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The Box

NCE THERE was a boy who :had a box.

The boy's nane was M chael, and the box was very special because it had been
given to him by an angei.

M chael knew it had been an angel because of the huge white w ngs he wore. So



he took very good care of the box, because the angel had asked himto.

And he never, ever opened it. When M chael's nother asked hi m where he had
gotten the box, he said, "an angel gave it to

ne.
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"That's nice, dear," she answered, and went back to stirring her cake m x

M chael carried the box with himwherever he went. He took it to school. He
took it out to play. He set it by his place at neal tines.

After all, he never knew when the angel would come back and ask for it.

The box was very beautiful. It was made of dark wood and carved with strange
designs. The carvings were snooth and polished, and they seened to gl ow
whenever they caught the light. A pair of tiny golden hinges, and a mniature
golden latch that M chael never touched, held the cover tight to the body of
t he box.

M chael loved the way it felt against his fingers.

Sonetinmes Mchael's friends would tease hi mabout the box.

"Hey, M chael," they would say. "How cone you never come out to play w thout
t hat box?"
"Because | amtaking care of it for an angel," he would answer. And because

this was true, the boys would | eave hi m al one.

At night, before he went to bed, Mchael would rub the box with a soft cloth
to make it snooth and gl ossy.

Sonetimes when he did this he could hear sonething nmoving inside the box.

He wondered how it was that sonething could stay alive in the box w thout any
food or water.
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But he did not open the box. The angel had asked hi mnot to.

One ni ght when he was lying in his bed, Mchael heard a voice.

"Gve nme the box," it said.

M chael sat up

"Who are you?" he asked.

"I amthe angel," said the voice. "I have come for my box."

"You are not my angel," shouted M chael. He was beginning to grow frightened.
"Your angel has sent ne. Gve nme the box."

"No. | can only give it to my angel."

"G ve nme the box!"

"No!" cried M chael

There was a roar, and a runble of thunder. A cold wi nd cane shrieking through
hi s bedr oom

"I must have that box!" sobbed the voice, as though its heart was breaking.
"No! No!" cried Mchael, and he clutched the box tightly to his chest.

But the voi ce was gone.

Soon M chael's nother came in to confort him telling himhe nust have had a
bad dream After a tine he stopped crying and went back to sleep

But he knew the voice had been no dream

After that night Mchael was twice as careful with the box as he had been
before. He grewto love it deeply. It rem nded him of his angel

The Box

As M chael grew ol der the box becane nore of a problemfor him

H s teachers began to object to himkeeping it constantly at his side or on
his desk. One particularly thick and unbendi ng teacher even sent himto the
principal. But when Mchael told the principal he was taking care of the box
for an angel, the principal told Ms. Jenkins to | eave hi m al one.

When M chael entered junior high he found that the other boys no | onger
bel i eved hi m when he told themwhy he carried the box. He understood that.
They had never seen the angel, as he had. Mdst of the children were so used to
the box by now that they ignored it anyway.

But sone of the boys began to tease M chael about it.



One day two boys grabbed the box and began a gane of keep-away with it,
throwing it back and forth above M chael's head, until one of them dropped it.
It landed with an ugly smack agai nst the concrete.

M chael raced to the box and picked it up. One of the fine comers was smashed
flat, and a piece of one of the carvings had broken off.

"I hate you," he started to scream But the words choked in his throat, and
the hate died within him

The Box

He picked up the box and carried it hone. Then he cried for a little while.
The boys were very sorry for what they had done. But they never spoke to

M chael after that, and secretly they hated him because they had done

somet hing so nmean to him and he had not gotten mad.

For seven nights after the box was dropped M chael did not hear any noise
inside it when he was cleaning it.

He was terrified.

What if everything was ruined? What could he tell the angel ? He couldn't eat
or sleep. He refused to go to school. He sinply sat beside the box, loving it
and caring for it.

On the eighth day he could hear the novenments begin once nore, |ouder and
stronger than ever.

He sighed, and slept for eighteen hours.

When he entered high school Mchael did not go out for sports, because he was
not willing to |l eave the box alone. He certainly could not take it out onto a
football field with him

He began taking art classes instead. He wanted to learn to paint the face of
his angel. He tried over and over again, but he could never get the pictures
to come out the way he wanted themto.

The Box

Everyone el se thought they were beautiful. But they never satisfied M chael
Whenever M chael went out with a girl she would ask himwhat he had in the
box. When he told her he didn't know, she would not believe him So then he
woul d tell her the story of how the angel had given himthe box. Then the girl
woul d think he was fooling her. Sormetines a girl would try to open the box
when he wasn't | ooking.

But M chael always knew, and whenever a girl did this, he would never ask her
out agai n.

Finally Mchael found a girl who believed him Wen he told her that an ange
had gi ven himthe box, and that he had to take care of it for him she nodded
her head as if this was the nost sensible thing she had ever heard.

M chael showed her the pictures he had painted of his angel.

They fell in love, and after a tine they were married.

Thi ngs were not so hard for Mchael now, because he had someone who | oved him
to share his problenms wth.

But it was still not easy to care for the box. Wen he tried to get a job
peopl e woul d ask himwhy he carried it, and usually they would | augh at him
More than once he was fired fromhis

The Box

wor k because his boss woul d get sick of seeing the box and not being able to
find out what was init.

Finally Mchael found work as a night custodian. He carried the box in a
little knapsack on his back, and did his job so well that no one ever
qguestioned him

One night Mchael was driving to work. It was raining, and very slippery. A
car turned in front of him There was an accident, and both Mchael and the
box flew out of the car.

When M chael woke up he was in the hospital. The first thing he asked for was
his box. But it was not there.

M chael junped out of bed, and it took three nurses and two doctors to westle
himback into it. They gave hima shot to make him sl eep

That ni ght, when the hospital was quiet, Mchael snuck out of bed and got his



cl ot hes.

It was a long way to where he had had the accident, and he had to wal k the
whol e di stance. He searched for hours under the light of a bright, full noon,
until finally he found the box. It was caked with rmud, and anot her of the
beautiful corners had been flattened in. But none of the carvings were broken
and when he held it to his ear, he could hear something nmoving inside.

When the nurse cane to check himin the norning, she found M chael sl eeping
peaceful |y,

7

The Box

with a dirty box beside himon the bed. She reached out to take it, but his
hand wrapped around the box and held it in a grip of steel. He did not even
wake up.

M chael woul d have had a hard tinme paying the hospital bills. But one day a
man came to their house and saw sone of his paintings. He asked if he could
buy one. O her people heard about them and before | ong M chael was selling
many paintings. He quit his night job, and began to make his living as an
artist.

But he was never able to paint a picture of the angel that |ooked the way it
shoul d.

One ni ght when M chael was alnpst thirty he heard the voice again.

"Gve me the box!" it cried, in tones so strong and stern that M chael was
afraid he woul d obey them

But he closed his eyes, and in his m nd he saw his angel again, with his face
so strong and his eyes so full of |ove, and he paid no attention to the voice
at all.

The next norning M chael went to his easel and began to paint. It was the npst
beauti ful picture he had ever nade.

But still it did not satisfy him

The voice cane after M chael seven tines that
8
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year, but he was never tenpted to answer it again.

M chael and his wife had two children, and they |oved them very nuch. The
children were always curious about the box their father carried, and one day,
when M chael was napping, the oldest child tried to open it.

M chael woke and saw what was happening. For the first tinme in his nenory he
| ost his tenper.

He raised his hand to strike his son

But in the face of his child he suddenly saw the face of the angel he had mnet
only once, so long ago, and the anger died within him

After that day the children I eft the box al one.

Time went on. The children grew up and went to their own homes. M chael and
his wife grew old. The box suffered another accident or two. It was battered
now, and even the careful polishing Mchael gave it every night did not hide
the fact that the carvings were growing thin fromthe pressure of his hands
agai nst them so many hours a day.

Once, when they were very old, Mchael's wife said to him "Do you really
think the angel will cone back for his box?"

"Hush, ny darling," said Mchael, putting his finger against her lips.

The Box

And she never knew if M chael believed the angel would come back or not.
After a time she grew sick, and died, and M chael was |eft alone.

Everybody in his town knew who he was, and when he could not hear they called
him Crazy M chael, and whirled their fingers around their ears, and whispered
that he had carried that box fromthe tinme he was eight years ol d.

O course nobody really believed such a silly story.

But they all knew M chael was crazy.

Even so, in their hearts they wi shed they had a secret as enduring as the one
that Crazy M chael carried.



One night, when M chael was al nost ninety years old, the angel returned to him
and asked for the box.

"Is it really you?" cried Mchael. He struggled to his el bows to squint at the
face above him Then he could see that it was indeed the angel, who had not
changed a bit in eighty years, while he had grown so ol d.

"At last," he said softly. "\Were have you been all this tinme, Angel?"

"I have been working," said the angel. "And waiting." He knelt by M chael's
bed. "Have you been faithful ?"

"I have," whi spered M chael
"G ve nme the box, please.™
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Under the pillow, beside his head, the battered box |lay waiting. M chael
pulled it out and extended it to the angel

"It is not as beautiful as when you first gave it to ne," he said, |owering
hi s head.

"That does not matter," said the angel

He took the box from M chael's hands. Holding it carefully, he stared at it,
as if he could see what was inside. Then he sml ed.

"It is al nost ready."

M chael smled, too. "What is it?" he asked. His face seenmed to glow with
happi ness. "Tell me what it is at last.”

"I cannot," whispered the angel sadly.

M chael's snmile crunpled. "Then tell ne this," he said after a noment. "Is it
i mportant?" Hi s voice was desperate.

"I't will change the world," replied the angel

M chael | eaned back against his pillow 'Then surely | will know what it is
when this has cone to pass,"” he said, smling once again.

"No. You will not know," answered the angel

"But if it is so inportant that it will change the world, then . "

"You have changed the world, M chael. How nany peopl e know t hat ?"
The angel shimered and began to di sappear
M chael stretched out his hand. "Wait!" he cried.
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The angel reached down. He took M chael's withered hand and held it tightly in
his own. "You have done well," he whispered. He kissed Mchael softly on the
forehead. And then he was gone.
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Duffy's Jacket

F My COUSIN Duffy had the brains of a turnip it never woul d have happened. But
as far as |I'mconcerned, Duffy nakes a turnip | ook bright. My nother

di sagrees. According to her, Duffy is actually very bright. She clainms the
reason he's so scatterbrained is that he's too busy being brilliant inside his
own head to renmenber everyday things. Maybe. But hanging around with Duffy
means you spend a lot of time saying, "Your glasses, Duffy," or "Your coat,

Duffy," or—aell, you get the idea: a lot of three-word sentences that start
with "Your," end with
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"Duffy," and have words |ike book, radio, wallet, or whatever it is he's just
put down and | eft behind, stuck in the mddle.

Me, | think turnips are brighter

But since Duffy's nmy cousin, and since my nother and her sister are both
single parents, we tend to do a lot of things together—ike canping, which is
how we got into the nmess | want to tell you about.

Personal ly, | thought canping was a big m stake. But since Mom and Aunt Elise
are raising the three of us—ne, Duffy, and nmy little sister, Marie—en their
own, they're convinced they have to do man-stuff with us every once in a
while. | think they read sone book that said me and Duffy would come out weird



if they don't. You can take himcanping all you want. It ain't gonna make

Duf fy nornmal .

Anyway, the fact that our nothers were getting wound up to do somet hing
fatherly, conbined with the fact that Aunt Elise's boss had a friend who had a
friend who said we could use his cabin, added up to the five of us bouncing
along this horrible dirt road |late one Friday in Cctober.

It was | ate because we had | ost an hour going back to get Duffy's suitcase. |
suppose it wasn't actually Duffy's fault. No one remenbered to say, "Your
suitcase, Duffy," so he couldn't really have been expected to renmenber it.
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"Ch, Elise," cried ny nother, as we got deeper into the woods. "Aren't the

| eaves beautiful ?"

That's why it doesn't nake sense for themto try to do man-stuff with us. If

it had been our fathers, they woul d have been drinking beer and burping and
maybe telling dirty stories instead of talking about the | eaves. So why try to
fake it?

Anyway, we get to this cabin, which is about eighteen nmillion niles from
nowhere, and to ny surprise, it's not a cabin at all. It's a house. A big
house.

"Ch, my," said ny nother as we pulled into the driveway.

"Isn't it great?" chirped Aunt Elise. "It's alnost a hundred years old, back
fromthe tinme when they used to build big hunting | odges up here. It's the
only one in the area still standing. Horace said he hasn't been able to get up

here in sone tine. That's why he was glad to let us use it. He said it would
be good to have soneone go in and air the place out."

Leave it to Aunt Elise. This place didn't need airing out—t needed

fum gating. | never saw so many spiderwebs in ny life. Fromthe sounds we
heard conming fromthe walls, the mce seemed to have made it a popul ation
center. We found a total of two working Iightbul bs: one in the kitchen, and
one in the dining room which was panel ed with dark wood and had a big stone
fireplace at one end.
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"Ch, ny," said ny nother again.

Duffy, who's allergic to about fifteen different things, started to sneeze.
"Isn't it charm ng?" asked Aunt Elise hopefully.

No one answered her.

Four hours | ater we had managed to get three bedroons cl ean enough to sleep in
wi t hout getting the heebie-jeebi es—ene for Momand Aunt Elise, one for Marie,
and one for ne and Duffy. After a supper of beans and franks we hit the hay,
which | think is what our mattresses were stuffed with. As | was drifting off,
whi ch took about thirty seconds, it occurred to me that four hours of
housework wasn't all that nuch of a man-thing, sonmething it mght be useful to
renenber the next time Mom got one of these plans into her head.

Thi ngs | ooked better in the norning when we went outside and found a stream
where we could go wadi ng. ("Your sneakers, Duffy.")

Later we went back and started poking around the house, which really was

enor nous.

That was when things started getting a little spooky. In the roomnext to ours
I found a message scrawl ed on the wall. BEWARE THE SENTINEL, it said in big

bl ack letters.

When | showed Mom and Aunt Elise they said it was just a joke and got nad at
me for frightening Mrie.
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Marie wasn't the only one who was frightened.

W decided to go out for another wal k. ("Your lunch, Duffy.") W went deep
into the woods, following a faint trail that kept threatening to di sappear but
never actually faded away altogether. It was a hot day, even in the deep
woods, and after a while we decided to take off our coats.



When we got back and Duffy didn't have his jacket, did they get mad at hinP M
not her actually had the nerve to say, "Why didn't you rem nd hin? You know he
forgets things like that."

What do | 1l ook Iike, a walking neno pad?

Anyway, | had other things on ny nmind—+tike the fact that | was convi nced
someone had been following us while we were in the woods.

| tried to tell ny nother about it, but first she said | was being ridicul ous,
and then she accused ne of trying to sabotage the trip.

So | shut up. But | was pretty nervous, especially when Mom and Aunt Elise
announced that they were going into town—which was twenty niles away—to pick
up sone supplies (like Iight-bulbs).

"You kids will be fine on your own," said Mom cheerfully. "You can make
popcorn and play Mnopoly. And there's enough soda here for you to nake

your sel ves sick on."

And with that they were gone.

It got dark.

77
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W pl ayed Monopoly.

They didn't cone back. That didn't surprise ne. Since Duffy and | were both
fifteen they felt it was okay to | eave us on our own, and Mom had war ned us
they m ght decide to have dinner at the little inn we had seen on the way up
But | woul d have been happier if they had been there.

Especi al | y when sonet hing started scratching

on the door.

"What was that?" said Marie.

"What was what ?" asked Duffy.

"That!" she said, and this time | heard it, too. My stonach rolled over, and
the skin at the back of nmy neck started to prickle.

"Maybe it's the Sentinel!" | hissed.

"Andrew " yelled Marie. "Momtold you not

to say that."

"She said not to try to scare you," | said. "I'mnot. |I'mscared! | told you I

heard sonething followi ng us in the wods today."

Scratch, scratch

"But you said it stopped,” said Duffy. "So how would it know where we are
now?"

"I don't know. | don't know what it is. Maybe it tracked us, like a

bl oodhound. "

Scratch, scratch

"Don't bl oodhounds have to have sonething to give thema scent?" asked Marie.
"Li ke a piece of clothing, or—=
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W both | ooked at Duffy.

"Your jacket, Duffy!"

Duffy turned white.

"That's silly," he said after a nonent.

"There's something at the door," | said frantically. "Maybe it's been | urking
around all day, waiting for our nmothers to | eave. Maybe it's been waiting for
years for someone to conme back here.”

Scratch, scratch

"I don't believe it," said Duffy. "It's just the wind nmoving a branch. Ti
prove it."

He got up and headed for the door. But he didn't open it. |Instead he peeked

t hrough the wi ndow next to it. Wen he turned back, his eyes | ooked as big as
t he hard-boil ed eggs we had eaten for supper

"There's something out there!" he hissed. "Sonething big!"

"I told you," | cried. "Oh, | knew there was sonething there."

"Andrew, are you doing this just to scare ne?" said Marie. "Because if you



are—

Scratch, scratch

"Come on," | said, grabbing her by the hand. "Let's get out of here."
| started to |lead her up the stairs.

"Not there!" said Duffy. "If we go up there, we'll be trapped.™
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"You're right," | said. "Let's go out the back way!"
The t hought of going outside scared the daylights out of ne. But at |east out
there we woul d have sonewhere to run. Inside—well, who knew what m ght happen

if the thing found us inside.

W went into the kitchen.

| heard the front door open

"Let's get out of here!" | hissed.

W scooted out the back door. "Wat now?" | wondered, | ooking around
frantically.

"The barn," whispered Duffy. "W can hide in the barn."

"Good idea," | said. Holding Marie by the hand, | led the way to the barn. But
t he door was held shut by a huge padl ock

The wi nd was bl owi ng harder, but not hard enough to hide the sound of the back
door of the house opening, and then slamr ng shut.

"Quick!" | whispered. "It knows we're out here. Let's sneak around front. It
wi Il never expect us to go back into the house.™

Duffy and Marie followed nme as | |ed them behind a hedge. | caught a glinpse
of somet hi ng heading toward the barn and swal | owed nervously. It was big. Very
bi g.

*Tm scared, " whispered Mari e.

"Shhh!" | hissed. "W can't let it know where we are.”
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We slipped through the front door. We |locked it, just |like people always do in
t he novi es, though what good that would do I couldn't figure, since if
something really wanted to get at us, it would just break the w ndow and cone
in.

"Upstairs," | whispered.
W tiptoed up the stairs. Once we were in our bedroom | thought we were safe.
Craw i ng over the floor, | raised ny head just enough to peek out the w ndow.

My heart al nbst stopped. Standing in the nmoonlight was an enornous, manlike
creature. It had a scrap of cloth in its hands. It was |ooking around—ooki ng

for us. | sawit lift its head and sniff the wind. To ny horror, it started
back toward the house.

"It's com ng back!" | yelped, nore frightened than ever

"How does it know where we are?" asked Marie.

| knew how. It had Duffy's jacket. It was tracking us down, |ike sone giant
bl oodhound.

W huddl ed together in the mddle of the room trying to think of what to do.
A mnute |ater we heard it.

