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Foreward

 

 

Kingdom of Light is unique among my works. It is metaphysical and symbolic in quality, and even the literary style I have used for it differs from the style in which I write the Kaarathlon and Areaer novels. Unlike them, it is neither a character nor a plot novel, but a work of symbolic art. So I just want everyone to be aware that I consider Kingdom of Light to be as much as a separate genre from the fantasy I usually write as a book of essays would be, lest anyone be disappointed or surprised in an unpleasant, nonconstructive way. 

 

Good wishes and peace to all of you. I hope for you all to find your glow-stones and the Kingdom of Light along whatever path is best suited to you! 

 

-Raina Nightingale 

 

PS. Thanks for reading! 
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#1

Finding Light

 

Louisa set the stake of her torch in the ground, and knelt down carefully. She began to pick leaves and stems out of the low-growing, creeping foliage, and place them in the basket she carried with her.

Suddenly, she let out a quick, soft gasp. What had she seen? What was that light on the undersides of the leaves? It had vanished again, when she released the slender, winding branches and let them fall back down to their normal position. Driven by curiosity, she lifted the branches again, until she saw it.

Embedded in the soft earth was a jewel or stone of some sort. It looked like it might have been a diamond. Louisa could not be certain how big it was, for she did not know how much of it was still covered by the loamy soil. The surface she saw was almost as large as the nail of her smallest finger. It was clearish-white, and sparkled with an inner radiance. Louisa's heart caught in her throat. She had heard of these mysterious glow-stones, and she knew she should mark the place, and tell the King's soldiers so that they could come, take the glow-stone, and destroy it. Glow-stones were said to be very rare, but they were no less dangerous. They were seeded by the Enemy, and would bring certain doom to any who took them. In a land of perpetual darkness, the light was very tempting, and had lured many to their deaths, which came in various and horrible ways. Some were driven mad by the glow-stones they carried, and threw themselves off of cliffs, or into deep water, or into fire. Others were hunted and slain by horrible creatures. Still others were consumed from within by horrible diseases brought on them by the glow-stones.

Nonetheless, knowing the risk she was taking, a risk to her well-being both in this life and in the afterlife, Louisa knew that she would not tell the King's soldiers about the gem. It was too beautiful. She wanted to sit there and stare at it forever. Unlike her torch, it would never burn out.

Louisa knew that if she sat there forever, someone would come and find her, and destroy the beautiful, glowing gem. She placed her basket on her arm, rose, pulled her torch-stake out of the ground, and decided to look somewhere else for herbs. She did not want to expose the glow-stone to every prying eye. If she did, someone might know that she had seen it, and even if no one knew that she had seen it and refused, for whatever reason, to tell the King's soldiers about it, someone else would see it and give it over to destruction.

Louisa returned to her family's house, and set the torch in its place in the wall. She laid the basket of herbs on the table, and took a long look at the torches that lined the wall, many of them unlit. New wood had, constantly, to be cut and prepared, so that people could have light by which to see and by which to protect themselves. It was tiresome and wearisome, but few people thought of that. It was the ways things had always been. There was a promise, though, that if one were faithful, then after death one would be carried by angels, to live there forever, to a place of perpetual light, where the sky itself always glowed brilliantly, and there was no need to constantly work to have only a small patch of brightness. On the other hand, if one took a glow-stone into one's possession, one's life would be short, and after death one would be taken away into a place of perpetual blackness, with no light at all, not even the light of a flickering torch, to howl forever in grief and torment.

Louisa shoved these thoughts from her mind, and set to work preparing the herbs to be edible and bringing out their medicinal properties.

