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Madeline missed seeing the stars. 

The tunnels closed in and all she wanted was to be back on the farm. She tried hard to ignore the family shrine to Kaylina, the goddess of winter and living things underground. They carried it with them to and from the farm and it stood now at the entrance to their chamber in the caverns. Why was there no goddess for the things she loved, fresh air and quiet nights under the clouds and sky?

Her fifteenth birthday had come and gone and they had celebrated with songs and gifts. All the while Kaylina’s lifeless eyes, the specter of winter, seemed to bore through her. No one else seemed to love the farm. To them it was just a place of isolation and toil. They were excited for the winter, to descend the ladders into the tunnels and be with the community again. 

Shut inside for a few days now, close walls and closer people, it was hard for Madeline to breathe. Pleasure lay in moving her body in the wide gestures of work, learning about the land. For everyone else though pleasure happened exchanging stories and goods after the harvest.

Closing her eyes she could recall the beckoning distance. But once the portals were closed they were sacred to Kaylina. 

The music began immediately and the celebrations ran for days. Father was a skilled guitar player in high demand and he played for hours at a time during the five nights of Convent, which they celebrated when everyone finally arrived back in The Town. The noise of revelry shook the ground above their heads. People feasted and listed the names of those born that year and those who had died. They drank beer and mead and celebrated making it through to another winter. 

The young circled one another warily. The old watched, remembering the pull of nature upon youthful bodies. It was their favorite diversion, moving the young to see which ones might match like magnets and which would repel. It was nearly a sport, the finest entertainment, and Madeline was now of age. She was not pleased. 

Every year The Town felt more crowded and she dreaded going there more and more. And now, shut in, she longed for something to learn, some sense that there was more than just what she could touch with her arm outstretched.

Her appetite for information never let her rest. The Town offered so little to learn or know unless you wanted to absorb the constant gossip and petty fights. Meanwhile back on the farm there was always more to discover and understand. 

Every year she predicted the weather with greater ease, guided crops and animals with greater skill, and if someone had asked her how, she would’ve said she spoke with the prairie; hearing its words and noticing its mood. But no one asked and she had long since learned to keep most of what she knew to herself. Her place was as a quiet, obedient girl but hidden in her mind was a world of expanding patterns and delicious unanswered questions. 

In the mornings she woke before anyone, anxious to do the day’s gathering. Usually it was herbs and remedies for the kinds of ailments that arose among people living so close together. Sickness was frequent in the first nights of Convent. Most people called it evil spirits and the afflicted were told to do penance as well as drink the tinctures of tree bark and dried herbs that she and her conscripted companions gathered.

Once again her father was sick immediately following the festival. It happened every year so Madeleine had been out collecting herbs before his first complaint. He overspent and undernourished himself and now her grandmother was chanting and burning tallow candles to the goddess in their chambers while ladling bitter nettle broth between his objections.

“Madeleine...” her father’s voice was scratchy from arguing with grandmother. 

“Yes?” She entered his bedroom but kept a distance.

“You’re a good girl.”

He was half delirious and wanted something.

“Yes, papa.” She crouched down beside him.

“Go outside for me. Find some honey.”

She dabbed the sweat from his forehead, “It’s cold. I will be outside tomorrow morning with the foragers.”

“The bees will be asleep right now. Please, my mouth is bitter.”

Feeling bad for him, she agreed “Alright. I will try.”

She knew how the sun could point the way to wild hives, which plants the bees preferred and would live near. She could recognize the nooks and hollows where bees might feel safe.

First though, she had to get outside. A high ladder led to the heavy portal door. The penalties were slight for first offenses early in the season. Only the Collectors who lived there all year were meant to know the sequence to unlock it. But they did not take much care to keep her from seeing how it was done when they went out on sanctioned foraging work. It was a simple tumbler sequence achieved by sliding small wooden and metal blocks into place, sort of like a children’s toy that reveals the shape of a bird or flower.

The portal door made a creaking noise anyone might have heard if they had been standing nearby but Madeleine was confident she was alone. People were away in their chambers down in the warren of tunnels that made up The Town fully or nearly asleep.
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Madeleine emerged into breezy starlight. The moon was a waxing half sphere but shone brightly and cast her shadow on a rock-face nearby.  It was a risk coming outside. But this was not the first time she had snuck out and she knew the area just around the holes well enough to not get lost.

This land was strange. It seemed as though a thousand small mountains had tried to grow but froze in the attempt and now their infant spires jutted up from the ground like irregular teeth. Her family traveled a full week with their two laden carts to get here and on the journey she saw the grasses fall away to become scrubby and gnarled trees among moss and bushes.

As a small child the journey excited her but as she had grown older and seen it year after year it came to symbolize captivity. If she could only see a different set of mountains, a new line of rocky teeth bared among stunted grass, then the world would begin to open up and she would remember how it is to feel wonder.

“It is very late to be out gathering, is it not?”

Madeleine froze and braced for the strike she received from the ladies of The Town when they caught her where she did not belong. No violence came and after a moment she relaxed enough to look and see who had spoken.

It was Honorius, one of the Collectors, the people who lived in The Town all year and took care of it. They were called Collectors even though they never had any more one year than they’d had the year before. 

She should have expected to run into him. He was always around the edges of whatever was happening, never participating and rarely speaking except to welcome arrivals or bid them farewell. As far as Madeleine knew he was one of only a few persons who lived in The Town the whole year. They did not even seem to collect very many of themselves.

“What brings you out here so late?” His voice was not sharp so Madeleine relaxed.

She looked around to get her bearings. The cardinal directions were clear from the stars and she recognized plants and rock formations from years of winter mornings gathering herbs and grasses.

“My father is sick. He asked me for honey.”

“Why not enquire from a neighbor. Someone likely has some. And then you would not risk offending Kaylina. She protects us only so long as we are obedient.”

She paused and thought. The whole town liked her father and would be generous. Honey never lasted long and they had used their own supply. But that did not mean everyone had.

“I guess I preferred to come outside. I'm sorry for being disobedient though.”

He nodded approvingly. “Nature is our neighbor too and often will provide if she is asked. Kaylina teaches patience and will often practice it as well.” He smiled and motioned for her to continue her search.

They both stood quietly for a moment looking around. Honorius was short but lithe. He had a lined face and wore a hooded tunic. In the daylight his hood would usually be pulled up but right now, under moon glow and stars, it was pulled back and she could see his wiry black hair. 

“How would you go about finding it?” he asked like a schoolmaster giving a quiz.

“Look for flowering plants and then walk west.” She answered. “Back home I built a little alcove where I thought they might like to go. Bees like to face east and they like to feel safe so I took material left over from a storage shelter my father and brother made and struck a little lean-to. They liked it and have returned for three years now.”

Honorius  smiled, “I believe you may succeed tonight. Do you care if I observe?”

She felt a little odd about the man just hanging behind her like a watching crow. She liked him though. Something about his presence in The Town made it feel safe. Even though she dreaded it every year she never felt in danger here and a big part of that was the fact that it did not ever change. Honorius remained and always welcomed them each by name. Once he had heard your name he never forgot it.

He hummed a low tune as she looked at plants and tried to think like a bee
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