Scratch, scratch

None of us noved.

Scratch, scratch

W stopped breathing, then junped up in alarmat a terrible crashing sound.
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The door was down.

W hunched back agai nst the wall as heavy footsteps cane cl onping up the
stairs.

| wondered what our nothers would think when they got back. Wuld they find
our bodies? O would there be nothing left of us at all?

Thunp. Thunp. Thunp.

It was getting closer.



Thunp. Thunp. Thunp.

It was outside the door.

Knock, knock

"Don't answer!" hissed Duffy.

Li ke | said, he doesn't have the brains of a turnip.

It didn't matter. The door wasn't |ocked. It canme sw nging open. In the shaft
of light I saw a huge figure. The Sentinel of the Wods! It had to be.

t hought | was going to die.

The figure stepped into the room Its head nearly touched the ceiling.

Mari e squeezed against nmy side, tighter than a tick in a dog's ear

The huge creature sniffed the air. It turned in our direction. Its eyes seened
to glow. Monlight glittered on its fangs.

Slowy the Sentinel raised its arm | could see Duffy's jacket dangling from
its fingertips.

And then it spoke.

"You forgot your jacket, stupid.”
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It threw the jacket at Duffy, turned around, and stomped down the stairs.

VWhi ch is why, | suppose, no one has had to remind Duffy to remenber his
jacket, or his glasses, or his math book, for at |east a year now.

After all, when you |l eave stuff |lying around, you never can be sure just who
m ght bring it back
23
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AM E STOOD on the steps of his uncle's house and | ooked up. The pl ace was tal
and bl eak. Wth its wi ndows cl osed and shuttered, as they were now, it was
easy to i mgine the building was actually trying to keep himout.

"This isn't home," he thought rebelliously. "It's not home, and it never will
be. "

A pigeon fluttered onto the | awn nearby. Jam e started, then frowned. H's
father had rai sed honmi ng pigeons, and the two of them had spent many happy
hours together, tending his flock.
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But the sight of the bird now, with the loss of his father still so fresh in

his mind, only stirred up nenories he wasn't yet ready to deal with.

He | ooked at the house again and was struck by an odd feeling: while this
wasn't home, coming here had sonmehow taken himone step closer to finding it.
That feeling had to do with the horn, of course; of that nuch he was certain.
Jam e was seven the first tinme he had seen the horn hanging on the wall of his
uncl e' s st udy.

"Narwhal ," said his uncle, followi ng the boy's gaze. "lIt's a whale with a horn
growi ng out of the front of its head." He put one hand to his forehead and
thrust out a finger to illustrate, as if Jamie were sone sort of an idiot.
"Sort of a seagoing unicorn,” he continued. "Except, of course, that it's rea
instead of imaginary. 1'd rather you didn't touch it. | paid dearly to get
it."

Jam e had stepped back behind his father w thout speaking. He hadn't dared to
say what was on his mind. Gown-ups, especially his uncle, didn't like to be
told they were w ong.

But his uncle was wong. The horn had not come froma narwhal, not cone from
the sea at all.

It was the horn of a genuine unicorn

Jam e couldn't have expl ai ned how he knew this was so. But he did, as

surel y—and nysteriously—as his father's pigeons knew their way hone. Thinking
of that nmonent of certainty
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now, he was rem nded of those storny nights when he and his father had watched



[ightning crackle through the sunmer sky. For an instant, everything would be
outlined in light. Then, just as quickly, the world would be plunged back into
dar kness, with nothing remaining but a dazzling nenory.

That was how it had been with the horn, five years ago.

And now Jami e was twel ve, and his father was dead, and he had been sent to
live with this rich, remote man who had al ways frightened himso nuch.

Qddly, that fear didn't conme fromhis uncle. Despite his stern manner, the man
was al ways quiet and polite with Jam e. Rather he had | earned the fear from
his father. The two men had not been together often, for his uncle frequently
di sappeared on nysterious "business trips" |lasting weeks or even nonths on
end. But as Jami e had watched his father grow nervous and unhappy whenever his
brot her was due to return, he cane to sense that the one man had sone strange
hol d over the other.

It frightened him

Yet as scared as he was, as sad and |onely over the death of his father, one
smal |l corner of his soul was burning nowwith a fierce joy because he was
finally going to be close to the horn

O course, in a way, he had never been apart
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fromit. BEver since that first sight, five years ago, the horn had shi mered
in his nmenory. It was the first thing he thought of when he woke up, and the

| ast at night when he went to sleep. It was a gl eam ng beacon in his dreans,
reassuring himno matter how cruel and ugly a day m ght have been, there was a
reason to go on, a reason to be. Hi s one glinpse of the horn had filled him
with a sense of beauty and Ti ghtness so powerful it had carried himthrough

t hese five years.

Even now, while his uncle was droning on about the household rules, he sawit
again in that space in the back of his head where it seenmed to reside. Like a
shaft of never-ending light, it tapered through the darkness of his nind

wist thick at its base, ice-pick sharp at its tip, a spiraled wonder of icy,
pearly whiteness. And while Jame's uncle was telling himthe study was
off-limts, Jamie was trying to figure out how quickly he could slip in there
to see the horn again.

For once again his uncle was wong. No place that held the horn could be
off-limits for him It was too deeply a part of him

That was why he had cone here so willingly, despite his fear of his uncle.

Li ke the pigeons, he was naking his way hone.

Jamie listened to the big clock downstairs as it narked off the quarter hours.
Wien the house
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had been quiet for seventy-five mnutes he took the flashlight fromunder his
pillow, clinbed out of bed, and slipped on his robe. Wal king softly, he nade
his way down the hall, enjoying the feel of the thick carpet |ike npbss beneath
his feet.

He paused at the door of the study. Despite his feelings, he hesitated. What
woul d his uncle say, or do, if he woke and caught hi m here?

The truth was, it didn't matter. He had no choice. He had to see the horn

agai n.

Turni ng the knob of the door, he held his breath against the inevitable click
But when it canme, it was nmercifully soft. He stepped inside and flicked on his
flashlight.

H s heart lurched as the beam struck the opposite wall and showed an enpty

pl ace where the horn had once hung. Alittle cry slipped through his lips

bef ore he renmenbered how i nportant it was to remain silent

He swung the light around the room and breathed a sigh of relief. The
horn—the alicorn, as his reading had told himit was call ed—tay across his
uncl e' s desk.

He stepped forward, al nbst unable to believe that the noment he had dreanmed of



all these years was finally at hand. He took another step, and another. He was
besi de the desk now, cl ose enough to reach out and touch the horn
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And still he hesitated.

Part of that hesitation cane fromwonder, for the horn was even nore beautiful
than he had renenbered. Another part of it came froma desire to make this
nmonent | ast as long as he possibly could. It was sonething he had been living
toward for five years now, and he wanted to savor it. But the biggest part of
his hesitation came fromfear. He had a sense that once he had touched the
horn, his life mght never be the same again.

That didn't nmean he wouldn't do it.

But he needed to prepare hinself. So for a while he sinply stood in the

dar kness, gazing at the horn. Light seened to play beneath its surface, as if
there was sonething alive inside it—though how that could be after all this
tinme he didn't know

Finally he reached out to stroke the horn. Just stroke it. He wasn't ready,
yet, to truly enbrace whatever nystery was waiting for him Just a hint, just
a teasing glinpse, was all he wanted.

H's fingertip grazed the horn and he cried out in terror as the roomlights

bl azed on, and his uncle's powerful voice thundered over him denanding to
know what was goi ng on

Jam e col | apsed beside the desk. H s uncle scooped himup and carried hi mback
to his room
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A fever set in, and it was three days before Jam e got out of bed again.

He had vague nenories of people coming to see himduring that time—ef a doctor
who took his pulse and tenperature; of an ol der woman who hovered beside him
spooning a thin broth between his |lips and wi ping his forehead with a coo
cloth; and nost of all of his uncle, who | ooned over his bed |like a

t hunder cl oud, gl owering down at him

H's only other nmenories were of the strange dreamthat gripped himover and
over again, causing himto thrash and cry out in terror. In the dream he was
runni ng through a deep forest. Something was behind him pursuing him He

| eaped over nossy | ogs, splashed through cold streans, crashed through
brambl es and thickets. But no matter how he tried, he couldn't escape the
fierce thing that was after hima thing that wore his uncle's face.

More than once Jami e sat up in bed, gasping and covered with sweat. Then the
ol d worman, or the doctor, would speak soothing words and try to calmhis
fears.

Once he woke quietly. He could hear doves cooing outside his w ndow. Looking
up, he saw his uncl e standing beside the bed, staring down at himangrily.
Why? wondered Jamie. Wiy doesn't he want ne to touch the horn?
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But he was tired, and the question faded as he slipped back into his dreans.
He was sent away to a school, where he was vaguely m serable but functioned
wel | enough to keep the faculty at a confortable di stance. The ot her students,
not so easily escaped, took some delight in trying to torment the dreamy boy
who was so oblivious to their little world of studies and ganmes, their private
wars and rages. After a while they gave it up; Jam e didn't react enough to
make their tortures worth the effort on any but the nost boring of days.

He had other things to think about, menories and nysteries that absorbed him
and carried himthrough the year, aware of the world around himonly enough to
nmove from one place to another, to answer questions, to keep people away.

The nenories had two sources. The first was the vision that had nonentarily
dazzl ed hi mwhen he touched the horn, a tantalizing instant of joy so deep and
powerful it had shaken himto the roots of his being. Hints of green, of cool
of wind in face and hair whi spered at the edges of that vision



He | onged to experience it again.

The ot her menories echoed fromhis fever dreans, and were not so pl easant.
They spoke
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only of fear, and sone terrible | oss he did not understand.

Christmas, when it finally came, was difficult. As the other boys were | eaving
for hone his uncle sent word that urgent business woul d keep hi mout of town
t hr oughout the holiday. He paid the headmaster handsonmely to keep an eye on
Jam e and feed him Christmas di nner

The boy spent a bleak holiday |onging for his father. Until now his obsession

with the horn had shielded himfromthe still-raw pain of that |oss. But the
sounds and snells of the holiday, the tinkling bells, the warm spices, the
tenmporary but real goodwi || surrounding him all stirred the sorrow inside

him and he wept hinself to sleep at night.

He dreaned. In his dreans his father would reach out to take his hand. "W're
all lost," he would whisper, as he had the day he died. "Lost, and aching to
find our nanme, so that we can finally go honme again."

When Jam e woke, his pillow wuld be soaked with sweat, and tears.

The sorrow faded with the return of the other students, and the resunption of
a daily routine. Even so, it was a relief when three nonths later his uncle
sent word that Janmie would be allowed to come back for the spring holiday.
The man rmade a point of letting Jani e know
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he had hidden the horn by taking himinto the study soon after the boy's
arrival at the house. He watched closely as Janmie's eyes flickered over the
wal I s, searching for the horn, and seened satisfied at the expression of
defeat that twisted his face before he closed in on hinmself, shutting out the
wor | d agai n.

But Jami e had becone cunning. The defeat he showed his uncle was real. Wat
the man didn't see, because the boy buried it as soon as he was aware of it,
was that the defeat was tenporary. For hiding the horn didn't nake any
difference. Now that Jami e had touched it, he was bound to it. Werever it was
hi dden, he would find it. Its call was too powerful to m stake.

Even so, Janmi e thought he might |lose his mnd before he got his chance. Day
after day his uncle stayed in the house, guarding his treasure. Finally, on
the norning of the fifth day, an urgent message pulled himaway. Even then the
anger that burned in his face as he stornmed through the great oak doors, an
anger Jam e knew was rooted in being called fromhis vigil, mght have
frightened someone | ess deternined.

The boy didn't care. He would nake his way to the horn while he had the
chance.

He knew where it was, of course—had known fromthe evening of the first day.
It was in his uncle's bedroom * * * 33
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The room was | ocked. Mboving cautiously, Jame slipped downstairs to the
servants' quarters and stole the naster key, then scurried back to the door
To his surprise he felt no fear

He decided it was because he had no choice; he was only doing what he had to
do.

He twisted the key in the |l ock and swng the door open

H's uncle's roomwas |large and richly decorated, filled with heavy, carefully
carved furniture. Above the dresser hung a huge nirror

Jam e hesitated for just a moment, then lay on his stomach and peered beneath
t he bed.

The horn was there, wapped in a length of blue velvet.

He reached in and drew the package out. Then he stood and placed it gently on
the bed. Wth reverent fingers he unrolled the velvet. Cradled by the rich
blue fabric, the horn | ooked |ike a conmet blazing across a midni ght sky.



This time there could be no interruption. Hesitating for no nore than a
heart beat, he reached out and clutched the horn with both hands.

He cried out, in agony, and in awe. For a nonment he thought he was going to
die. The feelings the horn unl eashed within himseenmed too rmuch for his body
to hold. He didn't die, though his heart was racing faster than it had any
right to.
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"Mre," he thought, as images of the place he had seen in his dreans rushed
through his nind. "I have to know nore."

He drew the horn to his chest and laid his cheek against it.

He thought his heart would beat its way out of his body.

And still it wasn't enough.

He knew what he had to do next. But he was afraid.

Fear made no difference. He renenbered again what his father had said about
peopl e aching to find their true nane. He was close to his now. No one can
cone this close and not reach out for the answer, he thought. The enptiness
woul d kill themon the spot.

And so he did what he had to do, fearful as it was. Placing the base of the
horn agai nst the foot of the nassive bed, he set the tip of it against his
heart.

Then he | eaned forward.

The point of the horn pierced his flesh like a sword made of fire and ice. He
cried out, first in pain, then in joy and wonder. Finally the answer was cl ear
to him and he understood his obsession, and his |oneliness.

"No wonder | didn't fit," he thought, as his fingers fused, then split into
cl oven hooves.

The transformati on was painful. But the joy so far surpassed it that he barely
noticed the fire he
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felt as his neck began to stretch, and the horn erupted fromhis brow "No
wonder, no wonder—o, it's all wonder, wonder, wonder and joy!"

He reared back in triunph, his silken nane stream ng behind him as he
trunpeted the joyful discovery that he was, and al ways had been, and al ways
woul d be, a unicorn.

And knowi ng his name, he finally knew how to go home. Hunching the powerful
nmuscl es of his hind |l egs, he | aunched hinself toward the dresser. Hi s horn
struck the mirror, and it shattered into a mllion pieces that crashed and
tinkled into two different worlds.

He hardly noticed. He was through, and hone at | ast.

No, said a voice at the back of his head. You' re not home yet.

He stopped. It was true. He wasn't home yet, though he was nuch closer. But

there was still nore to do, and further to go.
How coul d that be? He knew he was, had al ways been, a unicorn. Then he
trenbled, as he realized his father's |l ast words were still true. There was

somet hing inside that needed to be discovered, to be naned.

He whi ckered nervously as he realized all he had really done was cone back to
where nost peopl e begi n—his own place, his own shape.

He | ooked around. He was standing at the edge
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of a clearing in an old oak wood. Sunlight filtered through the | eaves,
dappl i ng patches of warnth onto his flanks. He paused for a moment, taking

pl easure in feeling his own true shape at |ast.

Suddenly he shivered, then stood stock-still as the snmell of the girl reached
his nostrils.

The scent was sweet, and rich, and he could resist it no nmore than he had
resisted the horn. He began trotting in her direction, sunlight bouncing off
the horn that jutted out fromhis forehead.



He found her sitting beneath an apple tree, singing to herself while she
brushed her honey-col ored hair. Doves rustled and cooed at the edges of the
clearing. They rem nded himof the pigeons his father had raised.

As he stood and watched her, every fiber of his being cried out that there was
danger here. But it was not in the nature of a unicorn to resist such a girl.
Lowering his head, he wal ked forward.

"So," she said. "You' ve conme at |ast."

He knelt beside her, and she began to stroke his mane. Her fingers felt coo
agai nst his neck, and she sang to himin a voice that seenmed to wash away ol d
sorrows. He relaxed into a sweet Silence, content for the first tinme that he
coul d renenber.

He wanted the noment to go on forever

But it ended alnost instantly as the girl slipped
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a golden bridle over his head, and his uncle suddenly stepped into the

cl earing.

The man was wearing a wi zard's garb, which didn't surprise Jame. Ten arned
sol di ers stood behind him

Jam e sprang to his feet. But he had been bound by the magic of the bridle; he
coul d neither run, nor attack.

Fl anks heaving, he stared at his w zard uncl e.

"Did you really think you could get away from ne?" asked the nan.

/ have! thought Jamie fiercely, knowi ng the thought woul d be under st ood.

"Don't be absurd!" snarled his uncle. "I'll take your horn, as | did your
father's. And then I'Ill take your shape, and finally your nmenory. You'll cone
back with ne and be no different than he was—a dreany, foolish nortal, |ost

and out of place."

Why? t hought Jam e. Why woul d anyone want to hold a unicorn?

His uncle didn't answer.

Jam e | ocked eyes with him begging himto explain.

No answer came. But he realized he had found a way to survive. Just as the
gol den bridle held himhel pl ess, so his gaze could hold his uncle. As long as
he could stare into the nman's eyes, he could keep him from novi ng.
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He knew, too, that as soon as he flinched, the battle would be over.

Jam e had no idea how long the struggle actually |lasted. They seened to be in
a place apart, far away fromthe clearing, away fromthe girl and the
sol di ers.

He began to grow fearful. Sooner or later he would falter and his uncle would
regain control. It wasn't enough to hold him He had to conquer him

But how? How?

He couldn't win unless he knew why he was fighting. He had to di scover why his
uncle wanted to capture and hold him

But the only way to do that was to | ook deeper inside the man. The idea
frightened him he didn't know what he would find there. Even worse, it would
work two ways. He couldn't | ook deeper into his uncle, without letting his
uncl e | ook nore deeply into him

He hesitated. But there was no other way. Accepting the risk, he opened
himself to his uncle.

At the same tine he plunged into the man's soul

H's uncle cried out, then dropped to his knees and buried his face in his
hands, trenbling with the huniliation of being seen

Jami e trenbled too, for the enptiness he
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found inside this man could swal |l ow suns and devour planets. This was the
hunger that had driven himto capture unicorns, in the hope that their glory
could fill his darkness.



Then, at last, Jam e knew what he must do. Stepping forward, he pressed the
tip of his horn against his uncle's heart.

He had been aware of his horn's healing power, of course. But this was the
first time he had tried to use it. He wasn't expecting the shock of pain that
jolted through him or the wave of despair that foll owed as he took in the
enptiness, and the fear and the hunger that had driven his uncle for so |ong.
He wanted to pull away, to run in terror

But if he did, it would only start all over again. Only a healing would put an
end to the pursuit. And this was the only way to heal this man, this w zard,
who, he now understood, had never really been his uncle, but only his captor
He had to be seen, in all his sorrow and his ugliness; seen, and accepted, and
| oved. Only then could he be free of the enptiness that nade himwant to
possess a unicorn

Jam e trenbl ed as the waves of enptiness and sorrow continued to wash through
him But at |ast he was nearly done. Still swaying fromthe effort, he

whi spered to the man: "Go back. Go back and find your name. And then—go hone."
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That was when the sword fell, slicing through his neck
It didn't matter, really, though he felt sorry for his "uncle,” who began to
weep, and sorrier still for the soldier who had done the deed. He knew it

woul d be a decade or so before the man could sleep without mnd-tw sting

ni ght mares of the day he had killed a unicorn

But for Jami e hinself, the change made no difference. Because he still was
what he had al ways been, what he al ways would be, what a unicorn had sinmply
been an appropriate shape to hold. He was a being of power and light.