 

She curled up on her mat and drew the blanket over herself. She had always hated and feared the dark, and she had always been told that it was a childish fear and would pass as she grew up and became wiser. She was twelve years old now – which, by her people's measurements, would be twenty-four Phases – and she did not think that she was any less afraid of the dark than she had been when she was five years – or ten Phases. It was, for her, a constant fear: except during the Time of Warmth, when she was in a building lit by torches, she lived in fear of the dark. Her torch did not provide sufficient light. It was worst, though, during the Time of Cold, when all lights were snuffed out and people slept. She knew she could not have the torches left burning. Torches had always to be attended, lest they should catch something on fire and the fire go unhindered until it was an unstoppable blaze and had caused much destruction. Additionally, torches could not be wasted, because of the effort and wood that went into them.

These thoughts had passed through Louisa's mind every Time of Cold since she could remember. Now, having seen a glow-stone, she could not help but think about how convenient and nice it would be if she could keep such a gem. If such a gem would not bring disaster. She knew it would do no good to ask her parents. They would only scold her and yell at her for even entertaining such a thought. She cringed.

I have to sleep. I have to. I won't be able to do my work if I waste my sleeping time terrifying myself with non-existent nightmares and fears of the dark, she thought. 

The next Time of Warmth, Louisa was not sent into the fields to gather herbs again. Her mother said she had enough of the field-plants for several Times. Louisa felt a cold shock of disappointment. She would have loved to go out into the fields again, to look upon the glow-stone for a moment, just to assure herself that it was still there. Instead, she had to dig for roots in the village garden, and watch her little brother, who was not yet two Phases old. Not that she especially minded watching Vance. It was fun to play with Vance, but it was hard to know what to do when he became unhappy.

It was several Times before Louisa could visit the glow-stone again. When she came to the place, for a moment she was frightened and very worried, since lifting the foliage did not immediately reveal the shining gem. She frantically searched, and, there, sure enough, shone the gem, a light purer and brighter than anything she had ever imagined, and altogether different from the reddish, flickering light cast by the flames of the torches.

A desire to tell someone about what was going on in her mind and life began to plague Louisa. She had never kept secrets only to herself. She wanted advice and suggestions, as she always did, even in what seemed to adults minor matters without significance and import. Yet, she knew that there was no one whom she could tell about the glow-stone and her thoughts. There was no one she could ask for advice in this matter that troubled her. She truly was troubled. She did not know what she should do. She was afraid of the glow-stone, afraid what might happen to her even for looking at it and not telling about it, let alone considering the idea of keeping it. At the same time, she could not stop thinking about it. She always worried, “Has it disappeared? Has anything happened to it?” She always thought about how nice it would be to have some real light; for, without noticing it, she had begun to think of the glow-stone as “real light” and to discard the torches as quite inferior, the light of their flames not even really light.

When she was alone, babysitting Vance, she found that, while she played with Vance, she would tell him, in a low voice, about the glow-stone and her conflicted thoughts. Though he was learning how to talk, his vocabulary had not reached that point at which he could tell anyone what Louisa told him. She was not even sure that he understood what she told him. Either way, she needed to tell someone. 

