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Fish Tails


Prologue

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

BERTRAM THE TAILOR

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“. . . Uh . . . patro . . .”

“Your father’s name?”

“Also Bertram . . .”

“Then you are Bertram Bertramson . . .?”

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

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

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

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

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

The tailor mumbled something.

“Yes?” asked Abasio with a lethal smile.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Just plain Abasio will do, Bertram.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s your name?” asked Blue.

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

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

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

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

“Willum,” said the boy.

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, boy.”

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

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

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

“Why’s your town called Gravysuck?”

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

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


CHAPTER 1

An Unexpected Lamentation

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They did not.

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

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

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

“Might. Yes.”

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

“Yes. Could be. If.”

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

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

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

“Yes. It does that.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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