He shook with delight as he realized that he had naned hinself at |ast.

He turned to the wizard, and was amazed. No | onger hanpered by mere eyes, he
could see that the same thing was true for his eneny—as it was for the girl
as it was for the soldiers.

They were all beings of power and |ight.

The terrible thing was, they didn't know it.

Suddenly he understood. This was the secret, the unnamed thing his father had
been trying to renmenber: that we are all beings of power and light. And al
the pain, all the sorrow+t all came fromnot knowing this sinple truth.

Why? wondered Jami e. Wiy don't any of us know how beautiful we really are?
And then even that question became uni npor -
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tant, because his father had cone to take himhonme, and suddenly he wasn't
just a unicorn, but was all unicorns, was part of every wi se and daring being
that had worn that shape and that nane, every unicorn that had ever lived, or

ever would live. And he felt hinself stretch to fill the sky, as the stars
cane tunbling into his body, stars at his knees and at his hooves, at his
shoul der and his tail, and nost of all a shinmer of stars that lined the

length of his horn, a horn that stretched across the sky, pointing out, for
anyone who cared to | ook, the way to go hone.
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s | FTEEN KINGS rul ed the conti-nent of Losfar, and each one hated the others.
ad, fat, and foolish, they thought nothing of sending the children of their
subj ects off on war after war after war, so that the best and the bravest were
gone to dust before they ever really lived.

The young men | eft behind fell into two groups: those who escaped the wars for
reasons of the body—the weak, the crippled, the mai nred—and t hose who avoi ded
the wars for reasons of the nmind; those too frightened, too
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smart, or sinply too loving to be caught in the trap the kings laid for them
This last category was smallest of all, and a dangerous one to be in.
Questioning the wars outright was against the law, and standing up to declare
they were wong was a quick route to the dungeons that |ay beneath the pal ace.
So it was only through deceit that those who opposed the wars coul d escape
going off to kill people they had never net, and had nothi ng agai nst.

One such was a cobbler's son naned Brion, who had avoi ded the wars by wal ki ng
on a crutch and pretending that he was crippled. Yet he chafed under the role
he pl ayed, for he was not the sort to live alie.

"Why do | have to pretend?" he would ask his friend Mkel, an ol der man who
was one of the few who knew his secret. "Why nmust | lie, when | amright, and
they are w ong?"

But M kel had no answer. And since much as Brion hated the lie, he hated even
nore the idea of killing sone stranger for the sake of a war he did not
believe in, he continued to pretend.

One afternoon when Brion was |inping through the marketplace on his crutch, he
saw an officer of the king's arnmy beating a wonman because she had fallen in
his path. The sight angered him so nuch that without thinking he
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stepped in to help the woman. "Leave her alone!" he cried, grabbing the
officer's arm

The man pushed Brion away and raised his hand to strike the wonman agai n.

"Hel p!" she wailed. "He's killing ne!"

Brion hesitated for but a nmoment. Though he knew it would reveal his lie, he
sprang to his feet and felled the man with a single bl ow

In an instant he was surrounded by sol diers.

Wthin an hour he found hinmself chained to a dungeon wall, with no one for
conpany save the occasional passing rat, and no nusic save the trickle of the
wat er that dripped endl essly down the cold stones.

As the days went by Brion began to wonder if he had been forgotten and woul d
simply be left in his cell to rot. But |ate one afternoon he heard the clink
of keys in the lock. Two uniforned men canme into his cell, unlocked his
chains, and dragged himto his feet. Gipping his arns in their mailed gl oves,
they hustled himto the throne room to face the king.

"I's it true that you refuse to fight for nme?" asked the king angrily.

At the nmoment, Brion's main fight was with the lunp of fear lodged in his

throat. But he stood as straight as he was able and said, "It is true.

cannot kill a man | have never net for the sake of a war | do not believe in."
The king's jowy face grew scarlet with rage.
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"Let the court see the treason of this speech. Let it be recorded, so that al
wi || understand why this rebellious youth is being put to death."

Three days later Brion was marched to the public square. H s weepi ng not her
stood at the front of the crowd, shaking with sorrow as the guards escorted
her son up the steps to die. Pushed to his knees, Brion laid his head on the
bl ock. He heard his father's voice cry out. But the words were lost to him
because the executioner's ax had fallen

The crowd roared as Brion's severed head tunbled into the waiting basket.
Body and head were buried in a shallow grave far outside the city, in a corner
of the boneyard reserved for traitors.

Brion was about as nad as a dead man can be, which may explain why three
nights later he clinbed out of the ground. Reaching back, he plucked his head
fromthe grave, gave it a shake to rid it of |oose dirt, then tucked it under
his armand started for the city.

It was the quietest part of the night when he reached the pal ace. Mst of the
guards were nodding at their posts, but even the few who were still alert did
not see himenter.

The dead have their ways.



Slowy Brion clinbed the stairs to the king' s bedchanber. Wen he entered the
room he
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stood in silence. But his presence al one was enough to trouble the king, and

after a monent the fat old man sat up suddenly, crying, "Wo dares to disturb

ny sl eep?"
"I dare," said Brion, "because | know you for what you really are: a mnurderer
and a thief, not fit to be king. You have been stealing your subjects' |ives,

and | have cone to set things right."

Then he crossed the roomand stood in a shaft of noonlight that flowed through
the wi ndow next to the king's bed. When the king saw the body of the young man
he had ordered killed just three days earlier standing next to him sawthe
severed head with its still-raw wound, he began to scream

"Silence!" ordered Brion, raising his head to hold it before the king's face.
"Silence, if you wish to see the norning!"

Trenbl i ng beneath his bl ankets, the king pleaded with Brion to spare his life.
"I will do anything you ask," he whinpered. "Anything at all."

The head smiled. Then Brion told the king what he wanted himto do.

The next day the king's advisors were astoni shed to hear the king announce
that the war was over, and that he was calling the armies back fromthe field.
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"Why, your majesty?" they asked. They were deeply disturbed, for they |oved
their game of war and were sad to see it end.

But the king would say nothing of his reasons.

Now life in the kingdom began to change slowy for the better. The yout hs who
returned fromthe war began to take a useful part in the life of their

honel and. Wth strong young hands to till the fields, the farns grew nore
producti ve. Some of those who returned fromthe wars were artists and poets;
some were builders and thinkers. New ideas cane forward, new designs, new ways
of doing things. As time went on the kingdom grew stronger, happier, and nore
prosperous than any of those surrounding it.

And in all this time Brion never left the king to himself. Though the guard
was doubl ed, and doubl ed agai n, sonehow they al ways sl ept when Brion wal ked
the hall s—as he did every night when he came to visit the king' s bedchanber.
And there, with his head tucked underneath his arm he would instruct the king
on what to do

next .

When norning came, Brion would be gone. But the snell of death lingered in the
room The servants began to whi sper that the king was ailing, and woul d not
live nuch longer. But live he did, and for the next three years he continued
to do as Brion told him

In that time the kingdom grew so prosperous
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that the other kings on Losfar grew jeal ous. They began to plot together and
soon decided to attack the rebellious kingdomthat had | eft the wars.

"After all," said King Fulgram "the only reason they have so nmuch is that

t hey have not been spending it to defend thensel ves, as have we. Therefore, a
share of it should be ours.”

"A large share,"” said King Nichard with a snile

When Brion heard that the arnmies of Losfar were marching on his honel and, he
did not know what to do. He certainly did not want a war. But neither did he
want to let the outsiders tear down all that had been built. And he knew he
could not let them murder his people.

"Send a message of peace to the eneny camp,’
bef ore the eneny was expected to arrive.

The king sneered, but, as always, did as he was told.

The nessenger was murdered, his body sent back as a warning of what was to

he told the king a few nights



cone.
Pani ¢ swept the kingdom

That ni ght, when Brion stood by the king's bedside, the old nan began to gl oat
over the coming war. "See what you have brought us to," he taunted. "W are no
better off, and in fact far worse, than when you started. Before, we fought on

their soil, and it was their hones that were destroyed. In two days' tine the
enenmny will be
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that wll

burn." Brion said nothing, for he did not know what

to do.

Later, when he was wal ki ng back to his grave, Brion nmet another traveler on
the road. Brion recognized himas the nurdered nmessenger by the stray bits of
nmoonl i ght that flowed through the holes in his chest (for the king had
described the man's wounds with savage delight).

The nmessenger turned fromhis path to walk with Brion. For a tine the two nen
traveled in silence.

Brion felt a great sorrow, for he blamed hinself for the nessenger's death.
Finally he began to speak, and told the man everything that had happened since
hi s own beheadi ng.

"Don't feel bad," replied the messenger. "After all, your heart was in the
right place—which is nore than | can say for your head," he added, gesturing
to the grisly object Brion carried beneath his arm It was sadly battered now,
for dead flesh does not heal, and in three years it had suffered many snall
wounds and brui ses.

Brion's head began to | augh, and before long the two dead nmen were staggering
al ong the road, |eaning on each other as they told bad jokes about death and
dyi ng.
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After a time they paused. Standing together, they stared into the deep and
starry sky.

"I amso tired," said Brion at last. "How | wish that | could be done with
this. Howl wish that | could rest."

"You cannot," said the nessenger. "You nust finish what you have started,"
Brion sighed, for he knew that his new friend was right. "And what of you?" he
asked. "Way do you wal k this night?"

"I was too angry to rest," said the nessenger. "I w sh that those fools could
know how sweet life is. But perhaps only the dead can know that."

"More's the pity," said Brion. And with that he |left the messenger and
returned to his grave.

But the nessenger's words stayed with him and the next night when he rose, he
knew what to do. Finding the grave of the nmessenger, he called himforth,
saying, "l have one | ast nessenge for you to deliver."

Then he told himhis plan. Snmiling, the nmessenger agreed to help. And so the
two nmen went fromgrave to grave, calling the dead with these words:

"Awake, arise! Your children are in danger, your parents may perish, your

chi l dhood hones will burn. Al that you loved in life is at peril. Awake,
arise, and walk with us."
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Not every soul gave back an answer. Sone were too |long dead, or too tired, or
too far away in the next world. Some had never cared about these things in
life. But for many, Brion's call was all that was needed to stir themfrom
their place of rest. The earth began to open, and up fromtheir graves rose
the young and the old, the long dead and the newly buried. And each that rose
took up the nessage and went to gather others, so that two becane four, and
four becane eight, and eight becane a nultitude, shaking the earth fromtheir
dead and rotted linbs for the sake of all that they had loved in life.



When the arny of the dead had gathered at the gate of the graveyard, Brion
stood before them and took his head from beneath his arm Holding it high, he
told themall that had happened.

He told them what he wanted of them

Then he turned and headed for the canp of the eneny.

Behi nd hi m marched the arny of the dead. Sone npaned as they travel ed,
renmenbering the sweetness and the sorrow of the living world. Sone were no
nore than skel etons, their bones stripped clean by their years in the earth.
O hers, nore recently dead, left bits and pieces of thenselves al ong the way.
Soon they reached the canp of the enemy, which was all too close to the city.
Following Brion's |lead, they entered the canp. It was easy

52

Wth H s Head Tucked Underneath His Arm

enough to pass the sentries. The dead do have their ways. Then, by ones and
twos, they entered the tents of the living, where they began to sing to them
of death's enbrace

"Look on me, |ook on ne,’
| am soon you shall be."

When the soldiers roused fromtheir dreams of killing and dying to find

t hensel ves |l ooking into the faces of those already dead, fear crept into their
hearts.

e But the dead neant them no harm They had Conme only to speak to them slowy
and softly, of what it is to be dead; howit feels to be buried in the earth;
what it is |ike to have worns burrow t hrough your body.

"This will come to you soon enough,"” they whispered, extending their cold
hands to stroke the faces of the |iving.

Sone of the dead wonen held out their arns. ;Wen the nmen cried out and
cowered fromtheir touch, they whispered, "If you fear ny enbrace, then fear
the grave as well. Go home, go hone, and there do good. Choose life, choose
life, and | eave this place in peace."

One by one, the terrified nen slipped fromtheir tents and fled across the
hills to their homes, until the invading arny had vani shed |ike a ghost in the
ni ght .

Then the arny of the dead returned to the
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cenetery. They | aughed as they went, and were well pleased, and chuckled at
their victory. For though they had spoken nothing but the truth, they had not
told all that there was to tell. The departing nen would | earn that in good
time; there was no need for themto know all the secrets of the world beyond

t oo soon.

As dawn drew near, Brion stood at the edge of his grave and stared into it
with longing. At last the time had conme to di scover what cane next, the
secrets and surprises he had denied hinself for three |ong years.

Tenderly he placed his head in the grave. Then crawing in beside it, he laid
hi rsel f down and di ed.

Clean as a Wistle

54

AM E CARHART was, quite possibly, the messiest kid in Mnnesota. The nessi est
kid in her town, no doubt. The county? She pretty well had that sewed up, too.
And her nother was convinced that, were there a statew de conpetition, Janie
woul d easily be in the top ten, and might, indeed, take first place. Not that
Ms. Carhart was anused by this fact. "This roomis a sty!" she would say at

| east once a day, standing in the doorway of Jam e's room and si ghing. Then
she woul d poke her foot at the mess that threatened to creep out into the
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rest of the house, sigh again as if the whole thing was far too nuch for her
to cope with, and wander off.

So it was a shock for Jamie to come home from school on the afternoon of Apri

t hey whispered in the ears of the sleeping nen. "As



17 and find her roomtotally, perfectly, absolutely neat, clean, and tidy.
"Aaaaaah!" she cried, standing in her doorway. "Aaaaaah! What happened? Wo
did this?"

Jami e didn't really expect an answer. Her parents both worked and woul dn't be
home for another two hours.

For a horrible nonment she wondered if her grandmother had cone to visit.
Gramma Hattie was perfectly capable of sneaking into a kid' s room and cl eani ng
it while that kid wasn't | ooking. Heaven al one knew where she mi ght have put
things. Even Jam e's nother found Gramma Hattie hard to cope wth.

But Gramma Hattie lived in Utah (which in Jam e's opinion was a good pl ace for
her), and now that Jam e thought of it, she was off on a trip to Europe.

Besi des, if she had done this, she would have pounced by now, crow ng at her
vi ctory over disorder.

So it wasn't her.

Jam e hesitated, wondering if she dared go in.

"Anyone here?" she asked tinmidly.
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No answer.

" Anyone?"

Si Il ence, though she did notice that the cat was on her bed. This did not

pl ease her. Actually, she always |longed to have the cat in her room But M.
Burmmpo normal ly refused to come through her door. Jamie's nother clained this
was because the cat was too neat and couldn't stand the mess. Janmi e denied
this, usually quite angrily. So she wasn't anused to find M. Bunpo here now
that the roomwas so clean; his gently purring presence seemed to confirm her
not her's horrible theory.

Jam e | ooked around nervously as she entered the room After a nonent she
dropped her books on her bed. She waited, half expecting someone to cone
dashing in and pick them up

"What is going on here?" she asked the cat, scratching its orange-and-bl ack
head.

M. Bunpo closed his eyes and purred | ouder

When Ms. Carhart arrived hone and came up to say hello to Jam e, she grabbed
t he edges of the doorway and staggered as if she had been hit between the eyes
with a two-by-four.

"What," she asked in astonishnent, "got into you?"

"What are you tal king about?" asked Jami e sourly. She was sitting at her desk,
wor ki ng on a
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smal | clay project. She had generated a minor nmess with the work, and managed
to create a tad of clutter here and there. But overall the roomwas still so
cl ean as to be unrecogni zabl e.

"I mean this room" said her nother. She squeezed her eyes shut then opened

them again, as if to make sure that she wasn't hallucinating. "lIt's so ... so
tidy!"

Jam e | ooked at her suspiciously. "Didn't you hire sonmeone to conme in here and

clean it?" she asked. She was still fairly angry about the invasion of her

privacy (and not about to admit that she was delighted to find her

cl ay-working tools, which had been missing for some six nonths now).

Her mot her snorted. 'The day we can afford a housekeeper, he or she takes on
some of my work first."

"Then who did this to me?" asked Jamie. Her nother |ooked at her oddly. "You
are the strangest child," she said at last. "But thanks anyway."

Before Jamie could reply, Ms. Carhart turned and left. Jam e grow ed and
stabbed a long nmetal tool through the little clay man she had been naki ng. She
knew what her not her was thinking. She was thinking that she, Jam e, had

cl eaned up the room but was too enbarrassed to admit it. She was al so thinking
that if she pushed the issue Janie would never do it
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agai n. \Wich nmeant that when Jam e cl ai ned she had nothing to do with this
this catastrophe, her nother would sinply think that she was pl ayi ng an odd

gane, and the nore she tried to convince her otherwi se, the nore Ms. Carhart

woul d be convinced that she was right in her assunption. Jam e groaned. It was

hopel ess.

O course, the other possibility was that her nother was |lying and really had

hired soneone to clean the room Jam e considered the idea. "Unlikely," she

said out | oud.

But what ot her explanation was there? Some denented prow er who broke into

peopl e's houses to cl ean roonms when no one was at home? Jam e gl anced around

nervously, then shook her head.

D nner that night was interesting. Ms. Car-hart had clearly warned M.

Carhart that he was not to make a big deal over the clean roomfor fear that

Jam e woul d never do it again.

By the time the neal was over, Jam e wanted to scream

By the time the night was over, she did scream "I just want you to know that
I am not responsible for this!" she bell owed, standing at the top of the
stairs. "I had nothing to do with it!"

She heard her father chuckle.

Furious, she returned to her room slaming

59

Clean as a Wistle

t he door behind her. Wien she undressed for bed she tore off her clothes and
scattered them about the floor. Once she was in her nightgown she went to the
door, opened it a crack, and yelled "Good night!"

Then she slamred it shut and clinbed between the sheets.

When Jam e got hone the next afternoon, yesterday's clothes (which she had

st udi ously avoi ded touching that norning) had di sappeared from her floor. Her
clay-working tools were lined up in an orderly fashion on her desk. The bits
of clay that she had | eft around had been gathered together and rolled into a
bal I .

The cat was curled up in the mddl e of her bed, sleeping peacefully.

"Did you do this?" she asked, |ooking at himsuspiciously. She was perfectly
aware of what a stupid question it was. On the other hand, when things got
this weird, stupid questions began to nmake sense.

M. Bunpo blinked at her, but said nothing. She reached out to stroke himand
realized that his fur, which normally had a nunber of tangles and knots, was
perfectly grooned.