One Time, Louisa returned from the fields, very late, and even more distressed than usual. The basket she carried was full of herbs and some fruit, since she had done her gathering before going to check on the glow-stone. She had touched its surface, caressed it almost solemnly. She feared the dark, as if it were full of waiting enemies she could not see, and she often nearly panicked. She sat there, soaking her eyes in the light of the glow-stone, trying not to think about the fact that she would soon have to cover the glow-stone again and leave it. She whispered, as if the glow-stone could hear her, even though she knew it could not hear her, not being an animal, “Why is the dark so frightening? I know there must be a reason, but I've never been told. Why is it all dark? 'It's just the way things are,' people tell me whenever I ask that question. But I'm sure there must be a reason. What's the truth about darkness and light? What's the truth about you, my precious light gem? Will you really bring evil upon me if I take you and keep you? I don't know why I'm talking to you, since you can't hear me.” She stopped speaking and sobbed. “What's the truth? I thought my parents knew everything, and they do know a lot. I don't know how much they know. But, I don't know that they know everything anymore. How do people know that glow-stones are evil? Does anyone know? I've never even heard of anyone who knew anyone who kept a glow-stone. I mean, I have heard of such people, but only in stories, far away or long ago. Not anyone that my parents or any of my friends, or any of my friends' parents, ever met. What's the truth? I have no one to tell me. I'd think my parents are probably right, since they know so very much. There's a lot I know that they know. How to take care of babies. How to take care of mothers. Which plants are good for eating. How to prepare food. So much! So much I don't think I could ever learn. How to build houses. The list is endless. But, I feel like living in the darkness is going to make me insane. I can hardly sleep, and I only get more afraid as I get older, never less afraid. My torch isn't enough, and I have to sleep in the dark. It's so dark it hurts my eyes. The torch hurts my eyes. The only light I've ever found that doesn't hurt me is you, little jewel. The only thing I've ever found that doesn't hurt my eyes. Or scare me. The torch scares me, too. It would be so easy to start a fire with it. If I drop it, it'll start a fire, and no one else might be around to put it out! I did drop it once, no, more than once, and it did cause damage before it could be snuffed out. Horrible things happened. I'm so afraid. I thought I would die. Be killed.” She burst out weeping, again. “I don't want to die. I really don't want to die. And, I don't want to live in the dark. I want light. Real light. Light that doesn't hurt me. Light that doesn't scare me. Oh! Oh! Oh!” 

She did not know how long she sat by the glow-stone, talking and weeping. Finally, she rose. She knew she had to get back. She slung the basket back on her arm, carefully rearranged branches, dirt, and leaves over the glow-stone, pulled her torch-stake out of the ground, and tried to walk as quickly as she dared back in the direction of the village.

Out of the darkness, when she was not half-way back to the village, from some direction – she was too terrified to be certain of the direction – she heard a sound. She did not know what it was. It was low, rather short, and it throbbed a little. She had no idea how to describe it. There was nothing she could do. She raised her torch and tried to peer into the shadows, but she saw nothing but trees, and, farther away, outlines of trees. Nothing for alarm. Nothing unusual. Weeping hysterically, she continued to make her way back to the village.

When she finally entered the house, she stopped for a moment to snuff out the torch, then flung it on the ground, unable to remember or think about proper decorum or following the rules, or even what was safe. She rushed through the door, flung herself on a pile of heather, and cried desperately.

Her older sister, Madeira, entered. Madeira set her torch in the proper holding from the wall, stooped, picked up Louisa's discarded one, set it also in the holding in the wall, crossed the room, and knelt down next to her sister. “Louisa!” she said, concern in her voice. “What's wrong?”

Louisa muttered something incoherent.

Madeira put her arms over Louisa. She held Louisa up, and took her shoulders into her lap. “Are you all right, dear sister?”

Louisa's words were obscured by her tears.

“I can't hear you unless you stop crying for a moment,” said Madeira tenderly.

This time, Madeira distinguished two words, “The dark!”

“What about the dark?”

Louisa took a deep breath. “I'm scared. Something – something! Something somethinged.” 

“What are you talking about?” pressed Madeira, gently.

“I don't know!” Louisa almost shouted. She burst into weeping a-fresh.

Madeira held her and rocked her. What could she possibly mean by the words 'something somethinged?' It was too indistinct to make anything of it. Once, when she had gone gathering, Madeira had had quite a fright. She learned, later, that what she had heard and felt was a great branch falling from a tree. Even that was scary enough. How could one be sure to avoid being under such a branch when it fell, and thus crushed, maybe to death, or maybe only severely wounded? She did not want to tell Louisa about that, though. It would only scare Louisa more, in all likelihoods, and being afraid of falling branches would not help one to avoid being under one. As far as Madeira knew, there was no way to protect oneself from such a danger. 

The following Time, when Louisa approached the house after being sent out to weed in the village garden, she heard her parents and Madeira yelling at each other. “What if it was a horrible creature, and she's found and been keeping a glow-stone?” yelled her father.

“How would she conceal a glow-stone?” her mother yelled back. “I don't believe Louisa would know how to do something like that. I don't even know if it's possible.”

