any transformation, something is gained and something is lost in the graphic novel iteration. The basic plot remained the same, but a novel—graphic or otherwise—has to invent more and deepen the characters. A graphic novel also relies heavily on pictures (rather than words) to tell its tale.
Jane Yolen



A Personal History by Jane Yolen
I was born in New York City on February 11, 1939. Because February 11 is also Thomas Edison’s birthday, my parents used to say I brought light into their world. But my parents were both writers and prone to exaggeration. My father was a journalist; my mother wrote short stories and created crossword puzzles and double acrostics. My younger brother, Steve, eventually became a newspaperman. We were a family of an awful lot of words!
We lived in the city for most of my childhood, with two brief moves: to California for a year while my father worked as a publicity agent for Warner Bros. films, and then to Newport News, Virginia, during the World War II years, when my mother moved my baby brother and me in with her parents while my father was stationed in London running the Army’s secret radio.
When I was thirteen, we moved to Connecticut. After college I worked in book publishing in New York for five years, married, and after a year traveling around Europe and the Middle East with my husband in a Volkswagen camper, returned to the States. We bought a house in Massachusetts, where we lived almost happily ever after, raising three wonderful children.
I say “almost,” because in 2006, my wonderful husband of forty-four years—Professor David Stemple, the original Pa in my Caldecott Award–winning picture book, Owl Moon—died. I still live in the same house in Massachusetts.
And I am still writing.
I have often been called the “Hans Christian Andersen of America,” something first noted in Newsweek close to forty years ago because I was writing a lot of my own fairy tales at the time.
The sum of my books—including some eighty-five fairy tales in a variety of collections and anthologies—is now well over 335. Probably the most famous are Owl Moon, The Devil’s Arithmetic, and How Do Dinosaurs Say Goodnight? My work ranges from rhymed picture books and baby board books, through middle grade fiction, poetry collections, and nonfiction, to novels and story collections for young adults and adults. I’ve also written lyrics for folk and rock groups, scripted several animated shorts, and done voiceover work for animated short movies. And I do a monthly radio show called Once Upon a Time.
These days, my work includes writing books with each of my three children, now grown up and with families of their own. With Heidi, I have written mostly picture books, including Not All Princesses Dress in Pink and the nonfiction series Unsolved Mysteries from History. With my son Adam, I have written a series of Rock and Roll Fairy Tales for middle grades, among other fantasy novels. With my son Jason, who is an award-winning nature photographer, I have written poems to accompany his photographs for books like Wild Wings and Color Me a Rhyme.
And I am still writing.
Oh—along the way, I have won a lot of awards: two Nebula Awards, a World Fantasy Award, a Caldecott Medal, the Golden Kite Award, three Mythopoeic Awards, two Christopher Awards, the Jewish Book Award, and a nomination for the National Book Award, among many accolades. I have also won (for my full body of work) the World Fantasy Award for Lifetime Achievement, the Science Fiction Poetry Association’s Grand Master Award, the Catholic Library Association’s Regina Medal, the University of Minnesota’s Kerlan Award, the University of Southern Mississippi and de Grummond Children’s Literature Collection’s Southern Miss Medallion, and the Smith College Medal. Six colleges and universities have given me honorary doctorate degrees. One of my awards, the Skylark, given by the New England Science Fiction Association, set my good coat on fire when the top part of it (a large magnifying glass) caught the sunlight. So I always give this warning: Be careful with awards and put them where the sun don’t shine!
Also of note—in case you find yourself in a children’s book trivia contest—I lost my fencing foil in Grand Central Station during a date, fell overboard while whitewater rafting in the Colorado River, and rode in a dog sled in Alaska one March day.
And yes—I am still writing.




At a Yolen cousins reunion as a child, holding up a photograph of myself. In the photo, I am about one year old, maybe two.




Sitting on the statue of Hans Christian Andersen in Central Park in New York in 1961, when I was twenty-two. (Photo by David Stemple.)




Enjoying Dirleton Castle in Scotland in 2010.




Signing my Caldecott Medal–winning book Owl Moon in 2011.




Reading for an audience at the Emily Dickinson Museum in Amherst, Massachusetts, in 2012.




Visiting Andrew Lang’s gravesite at the Cathedral of Saint Andrew in Scotland in 2011.



All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook onscreen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Copyright © 1985 by Jane Yolen
Cover design by Gabriel Guma
978-1-4804-2328-2
This edition published in 2013 by Open Road Integrated Media
345 Hudson Street
New York, NY 10014
www.openroadmedia.com




EBOOKS BY JANE YOLEN
FROM OPEN ROAD MEDIA




Available wherever ebooks are sold





Open Road Integrated Media is a digital publisher and multimedia content company. Open Road creates connections between authors and their audiences by marketing its ebooks through a new proprietary online platform, which uses premium video content and social media.
Videos, Archival Documents, and New Releases
Sign up for the Open Road Media newsletter and get news delivered straight to your inbox.
Sign up now at
www.openroadmedia.com/newsletters
FIND OUT MORE AT
WWW.OPENROADMEDIA.COM
FOLLOW US:
@openroadmedia and
Facebook.com/OpenRoadMedia


cover.jpeg





images/00015.jpg
OPENﬂDROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA

NEW YORK





images/00014.jpg
. Em—
===

ARDS 300 -

C





images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg





images/00013.jpg





images/00012.jpg





images/00002.jpg
OPENﬁDROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA





images/00001.jpg
DRAGONTIELD

..............

JANETOLEN

R/ 5





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00007.jpg