"This is creepy,"” she said. "And | don't like it." She tossed her backpack on
the bed and began to search the roomfor some clue or sign as to who m ght
have done this. Under her bed she
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found only that the rapidly breeding colony of dust bunnies had becone
extinct. She checked her closet next, where she saw somet hing she had not laid
eyes on in over three years: the floor. Wen she | ooked in her dresser she
found that every item of clothing had been neatly folded. This was even worse
than it had been the day beforel

What she did not find was any sign of who had done this terrible thing to her
She sat on the edge of her bed for a long tine, stroking M. Bunpo and
listening to himpurr. Finally she decided to go back to her clay working.
Remenmbering a sketch for a new project she had made during math class, she
overturned her pack and enptied it on the bed. Qut tunmbled a mixture of books,
crunpl ed papers, pens and pencils in various stages of useful ness, candy

wr appers, rubber bands, sparkly rocks she had picked up on the way to and from
school, three crayons stuck together with a piece of used chewing gum and a
nmol dy sandwi ch.

Jam e dug her way through the nound of stuff until she found the sketch. She



carried it to her desk and snoothed it out, then picked up the ball of clay
and began to work. After about half an hour she decided to go get a snack

When she got up from her desk and turned around she let out a yelp of

ast oni shnent .
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Her bed was perfectly clean! The nmess she had dunped onto it had been

organi zed and tidied into neek subnission. The crunpl ed papers had vani shed,
the pencils were lined up in a tidy row, the crayons unstuck, the gumthat
hel d t hem t oget her mysteriously gone. Even the backpack's straps had been
neatly fol ded beneath it.

"What is going on here?" she cried.

The only answer was a yawn from M. Bunpo

Goose bunps prickling over her arns, Janmie wondered if she should run for her
life. But nothing about what was happening was threatening. It was just

wei rd.

She stared at her bed for a while, then made a decision. Stonping over to it,
she snatched up the neat piles and tossed theminto the air. M. Bunpo yow ed
inalarm bolted fromthe bed, and ran out of the room Janmie stirred the ness
around a bit more, runpled the bedcovers for good neasure, then went back to
her desk and picked up her tools. She pretended to work. Wiat she was really
doing was trying to | ook over her shoul der while bending her neck as little as
possi bl e.

For several mnutes nothing happened except that her neck got sore. In a way,
she was gl ad not hi ng happened; part of her had been afraid of what she m ght
see. Eventually the pain in her neck got to be too nuch, and she was forced to
strai ghten her head. Wen she turned back

62

Clean as a Wistle

she saw a brown blur out of the corner of her eye.

"CGotcha!" she cried, leaping to her feet.

But whatever it was had di sappear ed.

Jam e stood still for a nmoment, wondering what had happened. Under the bed!
she t hought suddenly.

Droppi ng to her knees, she crept to the bed and lifted the edge of the spread.
Al she saw was clean floor, and a ripple of nmovenent at the other side of the
spread. \Whatever had been there had escaped.

"That little stinker is fast," Jame muttered, getting to her feet. She stared
at the bed, which was still a mess, and made a decision. Leaving the room she
headed for the kitchen

When Jam e returned to her roomthe bed had been remade and the things from
her pack were in perfect order. This did not surprise her

She went to the far side of the bed, the side fromwhich whatever-it-was had
di sappeared. She opened the bottle of nolasses she had taken fromthe kitchen
then poured a thick Iine of the sticky goo the Iength of the bed, about a foot
fromthe edge. Replacing the lid, she once again nessed up everything on top
of the bed. Then she returned to her desk

It wasn't long before she heard a tiny voice cry, "Wat have you done, what
have you done?"
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Turni ng, she saw a manli ke creature about a foot-and-a-half tall. He was

junpi ng up and down besi de her bed. Covered with brown fur, he |ooked Iike a
tiny, potbellied version of Big-foot. The main differences were a long tai
and a generally nore human face.

"Wetched girl!" cried the creature, shaking a hazel nut-sized fist at her
"What's the matter wi' you?"

"What's the matter with you?" she replied. "Sneaking into a person's room and
cleaning it up when you're not invited is perverted."

"I was too invited," snapped the creature. Sitting down, he flicked his tai



out of the way and began |icking nolasses fromthe bottomof his right foot.
"What a liar you are!" said Jam e

"What a Messy Carruthers you are!" replied the creature. "And you don't know
everything, mss. | was sent here by one of your blood. That counts as
invitation if she is close enough—which she is.”

Jam e scowl ed, then her eyes opened wide. "My grandnother!" she excl ai med.
"She sent you, didn't she?"

"That she did, and | can see why, too. Really, this place is quite pathetic.

don't understand why you woul dn't wel cone havi ng soneone clean it up. | should
thi nk you'd be grateful."
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"This is ny room and | liked it the way it was," said Janm e

This was not entirely true. Jam e did sonetines wish that the place was cl ean
But she felt that she couldn't adnmit that w thout |osing the argunent

al t oget her. Besides, she nostly did like it her way; and she nobst certainly
did not |ike having someone clean it wthout her perm ssion. She felt as if
she had been robbed or sonething. "What are you, anyway?" she asked, by way of
changi ng the topic.

The creature rolled his eyes, as if he couldn't believe her stupidity. "I'ma
brownie," he said. "As any fool can plainly see.”

"Browni es don't exist."

"Rude!" cried the creature. "Rude, rude, rude! Your grandnother warned ne
about that. 'She's a rude girl,' she said. And she was right."

"I think it was rude of my grandmother to talk about me like that in front of
a conplete stranger,"” replied Jam e

"I"'mnot a complete stranger. |'ve been the MacDougal famly brownie for
nearly three hundred years."
"That shows what you know! " said Jamie. "I'mnot a MacDougal, |'ma Carhart."

"Aye, and what was your mother's name before she was nmarried?"
"Chase," said Janmie snugly
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"And her nother's name?"

Jam e's sense of certainty began to fade. "I don't have the slightest idea,"
she said irritably.
"Rude, .and irreverent as well! No sense of fanmily, have you girl? Well, 1"l

tell you what you should have known all al ong. Your grandnother's maiden nane
was MacDougal —Harri et Hortense MacDougal, to be precise."

"What has that got to do with nme?" asked Janie

"Everything," said the brownie. Having finished |icking the nolasses fromhis
feet, he scooted over to her desk. Myving so fast she barely had time to
flinch, he cjinbed the desfc |leg and positioned hinmself in front of her, which
made them face-to-face (though his face was barely the size of her fist). "The
last of your famly in the old country died |last year, |eaving nme wthout a
famly to tend to. Your grandnother, bless her heart, came to close up the
house. There she found nme, nmpani ng and mournful. 'Wiy brownie,' she says (she
bei ng smart enough to know what | am unlike some | could nmention), 'Wy
browni e, whatever is the matter with you?

" 'My famly is all gone,'" | told her. 'And now |I've naught to care for, so
shal | soon fade away.'

"Well, right off your grandnother says, 4Ch, the famly is not all gone. |'ve
a daughter in the
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States, and she has a daughter who could nore than use your services.'"
"Thanks, Granma," nuttered Janie

"I wasn't much interested in comng to this barbarian w lderness," said the
browni e, ignoring the interruption. "But things being what they were, | didn't
have much choice. So here | am nuch to your good fortune."



Jam e wondered for a noment why Gramma Hattie had sent the brownie to her
instead of to her nother. It didn't take her long to figure out the answer.
Jam e's nmother woul d have been as happy to have soneone cl ean her house as
Jam e was annoyed by having her roominvaded. Gramma Hattie would never have
wanted to do anything that pleasant.

"What will it take to get you to | eave ne al one?" she asked.

The browni e began to laugh. "Wat a silly girl you are!" he cried. "You won't
ever be al one again!"

Great, thought Jamie, rolling her eyes. My grandnot her has sent me an

ei ght een-i nch-hi gh stal ker. Al oud, she asked, "Are you saying | don't have any
choice in this?"

"It's a famly matter," replied the brownie. "No one gets to choose when it
cones to things like that."

"But | don't want you here!"
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The brownie's lower Iip began to quiver and his honmely little face puckered
into what Janmie's nother called "a booper."

"You really don't want ne?" he asked, sniffing just a bit.

Jam e felt her annoyance begin to melt, until she realized what the brownie
was trying to do to her. (It wasn't hard to figure it out, since she tried the
same thing on her parents often enough.) "Ch, stop it," she snapped.
Instantly the brownie's expression changed. Crossing his arns, he sat down on
her desk and said, "lI'mstaying, and that's final."

"You're going, and | nean it," replied Jame. But she realized even as she
said it that she had no way to nmake the threat stick. The smug | ook on the
brownie's face told her that he was well aware of this.

Now what was she going to do? Totally frustrated, she said, "I'mgoing to tel
nmy not her about you." She hated talking like that; it made her feel like a
little kid. But she couldn't think of anything el se.

It didn't make any difference. "She won't believe you," said the brownie,

| ooki ng even snugger.

"Whuldn't you like to go to work for her?" pleaded Jamie. "She'd be nore than
happy to have you."

The browni e | ooked wistful. "I would be de-
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lighted," he replied. "But the oldest female in the fam |y has assigned ne to
you. | have no choice in the matter."

For a day or two Jam e thought she might be able to live with the

situati on—though 'with the brownie taking up residence in her closet she made
it a point to do her dressing and undressing in the bat hroom

The worst thing was the way her nother smiled whenever she passed the room
Jam e ground her teeth, but said nothing.

By the third day she was getting used to having the room neat and cl ean. And
t hough she hated to admt it, it was easier to get things done when she didn't
have to spend half an hour | ooking for whatever she needed to start. But just
when she was beginning to think that things mght work out, the brownie did
somet hi ng unf or gi vabl e.

He began to nag.

"Can't you do anything for yoursel f?" he asked petul antly when she tossed her

books on the bed one afternoon after she arrived hone from school. "Am|
expected to take care of everything around here?"
Jam e | ooked at himin astonishment. "I didn't ask you to cone here!" she

expl oded. "And | certainly didn't ask you to be messing around with ny stuff
all the time!"
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"I amnot nessing," said the brownie prinmy. "I amw tnessing."

"I don't care!" she screaned. "I want you to go away. | don't like having you



here all the time. | don't like knowing you're in nmy closet. | don't like
havi ng ny room | ook the way you and ny grandnother think it should I ook
instead of the way | think it should | ook."

"Messy Carruthers,” nmuttered the brownie.

"Nosey Parker!" snapped Janie, accidentally using one of her grandnother's
favorite phrases.

She stonped to her desk. The brownie di sappeared into the closet. A heavy

sil ence descended on the room broken only when Jam e crunpl ed a sketch she
didn't like and tossed it on the floor

"You pick that up right now" called the brownie.

Not only did she not pick up the paper, she crunpled another and threw it on
the floor just to spite the creature.

That was the begi nning of what Jam e |l ater thought of as "The Great Slob War."
| mredi ately the browni e came dashing fromthe cl oset, snatched up the

of fendi ng papers, and tossed theminto the wastebasket. Miuttering angrily, he
stonped back to the closet (not very effective for someone only a foot and a
half tall) and sl amed the door behind him
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Jam e i mredi atel y wadded up anot her paper and threw it on the floor. The

br owni e dashed out to pick it up. Seized by inspiration, Jam e overturned her
wast ebasket and shook it out. As the browni e began scurrying around to pick up
t he papers, she plunked the wastebasket down and sat on it. "Now where will
you put the papers?" she asked triunphantly.

Her sense of victory dissolved when the brownie gathered the trash in a pile
and began to race around it. Wth a sudden snap, the pile vanished into

not hi ngness. W pi ng his hands, the browni e gave her the snmuggest | ook yet.
Then he returned to the closet, slaming the door behind him

"How did you do that?" cried Jame. He didn't answer. She threw the

wast ebasket at the door and began to plan her next attack

She sneared clay on the wall.

She enmptied the contents of her dresser onto her floor, tossing out socks,
underwear, blouses, and jeans with wild abandon. She tracked all over them

wi th nmuddy boots and crushed cracker crunbs on top. The brownie sinply waited
until she left for school. By the time she got home everything had been

cl eaned, folded, and repl aced, neater than before.

Furious, she opened her pencil sharpener and sprinkled its contents all over
her bed, topped themoif wth pancake syrup, a tangled mass of
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string, and the collection of paper-punch holes she had been saving all year
The brownie, equally furious, managed to |ick and pluck every one of the
shavings fromthe thick weave of the spread with his tiny fingers. The entire
time that he was doing this he muttered and cursed, telling Jame in no
uncertain terns what he thought of her, what a disgrace she was to her famly,
and to what a bad end she was likely to cone.

Jam e tipped back her chair on two | egs, |ounging unrepentantly. "You m ssed
one," she said when the browni e had finished and was headi ng back to the
closet. He raced back to the bed, but after an intense exam nation di scovered
t hat she had been |ying.

"What a wicked girl!" he cried. "Trying to fool a poor brownie that way."
"You're not a poor brownie!" she screaned. "You' re a nenace!" Suddenly days of
frustration began to bubble within her. "I can't stand it!" she cried. "I
can't take any nore of this. | want you to | eave ne al one!"

"I can't |eave you alone!" shouted the brownie, junping up and down and wavi ng
his tiny fists in the air. "W are bound to each other by ancient ties, by
words and deeds, by promises witten in blood spilled on your famly's |land."
"CGet out!" cried Jamie. In a frenzy she snatched up an old pillow that had
come from

pill ow
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her grandnot her's house and began smacking it agai nst her bed. The pill ow
burst open, exploding into a cloud of feathers. "Get out, get out, get out!"
Shrieking with rage, the brownie began trying to pick up the feathers. But the
faster he noved the nore he sent themdrifting away fromhim Wen Jani e saw
what was happeni ng she began waving her arnms to keep the feathers afloat. The
browni e | eaped and turned, trying to pluck themfromthe air. He noved faster
and faster, wild, frenzied. Finally he began racing in a circle. He went
faster still, until he was little nmore than a blur to Jamie's eyes. Then, wth
a sudden snap! he vani shed, just as the papers had the day before.

Jam e blinked, then began to | augh. She had done it. She had gotten rid of
hi m

And that shoul d have been that.

But a strange thing happened. As the days went on she began to miss the little
creature. Infuriating as he had been, he had al so been rather cute. Mreover,
the condition of her roombegan to irritate her

A week after the brownie vani shed she was rooting around in the disarray on
her floor, trying to find her clay-working tools, which had been m ssing for
three days. Forty-five mnutes of searching had so far failed to turn themup
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"Sonmetines | actually wi sh that brownie had stayed around," she nuttered.
Fromthe closet a tiny voice said, "A-hoo."

Jam e stood up. "Is that you, brownie?"

"A-hoo," repeated the voice; it sounded pathetically weak.

Feeling slightly nervous—ever since this started she had not been entirely
confortable with her closet—Jame went to the door and asked, "Are you in

t here?"

"A-hoo," said the voice a third tine. It seened to come fromthe upper shelf.
"Brownie, is that you?"

No answer at all this tine.

She ran to her desk. Kicking aside the intervening clutter, she dragged the
chair back to the closet. By standing on it, she could reach the upper shelf.
"Browni e?" she called. "Are you there?"

"A-hoo. "

The voice was coming froma shoe box. She pulled it fromthe shelf and | ooked
in. The brownie lay inside. He | ooked wan and thin, and after a nonment she
realized to her horror that she could see right through him

"I thought you had left," she said, her voice thick with guilt.

"I had no place to go." His voice seenmed to come froma far-off place. "I am
bound to you,
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and to this house. Al | could do was wait to fade f away. " i- An icy
fear clenched her heart. "Are you goi ng

to die?"

°“., "A-hoo," said the brownie. Then he closed his | eyes and turned
hi s head away.

She scranbled fromthe chair and placed the shoe box oh her bed. |'ve killed

him she thought in horror. Reaching into the box, she lifted his tiny form

It was no heavier than the feathers he had been chasi ng when he had

di sappeared. She could see her fingers right through his body.

"Don't die," she pleaded. "Don't. Stay with ne, brownie. W can work sonething
out." The brownie's eyelids fluttered. "I nean it!" said Jame. "I was
actually starting to m ss you."

"A-hoo," said the brownie. Opening his eyes, he gazed at her

unconmprehendingly. "Ch, it's / you," he said at last. Then he lifted his head
and ... |ooked at her room He noaned tragically at the £ disarray and cl osed
his eyes again. & "I'll clean it up," she said hastily. "Just don't



$e die. Prom se?"
»C

8§ The browni e coughed and seened to flicker, as

*8r'

m if he was going to vani sh altogether. "A-hoo," he said again. "Watch!"
said Jamie. Placing his tiny form
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gently on the bed, she began a whirlw nd cl eani ng canpai gn, noving al nost as
fast as the brownie hinself when he was in a cleaning frenzy. Al ong the way
she found her clay-working tools, the pendant her nice grandnother had sent
her, two dollars and forty-seven cents in change, and the m ssing homework
that had cost her an F the day before. She kept glancing at the brownie while
she worked and was encouraged to see that he seened to be getting a little
nore solid. When she was entirely done she turned around and said, "There!
See?"

To her enornous annoyance, the brownie had turned the shoe box over and was
sitting on the end of it, |ooking as solid as a brick and smiling broadly.
"Well done!" he said.

"I thought you were dying!" she said angrily.

"I wasn't dying, | was fading. And if you wanted nme to live, why are you so
angry that 1'malive?"

"Because you were faking!" she snarl ed.

"I never!" cried the brownie, sounding genuinely offended. "Another few

m nutes and | woul d have been gone for good, faded away |i ke a sumer breeze,

like the last coals in the fire, like dewin the norning sun, |ike—=

"All right, all right," said Jame. "I get the picture." She paused. Though
she still wasn't sure she believed him she asked, "Wat happens when you
fade?"
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The browni e shivered, and the | ook of terror on his face was so convinci ng

t hat she began to suspect that he was telling the truth. "I'mjust gone," he
sai d.

Jam e shivered too. "Do you really have nowhere el se to go?" she asked

The browni e shook his head. " 'Tis you to whom |' m bound, and you with whom I
must stay until the day | fade away—er the day you become the ol dest female in
the famly and assign ne to soneone el se of your line."

Jam e sighed. She | ooked at the pendant, the tools, the change |Iying on her

desk. "If | let you stay will you behave?"
The brownie wrapped his tail around his knees. "I amwhat | am" he said.
"So am|l," she replied.

The browni e | ooked startled, as if this had not occurred to himbefore. "Can
you help a little?" he asked plaintively.

"I'f I do, will you stop naggi ng ne?"

The brownie considered this for a monent. "WIIl you let me keep the cl oset as
neat as | want?"

"Can | have ny desk as nessy as | want?" replied Janie

The browni e glanced at the desk, shivered, then nodded.

"It's a deal ," said Jam e

And so it was. They did not, it should be
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noted, exactly live happily ever after. The truth is, they annoyed each other
a great deal over the years. However, they also |learned to | augh together, and
had enornpus good times when they weren't fighting. That's the way it goes
with famly things.
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REETI NGS, YOUNG  ONE. I un-



derstand it is your turn, and they have sent you to me to learn howit is.
They want me to tell you how |, Banang, came to be the one who speaks the

| anguage of blood. They want ne to tell you what it cost me, and why | did it.
Al right, that's fair. If you are to take ny place, these are things you need
to know. Take a cushi on—ene only!—-and sit here.