Madeira's voice, somewhat lower, was added to the angry cacophony. “She probably just heard a branch falling from a tree! I heard one once, and it was scary enough.”

“But if there's a glow-stone, we have to do something about it! Even if it's really unlikely!” said her father.

“– that's just silly,” said Madeira. “I've never seen a glow-stone. And, you really don't want to risk frightening the poor child anymore than she already is. If there was a glow-stone, and that is what this is about – or even if that isn't what this is about – I'm sure she'll get rid of it, now, she's so frightened, and she knows the stories as well as anyone. And, if she gets rid of it, we at least will escape. She might, too, since nothing really horrible has happened yet.” 

Unwilling to hear anymore of the argument, Louisa turned back to pick out more weeds.


#2

Their Doubt, My Light

 

Louisa's feelings were too confused for her to begin to understand them. Whatever she had heard might have nothing to do with the glow-stone! It might not imply any impending doom or disaster! In this thought, she was relieved to the point where she wanted to bounce and hop – something quite impossible while carrying a torch! At the same time, she was afraid. If her parents questioned her, they would find out the truth! Even though she had not been keeping a glow-stone, looking at it and not telling the King's soldiers about it was bad enough. Her parents would be so mad! She did not know how she could handle it, or what might happen.

Louisa was too anxious to do any work well, and almost as soon as she reached the garden plot that needed weeding, after she had only pulled maybe one or two of the weeds, she decided to return to her family's home. Perhaps, her parents and oldest sister would have stopped arguing by then. She trembled with fear. She knew she had to go home sometime, but she dreaded what might happen.

When Louisa entered the home, her mother looked up from some mushrooms she was slicing and preparing for the before-sleeptime meal. “Louisa!” she said. “I was wondering when you would get here!” She laid the knife down and spread out her arms.

Louisa set the torch in the wall, and went forward into her mother's arms. She relaxed, all the tension draining out of her limbs. She remembered that, when she had been very small, she felt safe in her mother's arms, even in absolute darkness. She thought she might still feel safe there, but she did not sleep in her mother's arms anymore – or even next to her. Smaller, newer children needed that place of comfort, safety, and nourishment, now.

No one asked Louisa any questions that Cold Time.

The next Time, Madeira grabbed Louisa and spoke to her in soft tones, directly after the early morning. “Why don't you come with me and do your work with me, to-Time? I have a friend I would like you to meet.”

Louisa asked her parents about that, as her mother was helping her father to get ready to do his work. “Yeah, that's fine,” said her mother, without giving Louisa much attention. “I don't see why not,” said her father. Louisa felt that they thought the matter was of no consequence and were, in fact, annoyed that she had even asked.

As they walked out of the home, torch-stakes in their hands, Madeira almost whispered to Louisa, “Why did you do that?”

“Do what?” asked Louisa.

“Ask your parents,” said Madeira.

“I wouldn't want to disobey them, or go somewhere they didn't know where, or something like that,” said Louisa.

“It annoyed them,” said Madeira.

“It might have annoyed them more if I hadn't. It might annoy them more sometime if I don't. Somethings might seem no different or more interesting to me, but they might see it differently,” said Louisa. She had said she did not want to disobey her parents or do something that would displease them. It was almost true. She did feel that way, about everything except the glow-stone. She continued to go to and look at the glow-stone, even though she knew her parents would be displeased that she did not report it at once, and even more displeased about her continued interest and obsession with it. Well, she did not want to disobey her parents or displease them even about the glow-stone. She just wanted to keep on looking at the glow-stone more than she wanted to obey and please her parents.

Madeira conceded that Louisa might have a point there, and said no more about that subject.

In several minutes, Madeira was introducing Louisa and the friend of which she had spoken, a tall girl named Nur. Nur made casual conversation at first, asking Louisa what she liked doing, how she occupied her little brother, and other questions of the sort which the girls in that village were always asking each other. She and Madeira showed Louisa how to do the easier and simpler parts of the work in which they were engaged. “We have to prepare the substance exactly right, or else the mushrooms will not grow right,” explained Nur. “Actually, it's a bit more complicated than that. The wrong mushrooms might grow, too, and we don't want that to happen.”

Madeira made a clucking noise, indicating intense agreement.

“What happens if the wrong mushrooms grow? What makes a mushroom wrong or right?” asked Louisa.

“There's many different kinds of mushrooms, kind of a little like how there's many different kinds of plants and herbs,” said Madeira.

“I know!” said Louisa. “I wish I could see them quite well.” An image of the lovely, soft green underside of a leaf in the light of the glow-stone flashed through her mind. Never, except when in the presence of the glow-stone, had she seen such a color! The leaf looked so different by the torch-light.

The talk remained centered on the various types of mushrooms, how to cultivate them, and the assorted and related difficulties and cares. At one point, Louisa almost squealed, “If I do something wrong, will I kill the whole village? A mushroom will grow that looks just right, and smells just right, and even tastes just right, right, but it won't be just right?”

“Sshh,” said Nur. “Not at all. We're only giving you the very simple tasks. We won't let that happen. You're fine. You can't mess anything up.”

“Okay.” Louisa sighed with relief. The world was so dangerous, and there were so many dangers of which she did not know. She did not know why the world was so dangerous. She was sure there had to be an explanation.

It was shortly after that, that Louisa heard Nur saying to Madeira, “Isn't it curious that no one has seen a glow-stone in these parts in such a long time? There isn't a grandparent in town who remembers a grandparent who had met anyone who met anyone who ever found a glow-stone.”

“It could be curious,” responded Madeira, “but, it also could be that the people before did a rather adequate job removing and destroying the glow-stones. Those which were easy to find would have been found, and would either have killed their finders, or been reported, and would have been destroyed. Since people don't look for them, there would not be any reason for people to find those that are harder to find. So, since glow-stones don't grow like trees or mushrooms, unless someone was bringing them in, there wouldn't be any that are easy to find anymore, and so no one would find them. So, that doesn't mean anything, except that the King has been successful in sealing the borders and keeping the Enemy and his forces out of the Kingdom.” 

Louisa had thought of what Nur said before, too, but she would not say so. “What's curious?” she dared to ask, however. She had never thought of the fact Nur mentioned as curious, and she had only thought of it once. She had to know what Nur was thinking. Was Nur, also, thinking that no one really knew what the glow-stones were and what they did? No, that did not make sense. If that was what Nur was thinking, and Madeira knew it, then Madeira's response made no sense. Louisa could not think of a reason that would make why people did not find glow-stones relevant to the fact that people – who did not even know anyone who knew anyone who knew anyone who found a glow-stone – probably did not know anything about glow-stones, like they knew which foods could be eaten. Madeira spoke like she knew very well about what Nur was talking.

“Well, if no one has ever seen a glow-stone, it might be because there aren't any glow-stones around,” said Nur.

“Why does it matter if there aren't any glow-stones around?” asked Louisa.

“Well,” said Nur, dropping her voice even lower than the low tone with which she had been speaking all along, “it might mean that there is no need to have Soldiers stationed everywhere, to destroy glow-stones if any should be found.”

Louisa did not understand why Nur was speaking so quietly. She said nothing. There might be other reasons to have Soldiers present than just the destruction of glow-stones. She would not know. She did know that there was at least one glow-stone around, and that she was not sure she believed the stories about them. She also knew that she could tell no one. If anyone knew, and her parents found out, she would have to tell her parents all about it. Even if she did not tell her parents all about it, she would never get to see the glow-stone again. It mattered so much to her. Besides, worse things might happen, if people found out about her glow-stone – not that it was hers, so long as she left it buried where she had found it. 

Remembering how quietly she spoke to Vance when talking to him about the glow-stone, she wondered if that had something to do with the low voices. Madeira had asked her to come with her very quietly, as if she did not want their parents to overhear, and then she had wanted Louisa to not tell her parents or ask their permission! Now, Nur and Madeira were talking rather quietly, and, just now, Nur had spoken even more quietly, so that Louisa had only barely heard her at all! 