I will tell you the story.
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| was born outside the Gorious GCty. However, my parents noved within its
wal | s before | was a year old. My nother was the anbitious one, always | ooking
for sonething better. My father was a scribe. Fromwhat the elders later told
me, the village nmissed himgreatly when he cane here. There, he had been the
only scribe; here, he was but one anong many. But as | said, nmy nother was
anbi ti ous.

| grew up running through the streets of the Qorious City. The neighbors al
knew ne, and |iked nme. "There goes Banang," they would say, |aughing as | went
racing by. "Always running! |I'll wager he is the fastest boy in the city/'
Perhaps | was. But as | found—as you will find, ny young friend—you cannot run
forever. Sooner or later the world catches up with you

For me it happened shortly after | turned seven. It was at First N ght
Cerenony. GCh, how excited | was to be going. The food, the singing, the
fireworks—especially the food. It never occurred to ne that ny world woul d
shift beneath ne, that my life . . . But then, you know all that, or else you
woul d not be here. In fact, you know nmuch nore, ny young friend, than | did
when | was in your place. It has taken nme nost of nmy life to convince the
Pyong Myar that there was no point in keeping you as ignorant as they kept ne.

Still, it is sweet to renenber, even now—sweet and terrible to think of how
we put on our
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robes of yellow and crinmson and nade our way through the streets with all the
others. My fam|ly went with our neighbors. Their daughter Shula was ny best
friend, and she held nmy hand as we wound through the streets.

W | aughed together at the bl oody cl owns al ong the way.

W were that innocent.

| still remenmber standing with the crowd at the foot of the tenple, |ooking up
at each level. The first seened so nmuch higher to ne then—+tw ce man height, it
was nearly four times ny size. How |l loved to see the guards standing on it

all in arow their weapons at the ready. Then, ten feet behind it and twelve
feet higher, the second level with the costuned naidens in their robes and
scarlet feathers. Then the third level with the priests, the fourth with the
wat chers, the fifth where the Pyong Myar stood waiting.

The Pyong Myar. | see the cloud that passes over your face. He is frightening,
is he not? Do the children still tell each other stories of what he will do to
themin the night if they are bad? | feared himw th that delicious fear of

chi  dhood that nade nme want to hide when his nanme was nmentioned at the sane
time that | wanted, hungered, to hear nore about him

This was the first time | had ever seen him | shivered happily at the sight,
since | was clinging
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to ny nother's skirts and therefore believed nmyself to be safe.

The Pyong Myar stood at the top of the tenple, surrounded by a ring of fire
and hol di ng two huge knives above his head as if he planned to carve a hole in
the sky. The trunpets blared, the people shouted, and to ny utter horror, the
Pyong Myar began to wal k down the great |line of steps that runs up the center
of the tenple.

What was he doi ng?

A silence fell over the crowd. The watchers, the priests, the nmaidens, the
guards became notionl ess.



The Pyong Myar continued his sl ow progress down the steps, ritually crossing
and uncrossing his knives as he wal ked.

Shul a whi npered next to nme, and received a sharp rap on the head from her
father's knuckl es for the transgression

The Pyong Myar was the tallest man | had ever seen, an effect that was

hei ghtened by his fantastic headgear. His crinson robe fl owed behind him
Though he was well over a hundred and seventy-five years old, the muscles that
shifted beneath the | eather straps of his chest harness were those of a young
nman.

"What is he doing?" |I whispered to nmy nother. "Wy is he com ng down here?"
This earned ne the sane treatment that Shul a's whinpers had earned her
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The guards dropped to one knee when the Pyong Myar reached their level. My own
knees began to buckle, and | nust actually have started to drop, for ny nother
grabbed ny shoul der.

The crowd was stiff and silent, and young as | was | could feel the tension
anong them As the Pyong Myar began the descent fromthe first |level of the
temple to the ground a murmur of astoni shnent rose, then quickly died. The
only sound in the entire city was the netallic hiss of the Pyong Myar's knives
as the blades slid back and forth, back and forth, across each other's
sur f ace.

W were standing sone fifteen feet fromthe front of the crowd. The Pyong Myar
pl aced his knives together, upright, then spread themapart. At this gesture
the crowd separated as snmoothly as if some invisible blade had thrust anong
us, slicing us into two groups. W jostled back in eerie silence, |leaving a
pat h about five feet wi de through which the Pyong Myar could pass. | stared
across that space at Shula, who stood shivering next to her father.

The Pyong Myar began to wal k down the aisle he had created, glancing from side
to side. To ny horror | realized that his eyes were blue, and glowing. | clung
still closer to nmy nother as he approached, ny fear so great | could hardly
breat he. Once he had passed us by | nearly collapsed with relief.
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But he had not gone nore than eight paces past us when he turned and wal ked
back to where we stood.

He stopped directly in front of nme. | tried to back away, but there was no
hole in the solid wall of flesh behind me, no nook or cranny into which I
coul d escape.

He stared down at nme. Awe-stricken, | gazed up at him

He extended the knives, placing one on either side of ny neck. "You!" he said.
Then he drew the knives forward, slicing two |ines—See? | have the scars
still—along ny jaw.

My not her shouted in triunph

My father began to weep.

The Pyong Myar reached down and took nmy hand. His grip was utterly unlike
anything | had ever felt before, and I did not even know the word for it unti
my third year in the tenple when | was given sonme ice fromthe top of the
mountain. His grip was cold.

My not her pushed nme forward. The crowd was silent, save for Shula, who

whi spered, "CGood-bye, Banang!" as the Pyong Myar led ne away fromny parents
and ny childhood, up the stairs of the tenple.

I was hard put to keep up with the Pyong Myar, for the steps were too |arge
for ny childish
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legs. It was a terrifying clinb. Wth no warning | had been pulled fromthe
crowmd by this fearsone stranger and taken fromny famly, who | was quite sure
| woul d never see again. Sonething dark and mysterious had reached out and
chosen ne to be part of it; something that was only whi spered about in the



city. Yet such was the awe in which we held the tenple cerempnies, and the
power that emanated fromthe Pyong Myar, that | did not cry out, did not
resist, only did as | was expected. | tried to do this with some dignity, but
it was not easy when | could barely negotiate the steps, and | was crying out
inside with loss and terror, as well as the pain of the cuts on ny jaw.

The guards, already on their knees, bowed their heads to the ground as we
crossed the broad terrace on which they stood. Despite ny terror, part of ne
wondered if this display of respect was for the Pyong Myar, or for ne. For

little as | knew what was in store, | knew that children chosen in this
fashi on were consi dered rare and precious.

As we nmounted the next level of steps, | turned to glance behind ne. | could
still see my parents in the crowmd below. A fierce tug fromthe Pyong Myar

brought ne face forward again.

The mai dens bowed in the sane way the guards had, though | noticed at | east
one of them secretly glancing up to get a better |ook at ne.
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The priests, too, touched their heads to the ground as we passed. Only the
watchers in their blue robes did not nove but stared intently, as if burning
nmy image into their brains.

At the top level of the tenple, the I evel where the Pyong Myar had stood

al one, he turned ne to face the mob below. Carefully, alnpst tenderly, he set
t he huge knives on a stone table. Then he put his hands around my wai st, which
was wet with my own blood, and lifted ne above his head.

The crowd roared its approval .

The Pyong Myar turned and carried ne through a dark door

As you know, it is ten strides fromthat door to the Pyong Myar's private
apartments. Were you as astonished as | at the luxury of thenP |I had not known
what to expect, but the |avish tapestries, pillows, rugs, fountains, polished
woods, and silky curtains were a surprise.

My new master placed nme upon a table, and though he did not tell ne to stay,
knew better than to attenpt to nove.

It was a relief when he renoved that terrifying headdress and | saw t hat
beneath it he was only a man after all. A remarkable man, but a man
nonet hel ess.

"Do you know why | have brought you here?" he asked.
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| shook ny head. | had some vague idea, but no certainty, and no voice wth
which to say so

He smiled, which did nothing to make his face any less frightening. "Carna and
Sangua spoke to nme. 'We have sent the next Speaker,' they whispered in ny
mnd. 'G and find him and train him so that he nmay serve the people/" He
paused, arid for an instant—+ will never forget it, for | never saw it agai n—a
| ook of weariness passed over his features, and they seened to sag with age.
"I't has been too |ong since a Speaker appeared," he said. "I have been worried
for the people. It is good that you are here."

| nodded, feeling a little bit better. I wanted to be good.

He | ooked at ne, and | saw the second thing that | have never seen in him
again. It was pity, and it terrified ne.

"Do you know what the Speaker does?" he asked.

It took ne a nonment to answer, for ny tongue seened to be sealed to the roof
of my mouth. "He has visions," | said at last. "Visions that guide the
peopl e. "

"And do you know how he does it?" asked the Pyong Myar

| shook ny head, relieved to be able to answer w thout words.

He cl osed his eyes and sighed. But he said nothing nore on the matter. A
nonment |ater two
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worren cane to the door, and | sensed that it was with some relief that he gave
me into their care. They washed ny wounds and smeared them w th an oi nt ment
that burned like fire. Then they tucked me into a strange bed, and sang ne to
sleep with songs | had never heard before. This was ny entrance into the Red
Tenpl e.

My Iife in the tenple soon fell into a pattern. The wonen who had taken ne
fromthe Pyong Myar's roons, Lala and Ariki, becane ny guardi ans, and—rore

i mportant —y teachers. They began by teaching nme the history of our city, the
stories of our wars and our victories, and the tales of our enemies, the
terrible enenmies that are always waiting, lurking, ready to overwhel mus. They
told me stories of those who speak the | anguage of blood, and how their words
have ever and again saved us from surprise, helped us avert disaster, led us
to salvation.

They told me that | was to be the next Speaker. But they did not tell ne what
that meant, nor how | was to make this transition. That know edge was kept
fromme for the tine being

My only dissatisfaction was that | was kept within the tenple walls, a
prisoner in a golden cage. | did have other children to play with, children of
the guards and the tenple wonen. One, especially, becanme a friend. H s nane
was
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Mam and he was Ariki's nephew, an arrogant scanp who sonmehow nmanaged to sneak
out of the tenmple and roamthe city on a regular basis. Mamloved to tell ne
what was going on outside our walls, and after a tine | begged himto look in
on ny famly, and on ny friend Shul a.

He, in turn, tried to convince me to sneak out with him The night | agreed to
try we were caught, of course. He was severely beaten. | was not, and while ny
escape from puni shnment was a great relief, it also left me feeling extrenely
guilty.

Mam was far too nuch the scapegrace to hold this against ne, but he no | onger
suggested that | acconpany himon his adventures. It was clear to ne that
whoever ruled our lives did not care if Mamentered the city, and cared a
great deal whether | even attenpted such a thing.

The night before ny eleventh birthday Lala took nme aside and said, "Tonorrow

you will be initiated into the next level of the tenple. A nman will cone to
take you away. Go bravely, and do not shane your second nothers, Lala and
Ariki." She closed her eyes and drew me to her. "It is possible we will not

see you again, my little one, ny Banang," she whispered. The trenor in her

voi ce frightened nme, and | threw ny arns around her and wept.
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The next day the two wonmen dressed nme in ny finest clothes. The rest of ny

t hi ngs were packed in a wooden chest. Late in the afternoon the chest and ny
trenbling self were set outside the doors of our apartments. Lala and AriKki
each enbraced me and told ne to be good, wi se, and brave. Then they closed the
door. | could hear two things. The snick of the nmetal as they slipped the bolt
and | ocked nme out, and their cry of lanmentation as they mourned ny | oss.

| stood and waited, trying to be brave.

It was not easy.

After a long time, or at |east what seened |like a long tinme, the Pyong Myar
cane to me. | had not seen himsince the night he delivered me to Lala and
Ariki. He was naked, save for a black cloth tied around his waist and a red
cape that flowed from his shoul ders.

"Are you ready, Banang?" he asked. His terrible voice was gentle, al nost
wor ri ed.

When | nodded he reached down and took nmy hand. "Someone will cone later to
get your things," he said. Side by side we wal ked al ong the corridor. Because
| had a feeling it nmight be a long tinme before | cane here again, | stared

hard at the inages carved on the walls, the pictures of gods and heroes,



trying to burn theminto ny m nd

W stopped before a carving of a tree. The Pyong Myar reached out with his
free hand and
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pressed one of the fruits. To my surprise, a large section of the wall slid

open, revealing another corridor beyond. | had wal ked past this hidden door
hundreds of times without ever knowing it was there.

"You will learn many secrets before this day is over," said the Pyong Mar.
"This is but the |east of them"

The corridor was lit by oil lanps. Between them hung tapestries woven with

pictures fromthe stories | had been taught by Lala and Ariki

The Pyong Myar led ne to a roomthat was as | arge and confortabl e as his own.
Yet it felt close and still. It took me a nonent to realize that this was
because it had no wi ndows.

In the center of the roomstood a table nmade of stone. The Pyong Myar told ne
to lie down upon it.

A moment | ater a slender, dark-eyed man entered the room He was nearly as
tall as the Pyong Myar. He | ooked young, except for his eyes, which seened
very, very ol d.

"This is Banang," said the Pyong Myar, gesturing to ne. "Your successor."

The man snmiled and nodded to me. "I have been waiting for you for a very |ong
time," he said. He sounded weary, a little sad. | felt guilty, though I had no
i dea what | could have done to hurry things al ong.

As if he had read ny mnd, the man said, "Do
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not worry, Banang. It is not your fault. The world turns as it will. Sonetines
relief comes sooner, sonetinmes later. | still have years to wait, But know ng

you are here and ready to begin makes ny heart lighter."
| nodded, said nothing.

The man turned to the Pyong Myar. "Leave us," he said. "I will do what mnust be
done. ™

To ny astoni shnent, the Pyong Myar turned and left. | would not have believed
t hat anyone coul d give himan order

"My name is Naranda," said the nman. "I amthe one who speaks the | anguage of

bl ood. This is not an easy thing, but it nust be done. | do it for the people.
It is you who will do it when I am gone."

| stared at him eyes wide, but said nothing. I amnot sure | could have

spoken had | wanted to.

"To do this, you nust be prepared,"” continued Naranda. "That is why you are
here today. What | do to you today, you will do to others later. Al npost always
you will take fromthem Only once in all the years that followw Il you give
as | am about to give to you."

H s eyes were powerful, his voice soothing. He was noving closer to ne. As he
spoke, his eyes began to change. Soon they were glowi ng, deep red, like coals
inafirepit. Then he smled, and | saw for the first tine the sharp fangs
that curved down from beneath his upper |ip.
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| wanted to scream but found that | could not, could not nove, could not
resist.

Nar anda bent over me. My heart was pounding so fast that | feared it would
expl ode. Drawi ng back his lips, he plunged his fangs into ny neck

A spasm w acked ny body. Fire seenmed to pour into ny veins.

Then the worl d di sappeared and | found nyself floating in a strange

not hi ngness. Gdd shapes, nmade of mist and edged with fire, whirled past ne.
Voi ces whi spered in ny ears.

| thought | was dying, but knew that | could not be that |ucky. The agony was
exquisite.



Then all went bl ack.

When | woke, Naranda was sitting nearby. He |ooked tired, gray, worn-out. He
rai sed his head, and the eyes that had gl owed red when he first approached ne
now seened enpty, as if the fire had consuned what was there, and only cold
ashes were left.

"You live," he whispered.

| nodded.

"I was afraid you might not.'
in the w nd.

| wanted to rage at himfor what he had done to ne. But his weakness was |ike
a poultice, drawing out the sting of ny anger. \Whatever his
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purpose, his action had clearly cost himas nmuch, possibly nore, than it had
cost ne.

"Are you all right?" | asked.

"Til live. | have to, until you are mature yourself. Wo else will speak the

| anguage of blood until then, if I do not? Can you stand?"

| tried, and found that | coul d#$ound, in fact, that | felt surprisingly
strong.

"Hel p me up," said Naranda

"What is the | anguage of blood?" | asked, as | drew himto his feet.

"It is the language to which you were born, Banang," he answered. "It is words
of warning, whispers of prophecy; tonorrow itself singing a song that only the
dri nkers of bl ood may hear and repeat, only the Pyong Myar interpret."

| did not understand, nor did he expect ne to. At his conmand | led himto a
pallet. It was covered by a finely woven robe. When he lay upon it | noticed,
with a shudder of revulsion, the line of dried blood that ran fromthe side of
his mouth. My bl ood. Looking nore closely | saw that traces of it circled his

Hi s voi ce sounded |ike dried corn husks rustling

lips as well. As if aware of what | was |ooking at, he flicked his tongue at
the corners of his nmouth, trying to clean away the brown fl akes.

"Tell me what you have done to ne," | said, ny voice quavering.

"I have made you a man of the people," he
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replied. "When | amgone, it is you who will read the secrets witten in the

| anguage of bl ood. "

| stared at him saying not hing.

"When the tine cones for your change, your body will grow in the ways that al
young nen's bodies do—waith this addition. Like me, you will have the

bl oodteeth.” And here he drew back his lips to show the fangs with which he
had pi erced nmy neck

Ah— notice you | ooking at ne nervously. Do you want to see mne? Don't be
shy; | don't mind. Here. Inpressive, are they not? And never nore so than when
blood is in the offing.

Nar anda became ny teacher, and for the next three years | was trained in the
ways of the Speaker. This was difficult, for at first | could not stand to be
near him as his very presence brought to mnd our first nmeeting and what he
had done to me. But after a time | grew used to himand even, | suppose, to
love him He taught me a great deal: how the Sources are chosen, and why they
die after their third contribution; why those who speak the | anguage of bl ood
can never see the sun again; what it is to live |Ionger than anyone save the
Pyong Myar.

This and nore he taught me, as | will teach you. He prepared me well to take
his place, and when in the spring of ny sixteenth year he finally
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died, |I felt that I was ready. My own change had come upon me nearly two years
earlier, and as ny voi ce had deepened, ny shoul ders broadened, so, too, had ny
bl oodt eet h devel oped, just as Naranda prom sed.



He had prepared ne for everything, except for what | found when | clinbed the
stairs to nmeet ny first Source

The stairs, as you will eventually see, are on the outside of the tenple. They
lead to a small structure on the very top of the building. The walls of this
structure are chest high—tall enough to hide what happens within them It has
no roof save the sky, and the moon's light fills the chanber. Inside is a
stone table, nmuch like the one in this room

An eager dread, a mix of excitement and terror, filled my heart as | clinbed
to the top of the tenple. | had been noving toward this nmonment all ny life.
The breeze was cool. | could see the city below ne and knew that the people
depended on ne, on the knowl edge | would bring them | wanted to be a good
Speaker, yet feared the act that woul d make e one.

Fear turned to dread when | wal ked through the door and saw my Source waiting
for me on the stone table.

It was Shula, of course. Not nere coincidence,

96

The Language of Bl ood

but the will of the Pyong Myar. This act would be the test and the binding of
my will to speak the | anguage of bl ood.

She was not bound. There were no guards. She could have wal ked away.

But she lay waiting for ne.