“Is there somethin –” began Louisa, but then stopped herself. She had been about to ask, “Is there something wrong with what we're talking about?” but then she thought better of it. She did not really know, anyways, and she did not know if anyone knew. At any rate, she would listen no more to these conversations and she would take no more part in them.

“Is there something what?” asked Madeira.

“I don't know,” said Louisa. “I just don't want to talk about this anymore.”

In the light of the three torches, she saw Madeira and Nur look at each other strangely, and she did not know what their looks meant.

Louisa did not tell her parents about Nur and Madeira's conversation. She was not really sure what they were talking about, what they meant, or what they had implied. She felt like it would have been wrong to tell her parents, or anyone else for that matter, even if she had known. She did not know if it would be wrong to tell her parents if she knew that what they were doing was wrong. She knew very, very little herself. I wonder if it's even possible to know anything, she thought. Of course, not anything, but, I wonder if it's even possible to know most things. No one seems to have any answers for my questions. Why is it dark? Why isn't everything light, like the glow-stone? No one knows. No one even seems to notice that they don't know. Sometimes, it's like no one has even noticed that it's always so dark! She had asked some of the girls, and a few younger boys, if they were afraid of the dark. Two had shrugged and said nothing. Two said, “Yeah, a little, maybe.” Two said that they had never been afraid of the dark and that they were not sure how anyone could be afraid of the dark. Darkness was all around them. Three said that they were afraid of the dark when they were very small, but that it was becoming less scary. She had not asked any others. Louisa could not even imagine not being afraid of the dark. She had nightmares about being alone in the forest, and having her torch go out. Sometimes, she had nightmares about every torch in the whole village going out. When she told her parents, they dismissed her fears as childish and caused by an over-active imagination. She could not help but say to herself, It could happen! No one knows it won't happen. It could really happen. If it does, what will we do? What will happen to us? She guessed she was still a child, but none of the other children seemed to have her fears, and she knew no way to ignore them or to dismiss them. It really could happen. No one had ever even tried to tell her a reason that it could not happen. They just assumed that it never would happen. Louisa did not know why. Perhaps, they assumed that it never would happen with the same reasoning that Madeira and Nur used: they had never heard of it happening. 

Well, tomorrow I will visit my glow-stone again, thought Louisa. She was half-asleep, between waking thought and dreaming. 

When she woke, very early in the middle of the Cold, she found herself thinking, I want my light, my glow-stone. Clear in her mind burned the image of the gem and its pure, white light. She felt as if nothing else mattered. 

Then, terror washed over her. Her glow-stone? Was thinking and feeling about the gem in this way equivalent to keeping it? Was it the gem that attracted monsters and nightmares and diseases and madness, or was it thinking about the gem as if it belonged to one? At first, she had only thought of it as the glow-stone. By imperceptible degrees, she had gone from thinking and feeling about the glow-stone, to thinking and feeling about her glow-stone. This change must have been nearly completed, when she had thought, yester-Time, that horrible things might happen if people found out about her glow-stone, and, then, almost with sadness, she had completed the thought by remembering that it could not really be hers as long as she left it buried in the dirt. She wanted it to be hers. She had wanted it to be hers from the beginning, but not as she wanted it to be hers now. Now, her want was final in a way it had not been at the beginning. It had changed into a different kind of want, and that frightened her. It had begun with something more like wishing. Now, it was want. She did not know exactly what it was, only that it felt like nothing she had ever experienced before. It felt actual. It felt real. 


#3

Hiding Light

 

Louisa's fear was overwhelming. Her heart beat wildly while she lay under the covers. It sounded like the beat of a drum in her ears. Her nerves thrummed. Her skin tingled with the fearful energy. It skittered through her, making her feel like she absolutely could not lay still. It would drive her insane to even try to be still.

She sat up.