"It has been a long time, Banang," she whispered, as | stared at her in shock
and horror. "I have m ssed you."

"And | have mssed you," | said at I|ast.

| felt as if two snakes were fighting in ny stomach, twi sting and withing. |
was torn between the fire that was stirring in my blood and nmy horror at using
nmy | ong-lost childhood friend as my Source.

"Why do you | ook at ne that way?" she asked. "Are you angry?"

"Why are you here?" | replied.
"They chose ne. | cane. Just the same as you."
"Run away," | said, ny voice flat, ny heart filled with shame at the betrayal

of the people carried in that sinple sentence.

"WIl you run away with ne?"

| shook ny head. She shrugged, as if to ask how | could possibly expect her to
do what | woul d not.

| sat beside her on the stone table and we tal ked of old tines, of our
famlies, of what had
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happened in the years since | entered the tenple. Too soon | saw in her eyes
that the nobon was overhead, and | could wait no longer. | stood, turned away,
turned back. My nouth ached as the bloodteeth grew for the first tine,
stretchi ng down past mny upper lip. She closed her eyes, extinguishing the
moon, as | bent over her and pierced the smooth flesh of her neck

Her bl ood pumped into ny nmouth, hot and fragrant, and the gods reached down to
touch ne. Despite nmy revulsion, | drank deep, sucking the blood through the
wounds | had nmde

Then the Fit of Prophecy came upon me. As Shula's blood rel eased what is in
me, that part that makes nme a Speaker began to read the secrets of the blood,
t he past of our people which flows in all our veins and points to our future.
Fire crawled along ny linbs. The heroes whi spered their nmessages. | nmages swam
before me, not like a dreambut like a newreality, sharper and nore clear
than anything seen before. | was transforned, and my heart saw into the past
and the future with eyes that would shane a hawk's.

| fell to the floor, withing and jerking, as the words flowed out of ne. The
tiniest part of me was aware of the Pyong Myar standing nearby, taking down
everything that | said.

When finally the fit ran its course, | slept as if | were dead. Wen | woke, |
was in my own room
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The Pyong Myar was again nearby, staring at ne. He sniled when | opened ny
eyes, and said, "You did well."

The sickness in nme made it inpossible to answer.

"It is always this way after the first time," he said. "You will feel better
t onmor r ow. "

What he did not know was that | suffered not nerely the sickness of the First
Speaking. | suffered a sickness of the heart, a terrible guilt and fear over

what | had done to Shul a.

He showed me what | had spoken, the words of blood that told the future of our
people. It would be a good year, but a cloud was growi ng on the horizon, a

dar kness yet unclear. Thus was the inportance of the speaking reinforced.
Knowi ng that this danger was coming, we could begin to prepare. In six nonths
I woul d agai n speak the | anguage of bl ood. Perhaps then we would know what the
danger was.

Shula and | were married, of course. My first bride. How many since, | have

| ost count. A year for each, wed at the first speaking, taken to new heights
at the second, separated by death at the third.

Six months | ater a new bride.

I will be glad to lay the mantl e down.

Naranda, | suspect, did not find this all so difficult. In the training he
gave ne, there was no
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hint of the pain that | felt in regard to Shula. For him it was the way it
was. Maybe he had forgotten. Maybe he had never cared.

| cared. | brooded day and ni ght about Shula's fate.

The second speaki ng cane and went. She was pal e and weak for many days
afterward. But the speaki ng had been inportant. A war was brew ng, enemies
gathering in the distance, forces joining against us. This we needed to know
this we woul d not have known, save for the |anguage of bl ood.

| went to visit Lala and Ariki. | could not tell themwhat | was thinking,
that | could not do this again, not when | knew that it would mean the death
of my Source, ny friend, nmy love. They knew what | was thinking anyway, of
course. They always did. Wthout a word they let nme know that ny thoughts, ny
doubts, were shaneful

Finally | spoke to Shula. "W should run away," | said.

"Silly Banang," she answered. "Wat is, is. There is no running away."

But | persisted. Every night | whispered to her that we nust |eave the city,
flee to the jungle.

"Silly Banang," she would respond. "You have tasted the blood. You rnust drink
now, whether we are here or in the jungle."

100

The Language of Bl ood

"I can find other blood," | replied. "It does not have to be yours. | do not
want you to die. W must |eave, we nust |eave."

Then she woul d put her hands on either side of ny face, resting her little
fingers in the scars the Pyong Myar had nmade the ni ght he took nme from ny

fam ly. Looking deep into my eyes she would ask, "Then who will speak for the
peopl e?"
For that, | had no answer.

"Silly Banang," she woul d whi sper. Then she woul d cuddl e against me, and |ying
inmy arns fall asleep.

| could not.

I noticed the Pyong Myar watching me and wondered if he knew what | was

thi nking. He took me aside to talk to ne.

"The next tine you speak the | anguage of blood will be terribly inportant," he
said, his face stern, his blue eyes glowing with that horrible fire. "If al
goes well, you will speak of the eneny and his plans—where the arny gathers,
when it will attack. This is what you were born for, Banang. You will tell the



city what it must know in order to survive."

| did not tell himof the hollow horror growing in ny heart. | could not nake
the words cone past ny thick, rebellious tongue.

The night before ny third speaking, a year since | had first tasted Shula's
bl ood, a sunrise
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and a sunset before | would be called upon to drink until she died, | said to
her, "We are leaving the city."

The horror in her eyes matched what was growing in nmy heart. But its roots

were different. She could not imagine this terrible act of betrayal. "Wat
will the people do without us?" she asked.

"I don't care," | replied. My voice was savage. "l don't care about the
people. | care about you."

She | ooked down. She did not answer. | knew she was ashaned for ne, but that
she woul d come with me if | insisted.

| insisted. Late that night we left the tenple, slipping out through the
secret ways that Mam had taught me long ago, the first and only tinme that |
had ventured into the city after the night of nmy calling. | feared that we
woul d be spotted. My plan was to run. Once | had been called the fastest boy
inthe city. | did not know how fast | was conpared to the guards, but counted
on love and fear to put wings on ny heels. | knew that Shula could not keep
up. But if | escaped nyself, at |east she would live. | did not want to | ose
her. But better to | ose her yet know she still lived than to | ose her to the
demands of the | anguage of bl ood.

O so | thought at the tine.

No one stopped us.
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W traveled far fromthe city, deep into the jungle.

Two nights later we found the eneny.

It might seemlike the oddest of chances. It was not chance. There are no

coi nci dences. The heroes led me there, to see what | needed to see.

W canme upon the arny when we clinbed a hill and saw, in the valley bel ow us,
row on row on row of tents, stretching as far as the nearly full noon could
show us.

These nen were coning to take the city. If they were successful, they would
rape the wonen, kill the children, oot the Red Tenple.

There were no words to be said. Language was not needed. Shul a took ny hand
and turned me around. Silently, carefully, we made our way back to the city.
The Pyong Myar stood at the tenple door, the not-quite-secret door through
whi ch we had fled, through which we returned. He did not speak, only nodded,
his eyes di mand sorrowful.

The next night | clinbed the tenple stairs to the | owwalled room where Shul a
lay waiting on the stone table. | swallowed the rest of her life, and as she
lay dying I withed on the floor and spoke again the | anguage of blood. Al
the secrets of the past, all the wi sdom of the people, all the strength of the
heroes flowed frommny tongue. In the | anguage of blood | told not only the

| ocation of the eneny, which I well knew, but their

103

The Language of Bl ood

nunbers and their plans and their secret weaknesses.

The city was saved, of course

| have had nmany Sources since then

| amnmore weary than | can tell you

I amglad you are here

So. Now you know what it is all about, know far nore than | did the day | cane
t o Nar anda.

Are you ready? Place yourself here, please.

Turn your head just so.



This will only take a nonent.
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Donal d B. Henderson Civic Responsibility Class Ms. Barnan Sept. 15, 2041
Essay: The Day | Did My Duty

Y GREAT- GRANDFATHER

was the craziest man | ever nmet. Sonetinmes it was enbarrassing even to have
himbe part of the famly.

For exanpl e; You should have seen how he acted when Congress passed the S.O S
l aw | ast June.

He actually turned off the hol o set!

"Well, that's the end of life as we know it," he said as the inmage started to
fade. Then he stared at the floor and started to nutter
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"Ch, Arthur, don't be ridiculous,"” said ny nother

She switched the set back on and waited for the newsgeek to reappear in the
center of the room

"Ri di cul ous?" yel ped Gan-Da. "You want to see ridiculous? I'll show you
ridiculous!™ He stood and pointed to the big flag that hangs over our holo
set. "That's ridiculous! Thirteen stripes, sixty-two stars, and not a bit of
meani ng. After what they did today it's all gone.™

"That's not so, Granpa," said ny father quietly. Hs voice was | ow and soft,
the way it gets when he's really angry. "Now sit down and be quiet."

That was a relief. After Gan-Da came to live with us | was always afraid he
was going to get us into trouble. So | felt better whenever Dad nmade hi m be
quiet. Sonetimes | w shed Dad would just throw himout. | didn't really want
him sl eeping on the streets, like all the old men I wal k past on the way to
school. But | didn't want to make our Uncle angry either

Later that night, when | was going to bed, Gan-Da called me into his room
"How you doi ng?" he asked.

| shrugged. "I1'm okay."

Gran-Da smiled. "Are you afraid of nme?"

| wanted to say no. Only that would have been a lie. So | just nodded ny head.
106

\\

ad dory

"Afraid 1'll tal k dangerous?"

| nodded again. | didn't know what | would do if ny friends were ever around
when he started talking |ike he does sonetines. | knew what | should do, of
course. But | didn't knowif | could do it. | mean, he was ny
great - grandfat her, even if he was crazy and wi cked.

He | ooked sad. "Are all the kids at your school |ike you?" he asked.

"What do you nean?"

"Scared little sheep, afraid to talk."

"I"'mnot afraid to talk," | said loudly. "I just don't talk nonsense, like

| broke off.

"Li ke me?" he asked, scratching at the little fringe of white hair that
circled the back of his head. (I don't know why he never got his head fixed.
Al the other great-grandfathers | know have full heads of hair, whatever
color they want. Not m ne.)

| 1 ooked away fromhim Suddenly | realized what was wong with his room
"Where's your flag?" | asked.

"I took it down."

I must have | ooked pretty funny. At |east, the | ook on nmy face made himsnort.
"How coul d you?" | asked in a whisper

"It was easy," he said. "I just pulled out the tabs at the corners, and then—=
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"Gran-Da!"
"Donal d!'" he replied. "Wen the government passed S.O S., they took away the

last thing that flag stood for. |I don't want to look at it anynore."

He paused and stared at the floor for a while. | |ooked at the door, wondering
if he would say anything if | just left.

Suddenly he | ooked up again. "Listen, Donald. |I'mninety years old. That's not

that old, these days—+ could probably |ast another thirty."

That was no news. It was one of the reasons ny nother was so upset when he
moved in. | felt sorry for her. Thirty years of Gran-Da was ny idea of a rea
ni ght mar e

"The thing is," he continued, m just a normal guy, not a hero. But
sonetines there's sonething you have to do, no matter what it costs you."

| looked at himin horror. "You' re not going to do anything crazy, are you?"
felt sick in ny stomach. Didn't he understand he could get us all in trouble?
If he wasn't careful, the Uncles might conme and take us away. | glanced at the
ceiling, half expecting it to open up so that a giant hand could reach down
and snatch ny great-grandfather then and there.

"Why are you telling ne this?" | asked at |ast.
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"Maybe |I'm hoping that if | scare you enough, it will rmake you start to

think." He shrugged. "Or naybe | just want to see what you'll do."

"Can | go now?"

"Yeah," he said bitterly. "Go on. Get out of here.”

| slipped out of his roomand ran down the hall to ny owmn room | flopped onto
nmy bed and lay there, staring up at ny beautiful flag and trenbling.

| thought about Gran-Da all that night. | thought about himin school the next
nmorni ng, while we were saying the pledge, and the Lord's Prayer, and reciting
the nanes of the presidents. | renenbered what Gan-Da had said the first tine
he heard nme recite the list—+that there had been nore presidents than we were
nam ng, that some of themwere being |left out.

| wanted to talk to my teacher, but | was afraid.

The next norning was Saturday. When G an-Da cane to breakfast he had a red
band tied around his head. He was wearing a vest with fringe on it, a blue
shirt, and faded blue pants; he was carrying a lunpy plastic bag. He had a
button on his vest that |ooked like an upside-down Y with an extra stick

com ng out of it.
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"What's that?" | asked, pointing to the button

"A peace synbol ," he said. He dropped the bag to the floor and settled into
his chair.

"Really, Arthur,"” said ny nother. "Don't you think this is carrying things a
little too far?"

"S.OS. was carrying things too far," said G an-Da

My father sighed. "Look, Gampa, it's not really a problem If you don't break
the rules, S.OS won't have any effect on you."

| was amazed to hear himsay that. Then | decided he rmust be trying to get
Gran-Da to calmdown. It didn't work. G an-Da shook his head stubbornly, and
suddenly | knew what he had in the bag.

My throat got thick with fear. | couldn't finish ny breakfast.

After breakfast | followed G an-Da out of the house. He was heading for the
town square. | was pretty sure | knew what he was planning. My stonmach was
churning. What if the Uncles thought he had polluted our whole famly?

I could only think of one way to save us. | slipped into a televid booth to
call my Uncle. When | told himwhat was happeni ng he | ooked stern and shocked.
"You won't hold this against the rest of us, will you?" | asked nervously.
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He shook his head. "OF course not," he said. "You' ve done the right thing.



W'll have to conme and talk to all of you when this is over, of course. But |
woul dn't worry about it rmuch."”

The screen went blank. | hurried back out to the street.
| felt enbarrassed, and frightened. But | was also a little excited. Wuld the
S.OS. nen really show up? My friends would think I was a real hero. | hurried

toward t he town square.

Gran-Da was already there. He had clinbed onto the bandstand, of all places,
and he was shouting about S.O S

Peopl e | ooked at hi mnervously. To ny surprise, a few actually stopped to
listen. | stood beneath a large tree, about a hundred feet away. | didn't want
to get too close.

Suddenly Gran-Da reached into the bag and pulled out the flag he had taken off
his wall the night before. Holding the upper edge, he rolled it over the side
of the bandstand. A slight breeze nade the stripes slide and shift.

I covered ny face with my hands and wi shed the terrible scene would end.

Wiere were the SO S. nmen?

"Friends!" cried G an-Da. "Wien | was a boy this piece of cloth used to stand
for sonething. Yes, it did. In fact, it stood for a whole | ot of things.

| deas. Like that a man should be free to
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say what he thinks, and worship where he wants, and get together wi th other
folks if it pleases him™"

More people were stopping to listen now Soneone started to boo.

"But that's all over!" shouted Gan-Da. "Bit by bit, piece by piece, we' ve
given away all the things this used to stand for. S.O S. was the end of it.
Now this poor old flag doesn't stand for anything at all.

"That being so, | think it's tine | put it out of its msery."

| 1 ooked around. Where were the S. O S. nmen? Wiy didn't they get here?

Now t hat people realized what Gran-Da was going to do, they started to back
away. Some of themleft. | could tell that others wanted to, wanted to get as
far amay fromthe terrible thing he was about to do as they possibly could.
But they couldn't bring thenselves to go. They wanted to see if he would
really do it.

Gran-Da raised the flag and lit a match.

"Good-bye, Od dory," he said sadly. "It was a good idea while it lasted.”

He touched the corner of the flag with the match. Nothing happened, of course,
since like all flags it was nmade of flameproof material. You can't burn a flag
even if you try.

Gran-Da knew that. He wasn't stupid—ust
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crazy. A crazy, dangerous person—the kind who could ruin the wonderful country
we've built.

Suddenly | saw the S.O S. nen. They | ooked beautiful in their blue pants,
white shirts, and red vests.

G an-Da saw them too. | know he did.

Soit's not likeit's my fault, really. He had a chance. Everyone knows t hat
even though the new |l aw allows for instant executions, the Shoot-On-Si ght nen
are supposed to give a guy a chance.

But Gran-Da didn't care. Wen his first match went out he lit another one. He
held it to the corner of the fireproof flag and just stood there, sniling at
the three nen.

So everyone coul d see that he was crazy.

The nmen lifted their laser rifles. The | eader counted to three, and they fired
i n unison.

The light sliced right through the old man. He toppl ed over the edge of the
bandst and. The flag curled around himas he fell. He was still holding it when
he hit the ground.

My throat got thick. | could feel tears at the corners of ny eyes. Crazy, |



know. But he was ny great-grandfather, after all. So | don't think it was too
bad to feel a little sad about what had happened.
That doesn't nmean | don't know | did the right thing by calling the S.O S.

guys. | nean, think

113

ad dory

about it. What would happen if other people started to believe |ike

Gran- Da—erazy things, like that everybody should be allowed to say whatever
they wanted to? What kind of a world would that be?
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| E CAVE WAS DARK. Even SO |
could see well enough to know when the wolf lurched to his feet and began

wal ki ng toward nme. | pushed mnysel f backward, until the cave wall stopped ne.
The wol f continued to advance. H's eyes, |ocked on mne, were |like the kind of
coals you find late at night: nearly spent, yet still holding the power to

burn—er to kindle a new fl ane.

| thought of red-haired Wandis, safe in sonme distant village, and wondered if
| could sone-
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how change nmy mind. But of course it was far too late for that.

The wol f lowered his head, then curled his black lips in a snarl, revealing

yel low fangs that glistened with saliva. | held ny breath to keep fromcrying
out in fear.
Dyi ng- enber eyes still |ocked with mne, the beast noved cl oser. My

sel f-control was weakening. But before | could disgrace nyself with a scream
his teeth sank into ny flesh, and | fainted.

How long | lay on the floor of the cave | have no idea. It could have been an
hour; it mght have been days.

When | finally woke | felt drained of strength. Even opening my eyes seened
nmore than | could manage. Wondering if | had been a fool (or perhaps nore
accurately, just how much of a fool |I had been) | began to review the strange
events that had led ne to this nonent, starting with my first encounter wth
the great wol f.

It had happened el even years earlier, when our little village was being
battered by the worst winter in nenory. | was only five at the tinme, but I
knew it was the worst because my grandnother told ne so. She seened to take
nost of her pleasure fromtelling nme how much better or worse or bigger or
smal | er everything had been when she was young, so if she said the howing
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wi nds and driving snow that |asted for weeks on end were the nost ferocious
she had ever experienced, | felt it nust be true.