Louisa knew she could not go back to sleep. She could not move around in the small dwelling; that would surely wake her parents and her older brother. She did not know what Madeira would do if she found out, either. She could not light a torch. If she did so, it would wake everyone up for certain. There was a strict prohibition against going outside without a lit torch.

The curtains stirred. Louisa felt a presence, a darkness deeper than the uniform utter Darkness of the Time of Cold. She shed her blankets, and fled the house, wearing only her scant nightgown. Coldness washed over her, raising goose-bumps on her skin and making her whole body tingle, but she did not pay it enough heed to realize that the cold breeze on her cheeks was chilling in a rather pleasant way. She knew the lay-out of the house so well that she did not need a torch to show her the way. She ran clear to the door, fumbled for a moment with the latch, and continued running. A few vague sounds convinced her that she was still pursued by she-knew-not-what.

Now, first, utter terror and despair overwhelmed her. She was certain that she would never find her way to the glow-stone without a torch. She had only a vague notion of the direction, which was not the direction she was, in fact, running. She could never have managed to not run headlong into a tree, without a torch, during the Warmth. Surely, in the Cold, she would fall into something, be tangled by branches, and devoured at the horrible creature's leisure. Her only chance was to run as fast she could! She would have burst into sobs if she had had the breath to do so.

Almost before she had finished these thoughts, which took scarcely three seconds, she was surprised by a glimmer of light. At first, she thought it was light she had never seen before, but she ran towards it. Another glow-stone appeared before her eyes, laying right in the center of the main road!

A faint whirring, whizzing sound startled her from above, and she looked up, but saw nothing. Louisa approached the glow-stone and threw herself over it, momentarily concealing most of its light. There could not be another! Not right here! She had been down this path a thousand and one times in her life, and so had every other member of the village, and it had never been discovered! Unless… and a strange thought dawned in her young mind. Unless the glow-stone had been dropped there, just now, by whatever was that whizzing sound which had passed over her head just a few moments ago.

Louisa sat up and examined the glow-stone. It appeared just like the one she had found in the fields. All its facets were just the same, just the same size, just the same shape, in just the same position and at just the same angles to the others. She picked it up and cupped it in her hands. It was roughly round, and its diameter was about one and a half inches. She crooned softly, almost ecstatic with pleasure. The light had never seemed so nice, so bright, so white, so pure, so delightful, so comforting.

Glow-stones really are placed and brought by someone, she thought, and I don't know who that someone is. I don't know anything, really. I don't even know if all glow-stones are exactly identical, or if they vary. I don't even know if they're all the same color, or if they're all the same size or shape, or mostly the same. I do know that, as far as I can tell, this one is exactly the same as the one I found. Is it the one? Can that whizzing sound have taken it from where it was, and brought it here to me? 

She swallowed hard. I don't even know that keeping this glow-stone will not make horrible things happen to me. But I have to. I just have to. I need the light of it. I can't stand only getting to see it once or so in eight or nine full Times. I have to have it, and I have to be able to assure myself of its safety every Cold Time. I need its light. It is so comforting, and I am so scared! She rose, cupping the glow-stone in her hands, covering it almost completely, so that her hands glowed a bright red from the brilliant gem within. She could see the bones in her hands, darker patches against the red brilliance. She had never seen such a beautiful red. 

Even concealed in her hands, the gem-stone cast a light quite as bright as that of the torches. She wondered that it had not wakened the inhabitants of the village when it was laid down. She hoped that, since it had not wakened them then, in unconcealed brilliance, it would not waken them now, dimmed by her hands. Unlike the torch, the red light did not waver, and it clearly illuminated her surroundings and the path she followed. Her heart still beat very rapidly, and she heard it pounding in her ears, but her fear had been soothed by the glow-stone, and had been mixed with excitement such as she had never known before in her life. Earlier, her skin had tingled, energy had skittered across her flesh, and her body had thrummed with fear. Now, her skin tingled, energy skittered across her, and she thrummed, so that she almost felt like a
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