It nust have been bad for the wolves, too, for they had never troubl ed us

bef ore then. But one night, when thick snow was dropping |ike wet feathers
onto our already snow choked village, they cane, slipping through the dark as
silently as whispers between friends. Their killing was quiet, too, until the
war m bl ood enbol dened them and the village aninmals took fright. Then the

sil ence was broken by a grow ng conmotion

I was anong the first to hear it, possibly because ny sleep had al ready been

di sturbed by strange dreans that night. | didn't understand what was goi ng on
of course. | only knew sonething had roused our small flock of chickens.
Even at five | was trying to fill in for the lack of a man in our house. So

when | clinmbed down the | adder fromthe little loft where | had ny bed, |
noved as soundl essly as possible, hoping not to rouse my nother from her

sleep. | slipped into ny coat and pulled on the fur-lined boots my grandnot her
had made for ne. Then | pulled open the bottom half of our door. But the way
out was bl ocked by drifted snow. | closed the bottom of the door and opened

the top. Then | fetched ny stool and cl anbered through the opening.
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| al nost di sappeared in the snow. Sputtering and cold, | dug ny way out of the
drift. Fortunately, the snow was not that deep everywhere. The sanme wi nds that
had bl own it agai nst our door had cleared other places al nost down to the

har d- packed paths we had nmade over the |last two nonths. Wadi ng over to one of

the paths, | headed for the henhouse.

After a few monents | sensed a dark formon nmy left. A nmonent later | realized
there were two nmore on ny right. A sudden fear clutched nmy heart. | would have
turned back, but the house seened suddenly very far away. Moreover, | had a
favorite hen, a biddy with golden feathers, that |I loved too dearly to |ose.
In ny childish mind, | sonehow thought | could protect her

O perhaps | thought that she would protect ne.

Anyway, as | struggled nmy way to the small henhouse the surroundi ng conmoti on
grew |l ouder. | knew it would not be |long before other folk cane out to tend
their livestock, too.

Once inside | gathered ny hen in ny arms. As | was trying to soothe her a dark
form surged t hrough the doorway. The light was too dimfor me to see it
clearly, but | had no doubt that it was a wol f. The hen squawked and struggl ed
inm arns. It was hard to say which was beating nore frantically, the hen's
Wi ngs or ny heart.

The wol f growl ed—a low, throaty sound that
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moved me to a new | evel of fear. It stalked forward. Cutching the hen as if
she could protect me fromthe beast, | watched the wolf draw nearer, until |
could snell its hot breath.

Suddenly another, larger wolf |eaped into the henhouse. It hurtled forward and
sl ammed against the first wolf. After a noment of grow ing and scuffling one
wol f sl unk away. The second wolf stepped forward. | knew it was the second
because its outline, which was all | could see, was so much larger than that
of the first wolf. It took nmy hen fromny arns and closed its jaws. The bird
was dead.

The wol f nudged me with its head, then turned and trotted fromthe coop
Overwhel med by its presence, | started to followit, conpletely forgetting the
first wolf. But it had not forgotten me; it noved in front of the door
refusing to l et nme pass.

The wol f kept ne prisoner for only a few nonents. But it was tine enough for
the village to finish rousing. Soon the streets were filled with shouts and
screans. Then, above it all, | heard a howl that seened to pierce nmy skull and
shiver down ny spine. |I believe it was a signal of some sort, for the wolf

t hat had been guarding nme turned and ran fromthe coop, |leaving me alone with
a flock of hysterical chickens.

My not her found ne soon after that. Torn between rejoicing that | was safe and
wanting to
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beat ne for ny foolishness, she bundled ne in her arms and carried ne back

i nside. Then she began to cry. | felt very bad. |I thought: If | had a

father, he could have taken care of this trouble.

It was three summers before | saw another wolf. | had lost ny way in the
forest and was just beginning to panic when one of the creatures stepped from
behind a tree. | junped in alarm but it sinply sat and gazed at nme. \Wen it
was cl ear that ny panic had passed, the wolf canme and took ny sl eeve between
its teeth. Its grip firmbut gentle, it began tugging at my arm As it seened
to have no inclination to harmnme, | followed it—though the truth is |
probably didn't have nuch choice anyway. Before long it had led ne to a

fam liar clearing, where | saw a village girl named Wandi s gat hering fl owers.

| paused before stepping into the clearing. Wien | | ooked down the wol f had
vani shed. Pretending that | had intended to cone this way all along, | stepped



into the clearing. Wandis and | wal ked home t oget her

Though she was a year or so younger than I, Wandis and | became friends. Her
conpani onship was a confort to ne, for it was not easy to be fatherless in our
village, where | was often taunted as "No man's son." | blaned ny nother for
this, though later | began to see that it was as
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hard for her to raise me without benefit of a man as it was for ne to grow up
that way. Yet whenever | asked her about ny father, she becane vague and

avoi ded answering ny questions directly. This was hard, for | longed to know
who had sired ne.

A fewtines during these years | would wake in the night at sone noi se bel ow
me, and peering through the cracks in my floor I would see a tall, dark-haired
man sitting at our table. Once he was holding nmy nother's hand. Another tine
he was ki ssing her.

| wanted to kill him | wanted himto cone live with us. | was angry at him
for only coming at night, when | was in bed and could not get to know him

| wanted himto | ove ne.

My nother died when | was ten, and | did not see the man again. | went to stay
with my grandparents.

About the time of nmy fifteenth birthday | began to see the wol ves nore often
Sonetimes when | woke in the night I would draw open ny wi ndow and spot one of
themsitting beside the house, staring up at ne. O if | was wal king honme from

alate visit with one of ny few friends, | might hear a sound and turn to see
a wol f behind nme. Once spotted, it would sit and
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stare until | turned and went on. They never chased ne, never nade a nove

agai nst me. But neither would they |let ne approach them Whenever | tried they
woul d bare their fangs and raise their hackles.

| did not mention themto anyone, for our village was a superstitious place.
But in the end ny silence was of little value; the villagers turned agai nst ne
anyway.

O all the people in the village Wandis was ny closest friend. | thought her
very beautiful, with her red hair and strangely blue eyes. Yet she was as much
an outcast as |, sonehow unable to fit properly into the life of the
conmmunity. Naturally, this gave us sonething in comon.

Sonetimes when | went to the forest to gather wood, or sinply to be al one,
woul d find Wandi s on her hands and knees, exam ning sone plant. She knew

wonder ful things about them Once she showed ne a snmall, | ow grow ng vine
called Sal -o-My/-Heart; it was adorned with clusters of mniature red berries,
and she claimed it could be used to nake a man or wonan fall in |love. | asked

her to give me sonme, teasing that | mght use it on her. But she only bl ushed
and turned nmy attention el sewhere.

I remenber that day well, because a few weeks later one of the village wonen
accused Wandis of witchcraft. She said Wandis had used her powers to steal her
husband's love. | thought it nore
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likely the woman's own naggi ng had turned her husband away, and his eyes had

strayed to Wandi s because she was young and very lovely. Even so, | asked
Wandis if what the worman said was true. She patted ny cheek, and told ne not
to be silly.

It was not so easy to turn aside the village elders. She could not pat their
cheeks and tell themto go away when they cane to take her. \Wen | spoke out
on her behalf, | was accused, too. ("Only a witch would defend a witch," they
said.)

W were given a trial, which was a nockery, and sentenced to be burned at the
stake. And this they would have done, had not the wolves come to our rescue.
It was late Cctober. | was bound with stout ropes and thrown into a woodshed



built against the side of one of the elders' hones. The space was cold and
cranped, and though a little light filtered in during the daytine, after
sunset it becane conpletely black. Yet ny thoughts were |l ess of my current

di sconfort than of the norning, and the flame. | wondered how long it would it
hurt. | wondered, too, how ny fellow villagers could be so cruel

Shortly after mdnight | heard something scratching outside the wall of ny
prison. | felt a shiver run down my spine, for | had no idea what

123

The Passing of the Pack

it was, and there were many tales in our village of the strange things that
wander after dark.

The noi se went on for some tinme. It seenmed to be getting closer. Then it
stopped. Suddenly a great, furry shape was pressing against ne. Had | not
become so used to the wolves | might have died of fright right then

The wol f began to gnaw at the ropes that held ny hands and feet. It was not

| ong before they parted under his sharp teeth. Taking the leg of my trouser in

t hose same teeth, he guided ne to the wall, where | discovered the hole he had
dug to get in. It took sonme work to enlarge the hole enough for me to wiggle
through it. By the tinme we were done, | was hot and sweaty and filthy. But I

was al so free!

The wol f whined and tugged at ny trouser |eg again. Cbviously he wanted to get
away fromthe village as quickly as possible. But | would not go until we had
freed Wandis, too.

As it turned out, the wolves were ahead of ne. A fam liar voice whispered to
me fromnearby. Only the soft grow of warning fromthe wolf at ny side kept

me fromcrying out her name. | noved forward to enbrace her, but two huge
wol ves stepped between us, barring nmy way.
"Don't be foolish!" | hissed angrily.

They bared their fangs. The sound that runbled in their throats was too soft
to wake those
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sl eeping in the house. Neverthel ess, the nenace it contai ned was genui ne.

The wol f that freed nme had been joined by another of the beasts. They tugged
at nmy clothing again, even as the ones beside Wandis started to pull her away
fromme. She | ooked back once as they led her into the darkness. That was ny
| ast sight of her, for the wolves beside nme began herding me, just as
insistently, in the opposite direction

It was a clear night. The sky was drunk with stars and a hal f-noon hung | ow on
the horizon, silvering the trees, the village, the wolves. It was darker when
we entered the forest, and | had to concentrate to keep from stunbling over
the great tree roots that erupted fromthe ground at odd intervals. | bunbled
and crashed al ong, but the wolves seened to make no sound at all

Finally we came to a snmall cave. The wolves led nme inside, then settled

thenselves in front of the entrance. Qoviously, | was supposed to stay here.
It seenmed | had only traded one prison for another
But why?

| was kept in the cave for two weeks, guarded by the pair of wolves that had
br ought ne there.

As soon as | saw themin the daylight | was able to tell themapart. One had a
wild eye, blue and
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strange, that seened to |l ook into another world. The other was marked by a
ragged ear, which I assuned had been earned in some youthful battle.

Several other wolves cane to the area during this tine. Usually they brought
smal | game for me to eat, though sonmetinmes | got the feeling they were com ng
simply to look me over. | felt that | was on display.

W1 d Eye and Ragged Ear escorted ne to a nearby stream whenever | wanted to



drink. Once, convinced that they would not hurt me, | tried to run away. But
they set up a howing, and before | ong the woods around nme were thick with
wol ves. | was herded back to nmy cave like a | anb being herded by a shepherd.
The nystery finally ended on All Hall ows* Eve, when WIld Eye woke nme froma
sound sl eep by nudging at ny face.

"What do you want?" | asked crankily.

He took ny armand pulled on it.

"For heaven's sakes,” | said. "It's the mddle of the night!"

This didn't seemto nmake any difference. Realizing | wouldn't get any sleep
anyway, | decided it was easiest just to follow him Ragged Ear joined us at

the entrance to the cave. Walking on either side of ne, the two wolves led ne
deeper into the forest.
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It was an eerie journey. The bright moon cast a glow over the trees that nade
t he woodl and seementirely different than during the day. A cool breeze
rustled through the | eaves, heavy with the rich scent of the forest. To our
left | could hear a tiny brook tinkling its way over polished stones. The
silent wol ves pressed agai nst ny | egs.

After a time we canme to another cave. A dark-haired man sat in front of it—the
same man | had seen kissing ny nmother so nany years ago. He was | ean, and

t hough there were deep lines in his face, | could see that he had once been
very handsone. On closer inspection | noticed that the hair that had seenmed so
bl ack was shot through with silver. Hi s eyes were deep set, and dark as the

ni ght .

W1 d Eye and Ragged Ear noved to his side.
The man stood and enbraced ne. "Wel cone,”
son. "

How could | respond to this? | was glad, for ny heart had reached out to this
man even in those brief glinpses of himthat | had had so | ong ago. But | also

he said. "I amglad to see you, ny

felt great anger that he had not been with ne while | was grow ng up. | wanted
to hit him | wanted himto hold ne. | wanted to say all that, but didn't know
how.

"Where were you?" | whispered at |ast.

"Here," he said. "Were | belong."

"You bel onged with us," | answered.
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He shook his head sadly. "No man can do all the things he ought,"” he said. He
returned to his seat. The wol ves stayed at his side. "It is always choices,"
he said, resting a hand on Wld Eye's head. "I doubt any man is ever sure he
has made the right one. But once you have nade it, you have to live by it."
He said these last words fiercely, as if he thought themvery inportant.

"This was your choice?" | asked. "To live in the forest instead of with your
fam|y?"

"To be where | was npost needed," he answered.

"l don't understand,” | said.

"You will," he whispered. "Soon enough, you will."

O her wol ves were gathering around the edge of the area where we sat. Their
yel | ow- green eyes gleaned at me out of the night. A cub, small and fuzzy, cane
to nip at my father's foot. He poked the cub with his toe, and it rolled over
to have its belly scratched. My father obliged, but only briefly. The cub's
not her came and picked it up by the scruff of its neck, then carried it back
to the circle that was forning around us.

"What do they want?" | asked, somewhat nervously.

"They are here to pay homage," said ny father
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My puzzl ement nust have showed in ny face. "I amtheir |eader,"” he added, as

i f that expl ained everything.



| swal | owed. "How can you be their |eader?" | asked.

He smiled, a sad, wise kind of smle. "You know the answer," he said, "but you
have tried to pretend that you were wong. Now the tine for games, for hiding,
is over. Now you have to examine the truth."

A terrible thought had struck ne when | first saw himsitting there. | had
pushed it firmy aside. Now ny father was forcing ne to let it cone forward

agai n.

"You're one of them " | whispered.

He nodded serenely. "I amone of them"

| stunbl ed over the questions that sprang into nmy mind. "I don't understand,"

| said at |ast.
"They need ne," he said sinply. "The pack always needs a man to keep it
together, to make difficult decisions when times are hard."

I remenbered the winter when the wol ves i nvaded our town. "That was you in the
henhouse! " | accused.

He nodded.

"Way did you kill ny chicken?" | cried, renenbering ny childish grief and
feeling doubly betrayed that it was ny own father who had caused it.
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He | aughed, a short bark that bordered on contenpt. "You sound as though you
have never eaten a chicken yourself," he said.

He was right, of course, and | blushed at ny question. Yet he went on to
answer it.

"I protected you,'

he said. "As | tried to protect everyone in the village."

He sighed. "I brought the pack only because we were starving. Afterward,
wondered if it had been a mistake. | do not know. As for your hen— thought
you might as well learn early on that you were going to have to give up things
you | oved for the

wol ves. "

Sonething in his words disturbed ne. "What do you nean, give up things for the
wol ves?"

He | eaned agai nst Ragged Ear. Suddenly he | ooked old, and tired. "My tine is
al nrost up," he said. "The pack will need a new | eader soon."

| recoiled fromhimin horror. "You want nme to becone a werewol f!" | cried.

He nodded. Hi s dark eyes were | ocked on nine

| was appalled. My own father was asking nme to becone one of the creatures of
the night our priest had warned us about.

"It's evil!" | hissed.

My father's eyes flashed dangerously. "I amnot evil," he snapped. "I nade a
choice a long time ago, a choice | have lived by, and
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~honor ed—ahi ch is nore than nost nen do. If fthat does not fit your little
priest's petty idea of |norality, it is no concern of mne." He spat on [the
ground in front of him dismssing the priest. 'You know you do not belong in
that village. Do [you want to try to becone like then? O do you fhave the
courage to reach for your true destiny?"

| pressed ny hands against ny head, as if that jjcould keep out these
frightening thoughts. It was krue. | wasn't |like the others. | had al ways
known | didn't really bel ong there.

But did | belong here?

I 1 ooked at the pack that had assenbl ed Jaround us. These are ny father's

people, | [thought. They love him He fits here. He. . . {bel ongs.
| remenbered how it hurt to know |l was not |[truly a part of ny village, to
feel that invisible [wall against me. | wanted to belong, too. | Iwanted to

fit in as he did.

But was this the place?

"Tell me nmore about it," | whispered at |ast.
He gave ne a wol fish grin.



Hours later | sat in front of ny cave, hoping the norning sun m ght sonehow

di ssipate the ;hill that seened to have settled into my soul. |M father and
had tal ked long into the night. | nderstood better now how nmuch he had given
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up to becone the | eader of the pack, and what he had gai ned. | understood,

too, what | nust give up to follow his path.

My shape was the first thing. If | agreed to his request, | would becone a man

only five tines a year: on All Hallow s Eve, and on the nights of the

sol stices and the equi noxes. These were the nights nmy father had slipped into
the village to visit nmy nmother. It occurred to nme that she nmust have | oved him
very much, to be so lonely for him

My human shape was not the only price.

"I amyoung, for a man," ny father had told me. "But ny body has aged as
though it were a wolfs. My time is short. | nust pass the burden soon, or the
pack will be left without a | eader."

"And if | refuse?" | had asked.

He had shrugged and | ooked away, the only sign of his agitation the way his
fingers worked in the scalp of the wolf he had been stroking. "I cannot force
you. "

But he could entice me. And he did, talking of the joy he felt when he ran
through the forest with the pack at his side, and the richness he found in
their comunity. Yet he did not hide the darker side of their life, and he
told me, too, what it was like to catch a smaller animal and kill it in your
jaws, and feel its warm bl ood trickling down your throat.

But mostly he spoke of the wolves and his deep
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love for them He cared for themas if they were his children, making

deci sions, settling squabbles, keeping the pack away fromthe world of nen
where they would be hunted and kill ed.

| could tell he had been a good | eader, wi ser and far nore conpassionate than
the village el ders who had sentenced Wandis and nme to deat h.

It was to be our only talk. He would not assunme his human shape again for

anot her month and a half, when the winter solstice cane. And, one way or

anot her, he would be dead before then

| picked up a stick and threwit at Wld Eye, who was sitting several feet
away. He blinked at ne, as if he thought it an astonishing thing to do. But he
didn't nove. | hated him hated all of them for taking my father away from
me. His Iife had been shortened by his wol fhood. Now he was |ike a candle
whose wick was guttering in the last bits of wax. Even worse, he had nade it
clear that the effort of passing his power, which was what he wanted nore than
anything else in the world, would nmake this the last thing he would ever do.

If | accepted it, he would die in giving it to ne.

| thought of Wandis, led to sone distant village by the wolves. Did she wonder
what had becone of ne? What if | did this thing, and then came to her as a man
on the first night of winter
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to tell her what | had becone? Wuld she still care for me? Wuld she wait for
me, as ny nother had waited for ny father? O would she draw away with the
same horror that | was still trying to fight down in nysel f?

| looked at my hands and tried to i magi ne them as paws.

| shivered, and stood up

At once WIld Eye and Ragged Ear were at ny side.

"Not supposed to let ne go anywhere, are you?" | asked.

They stared at ne.

| wondered what it would be like to be able to talk to themas mny father
could. | realized he was part of a whole world | was unaware of, a mysterious
worl d of night and secrets. | was curious about it. | wished | could run with



the pack for a night before I made ny decision
Anot her wol f came |inping along the path. Though it was the first time | had

seen himin this shape since | was five, | knew it was ny father
He made a motion with his head that | took as a conmand, then turned and
headed back down the path. | rose to follow him M/ guards nade no nove to

stop me. When we had gone a way, ny father dropped back to wal k beside ne. |
| ooked at himand shivered. It was strange to see that dark, four-|egged shape
and know ny fat her
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was inside it. And stranger still to think of inhabiting such a shape nyself.

Passi ng through the quiet forest, we cane at last to a rocky hillside where
nearly two dozen wol ves were gathered. Some were playing. Qthers lay dozing in
the warm norning. Now and then their legs would twitch, and | knew that they
were running in their sleep.

After a while I thought | understood why ny father had brought me here. These
were his people, the responsibility he wanted to pass on to me. He stepped
into the clearing, and the others were instantly alert. | could sense their

| ove for him He came back and took nmy hand softly between his jaws, then drew
me in beside him He was introducing ne.

The wol ves crowded around us. | felt myself overwhelned by their warnth, their
nmusky odor .
"AIl right," | whispered. "I'll doit."

| opened nmy eyes. My father's naked body | ay beside ne, quiet and enpty, but
human once agai n.

I was still human, too.

Hal f relieved, half disappointed, | began to wonder if something had gone
wrong. Then the noon slipped over the horizon and began pouring fire into ny
vei ns.

| cried out in agony. For all we had tal ked, ny
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father had not warned ne of the terror of the transformation, not spoken of
the fear and the pain that strike as your skin begins to stretch, your bones
wrench thensel ves into new shapes, and your teeth curve into deadly fangs.

I fell to the ground, withing in pain.

And yet even in ny pain, part of me watched in fascination as thick tufts of
hair sprouted on ny hands, my fingers curled into paws, and ny nails thickened

into strong, black claws. | began to rip at the clothing that seenmed to bind
me like a rope, shredding it in ny tornent.
As abruptly as it began, the change was conplete. | stood on all fours,

trenbling with the wonder and the horror of what | had just experienced. Then
| tipped back ny head. Staring at the noon, | how ed for the |loss of ny
father, whom | had never had a chance to | ove.

Al most instantly WIld Eye and Ragged Ear detached thensel ves fromthe darkness
and canme to stand at ny shoul ders.

"Run with us," said WIld Eye, and | was not surprised when | understood him
"Run with us. It is good for sorrow "

| stretched my | egs and headed into the night with them and then stopped,

al nost dizzy with sensation. It was as if | had been blind and suddenly found
that | could see. Except it was not only ny eyes that were keener now, but ny
nose and ny ears as well. | could hear the voles
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rustling in the soil beneath ne, and smell where the weasel had passed an hour
before. Stranger still was finding a nman-scent and then recognizing it as ny
own, the path | had followed the day before. Wat a shock, to discover | had
possessed such a rich and distinctive odor, and been so unaware of it.

But the biggest surprise was yet to cone, as one by one the pack reached out
to greet ne.



"Wl come! " cried each voice in ny head. "Wl come, welcone, and thrice

wel cone! "

How can | wite of this thing that ny father could not tell me, of this
oneness that we share? For each of themis always with ne now. And the pack is
nmore than a pack, it is a being of its own, of which we are all a part. As
they took me in and enbraced ne as their |eader, | knew why ny father had

| oved them so

| knew, too, that | had found ny comunity at |ast.

| ama wolf, and I will never be al one again.

Tonight is the night of the winter solstice. | have spent my precious tinme as
a man witing all this down, while it is still fresh within me. Wen | have
finished, | will also wite a letter to Vandis. Because it is too soon for ne
to |l eave the pack, | will ask Wld Eye to carry it to her, tied around his
neck.

But three nmonths fromnow | will travel nyself
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to the village where the wol ves took her. And on the night of the equinox,

when the change has cone over ne and | ama man once nmore, | will go to her
to | earn her answer.

I think if anyone can accept this, it will be she.

| hope |I amright.

After all, soneday | too will need a son to whom | can pass the pack
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I.T WAS A HOUSE full 0]

white bread and death. , _ Sil ence grew beneath

7 I\al »* * N\

the chairs like balls of dust. Nothing was out of order, nothing seened to
breathe. In the center of it sat an old worman, waiting to

di e.

That she had been full of life at one time | well knew, for she was ny
grandmot her, and | had seen her eyes flash with a fire that seened stolen from
the stars; heard her laugh in the night with a clear joy that easily banished
ny
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terror when | was upstairs, |lonely and noon-frightened.

Now t hat was gone, the fire and the clarity drowned in the nuddy depths of an
unyi el ding old age that, glacierlike, had crept across her and | ocked her in a
grip of ice. Loss lay like dust in every roomof the house: |oss of husband;

| oss of friends; |oss of strength, of sharpness of sight, keenness of ear
delicacy of touch. Loss, nost of all, of menories, the nost recent going
first, so that if | entered the house and greeted her, then went to the
kitchen to make her sonme tea, she would cry out in surprise when | re-entered
the roomfive mnutes |ater

If I reminded her that she had said hello to nme mnutes earlier, she would
shake her head, noaning that she was worthl ess.

Even that was not as painful as when she asked where ny grandfather was, and
woul d have to rem nd her that he had died three years earlier. She could only
renenber himalive, and only knew he was dead when it was brought to her
attention. Every day, sonmetines nmore than once a day, she |earned again that
the man she had lived with for over fifty years was gone, endl essly repeating
that horrible first noment of discovery.

Her menories peeled away |ike layers of an onion, each |ayer with the power to
bring tears to the eye. | found nyself grow ng younger in
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her eyes as she renenbered ne not as her youngest and nost di sgraceful
grandchil d, the high-school dropout with no prospects, but as the little boy I



used to be. | wondered if her failing mind would finally carry her to a tine
before I was born, and if so, if she would then forget who I was and no | onger
recogni ze ne when | cane to visit.

Thi s had been going on for some nonths before | began to suspect that as she

| ost nenories she mght not be sinply nmoving away fromthe present, but m ght

i ndeed be noving toward sonething el se, sonething |long |lost that she wanted to
regain.

"I can al nost see it, Tommy," she npaned once, holding ny hand, her eyes
squeezed shut, sonething |ike tears but thicker oozing fromtheir corners.
"What was it? What was it?"

But the nenory, and then the thought, eluded her.

By the next week she was confined to her bed. Being the only one in the famly
wi thout a job, | began to visit daily to care for her.

It was during this tinme that she began to hint at her secret. "Did you ever
see then?" she asked one afternoon while | was sitting beside her bed, working
a crossword puzzle.

"See who, G anma?"

"The fair ones," she replied inpatiently, as if |
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were a stupid child not paying attention to sonething obvious.

"I don't think so," | said cautiously.
She sighed, then whispered, "Of course not." After a nmonent she added, "I wi sh
you had. "

"What are you tal king about, G an?" | asked, totally nystified.

She cl osed her eyes. Her face rel axed, and for a nmoment | thought she had
fallen asl eep. But when she spoke | realized that she was seeing sonmething in
her mi nd.

"Elves," she said. "I'mtal king about the elves."

"I wish | had seen them™" | answered with sone conviction. | had the terrible
feeling that she was finally |losing her mnd. Even so, it was a fact that |
had wanted to neet an elf fromthe first time | had read about them

"I hel ped them once, you know," she continued. "At least, | think I did. Do
you think | hel ped thenf"

"OfF course," | said, squeezing her hand. It was the first note of whinsy I
could remenber hearing fromher in many years, and | was anused. Anused, and
oddly touched. | found something both sweet and very sad in the way we were

exchangi ng rol es, ne becom ng the grown-up, she the child.
"Didn't | ever tell you about it?" she asked. Before | could answer, she
nmuttered, "Onh, of
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course not. |I'mnot supposed to talk about it. Never did, either, till now"
It was one of those nmonents she had when she suddenly seened to lurch into the
present.

"You can tell nme about it," | said.

"Probably shouldn't,"” she nuttered. Then she did sl eep

The next day she seened stronger and nore alert, and for a nmoment | wondered
i f her body was actually grow ng younger along with her mind. But the | ook in
her eyes was al nost feverish

"I"'mso glad you're here," she said. "I want to tell you about them 1| think
it will be all right."

It took ne a noment to realize that she was tal ki ng about the elves again.

"I was nineteen," she said, |leaning toward me and whi spering, even though
there was no one else in the room "And only recently nmarried to your granpa.
Falling through was an accident, actually, but they were desperate, and |I was
able to help them"

"How did you nmeet then?" | asked. | felt nyself slipping easily back into a
chi | dhood node where | had listened eagerly to her stories. Besides, there was
no harmin hunoring her



"I fell through,"” she said softly. "I was wal ki ng
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across the field, the one between the house and the barn. One minute | was
there, the next . . . pfffftr She made a burring noise, alnpbst a raspberry. It
was quite funny, coming fromthat ancient, winkled face.

"Where did it happen?" | asked. "Wiere, specifically?"

"You know," she said slyly.

"The fairy circle?"

She nodded.

| felt a slight shiver. In the field between the house and the barn was a
perfect circle about fifteen feet in dianeter where the grass never grew quite
right. My sister and | had always called it the fairy circle and said it was
where the elves canme to dance. | had had a lurking fear of the spot fromthe
time | was in fifth grade and had bought a book of "strange but true" stories
fromour school book club. One story in particular had terrified ne, a tale
about a man who had vanished in full view of his wife and children while
wal ki ng across a field. He was never seen again, but his children once heard
his voi ce emanating fromthe exact spot where he had di sappeared, calling
faintly for help. Afterward, the grass around that place had never again grown
quite the way it shoul d.

The story and the "fairy circle" in ny grandparents' field had nerged in ny

m nd, and | had usually given the spot a wi de berth. Be-
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ing of scientific mnd, | had decided that the disappearing man had fallen
i nto anot her di mension of some sort. Despite our nane for it, | had never

t hought of our "fairy circle" as actually belonging to magi cal creatures. It
was sinply a place to watch out for. Now nmy grandnother's words were maki ng ne
reconsi der that

posi tion.

| shook ny head and smiled at nyself. Wat foolishness! | was being drawn in
by her senile fantasies. But what harmin it? It seemed to nake her fee
better to tell the story. It certainly wouldn't hurt ne to listen

"What happened after you 'fell through'?"

asked.

Gramma cl osed her eyes and didn't answer for a long time. "So beautiful," she
whi spered at last. "So beautiful—-and so sad."

"What was so beautiful ?"

"The elves. Their world. I w sh you could have seen it, sweetheart. It was
nore wonderful than | can tell you. But soneone was dying." She paused, then
added ruefully, "Like nme."

| wanted to tell her she wasn't, but she had never appreciated that kind of
conforting dishonesty. So | sinply said, "Tell me nore."

She sat up. It startled nme, for she had not been able to do so on her own for
several days. But it was as if the story she wanted to tell had overtaken her
was holding her inits grip.
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"I was afraid when | first fell through,” she said, her voice husky but
strong. "Thank goodness | had read Alice in Wnderland, | don't know what
woul d have happened to nme if | hadn't. | think every child should read Alice,
don't you, Tomy? It doesn't make any sense, but neither does the real world.
It's a very educational book."

She shook her head. "Listen to ne babble. | don't have nmuch time; | have to
stop going on so. Listen carefully. Oherwise you will forget. You can't count
on nmenory. Menmory can betray you." She paused, drew a breath, then said, "AH
right, here's what happened.™

| listened carefully. That night, | wote down what she said:

When | fell into the land of the elves, | was afraid; terrified. Not so Dyor



the elf who found nme. He was tall, Tommy, tall and terribly beautiful —so
beautiful that it nade me ashamed to be seen by him | felt like alittle
brown wen next to a magnificent cardinal

| didn't see himright away, only the world into which | had fallen. The field
was |ike our field, save that there were no fences or barns, the grass was
somehow nmore lush, the flowers brighter, the sky nore wildly blue. A sweet
breeze bl ew through the grass.

146

A Bl aze of dory

Fl oati ng on the breeze was an enornous |avender butterfly; it [anded on ny
shoulder, as if it could not imagine being afraid of ne.

Then Dyor stood, rising fromthe grass |like a dream He had been sl eeping, he
told me later, and ny arrival had woken him

"Thank the seventh star you are here," he said.

It's hard to tell you what his voice was |ike, Tonmy, except to say that it
wasn't sinply beautiful; it was thrilling.

He nust have seen that | was trenbling. Or naybe he sinply realized how
woul d feel. Anyway, he raised his hands, palnms out, and said, "Please do not
be afraid. We have been hopi ng sonmeone woul d come. We need your help."

When | asked hi mwhat he neant, he shook his head and said, "Let ne show you.

It will be easier than trying to explain."
Taking my hand, he led nme out of the field and into the woods. Such woods!
Such trees! | felt that our trees were copied fromthemby sone third-rate

manuf act ur er.

Dyor led me to a grove filled with elves. They blinked and turned away when
they saw ne, as if sonething about me hurt their eyes. It nade ne sad.

At the far side of the grove stood two
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t hrones, carved from burni shed wood that had a strange grain. Sitting on the
thrones were two elves, one nmale, one fermale. He was the nobst exquisite of al
the elves, with silver hair that seened to hold its own light. She shoul d have
been beautiful, but was not. Something had happened to her, weakened her
somehow, so that she seened to be wasting away.

The el f king stood and held out his hand to ne. | crossed the grove. | was
shaki ng. Not because | was afraid he would do anything to me, but sinply
because he was so wonderful. It was like neeting a god. At the sane tinme, |

was fretting inside over how | would ever get hone to your grandfather. O
course, he wasn't your grandfather, yet; we had been married for |less than six
months at the tinme. But | knew | had to get home to him

When | reached the elf king | knelt before himand bent nmy head to the ground.
| had never met royalty before, but | had read ny books, and it seened |ike
the right thing to do. After a nonent he reached down and put his hand under
my chin. Hs skin was warm and snooth. "Stand," he said in a voice even nore
wonder ful than Dyor's.

| stood.
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"What is your nane?"

"lIvy," | said, hoping he wouldn't think it too foolish

| was pleased when he smled. "A beautiful name," he said. "For a beautiful
young womnan. "

| began to blush. | knew | could not be beautiful in their eyes, but it

pl eased ne that he said it.

He stared at ne for a long nonent, squinting a bit as he did, as if | hurt his
eyes. "W need your help," he said at last. Even though Dyor had said the sane
thing, | found it astonishing. Wat could these people possibly need from ne?
| started to say, "I will do anything I can," then stopped nyself. These
peopl e were magi cal, after all. Wo knew what they mght ask of ne? | wanted
to help, but I didn't want to commt nyself to sonething that would keep ne



from goi ng home agai n. Choosing nmy words nore carefully, | said, "How can
someone |ike me hel p soneone |ike you?"

The queen stirred then, moving as if it hurt to do so. "This is nmy fault," she
said. "It is best that |I explain."

Her voice sounded not |ike bells but like sand running between your fingers,

and it was all | could do to make out her words.
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The ki ng paused, then nodded. | was aware of the elves all around ne, staring
at me. The queen held out her hand. | took it, wondering if |I should kiss it,

wi shi ng Dyor woul d advise me. But the queen sinply squeezed ny fingers, then
pul | ed her hand back. Unlike the king's, her hand was cool, al nost col d.

"I have made a serious error," she said softly.

The ki ng was frowning.

| waited, but no one spoke. Finally | said, "What did you do?"

"I stayed too long at the fair."

| didn't know what to say to that, so | just stood and | ooked at her, waiting
for her to go on.

"The goblin fair," she said at |ast.

The ki ng | ooked away.

"There are rules,” said the queen. "It is never wise to ignhore them"

She straightened herself in her chair. | renmenber that specifically, because
it was hard for nme to i magi ne that soneone so graceful could ever be
unconfortable. Finally she went on

"Once a year the peoples of faerie gather at the goblin fair. It is a time of
guar ant eed peace, when dwarf and el f, goblin and

150

A Bl aze of dory

sprite can freely nmeet and mingle, trade and tal k, exchange everything from
news to news. | love the fair, love it too rmuch, | suppose, for |ast year
broke the rul es and stayed past m dnight. \Wen that happened, when | nmade that
fool's m stake, the goblins took, as was their right, their penalty.”

She cl osed her eyes and | ooked away.

"What was it?" | asked. "What was the penalty?"

"A part of me," she whispered. "They took a part of ne and wapped it in a
stone, and now the stone is warm but | amcold, and | amfading, and in tine
| simply will not be, unless the stone can be recovered."

| shivered at what she told ne.

"It is part of the stone's enchantnent that no elf can touch it," she
continued, "nor no magical creature of any sort. Only a human can hold the
stone. Wuld you do that for me, go and fetch the stone, bring it back so that
| can be whol e agai n?"

It woul d have taken a heart far harder than mine to say no to that, Tonmy,
though | did worry what your grandfather would say when | got hone.

Wl |, getting that stone took |onger than any of us imagi ned. What an
adventure |
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had getting it back to the queen! Dyor and | net stranger creatures and saw
wi | der places than | can tell you about—giants and uni corns, and once | even
saw a cave where a dragon lived, though | didn't see the dragon itself.

But with Dyor's help | did it, Tomry. W found the stone and carried it back
to the queen. And when we did, when | placed it in the queen's hand, the nost
amazi ng thing happened. It was as if the stone dissolved, nelted right into
her pal m Somet hing seemed to change and grow in her then, so that she was
suddenl y—eh, right somehow. Healthy again. Herself.

My grandnot her began to cough at that point, as if the effort of telling the
story had caught up with her all at once. "No nore today, Tonmmy," she said.
"I'mtoo tired."

To ny shane, | tried to get her to tell me nore, even though | could see that



she was exhausted. O course | realized the story was quite nad. But | was

al so enchanted by it.

The next day she went into the hospital

| visited her daily. She told ne nore about the elf world when she coul d,

t hough nmostly she was too weak. A single strand ran through all the nenories.
"I have to get home," she nuttered as
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she wandered through the back corridors of her mnd. "I have to get hone."
For three days | thought she was speaki ng about com ng back from her
adventure. It was alnost too |late when | realized that she neant she needed to
go back to the farm

"I have to go, Tommy," she cried, late one night, clutching ny armwth a
strength that astonished nme. "Take me hone!™"

| wish | were stronger. | w sh bureaucrats could be slain |ike dragons. But
this was not an elven adventure, and | was not able to free her fromthe
hospi t al

She freed herself, | think. Through sheer effort of will she nade herself well

enough that they let her go home, on the condition that soneone stayed with
her around the cl ock

That was all right. | had nothing else to do.

Three nights later | knew she was going to die. Atrip back to the hospita
m ght have squeezed out a few nmore days, but they were days that she didn't
want, and that woul d have been spent in a place she hated.

She wanted to be hone.

It was about three o'clock in the norning when the elves arrived.

| was sitting in my grandnmother's room holding her wthered hand, wondering
whi ch [ abored
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breath woul d be her last. Suddenly | heard a rattling in her chest. Her hand
ti ghtened on m ne

"It's time, Tommy," she npaned.

Then the wall on the far side of the bed turned to liquid silver, and the

el ves stepped through.

There were eight of them The first, I was quite sure, was Dyor. The king and
the queen cane last. | understood what ny grandnother had said, about feeling
like a wen next to a cardinal. The fact that all the elves blinked and
averted their eyes, as if ny plainness was painful to them added to the

feeling. | wanted to crawl under the bed and hide fromtheir beauty, wanted to
shake ny grandnot her and shout, "They're here!"™ But | could not, couldn't nove
at all. It was as though tinme had stopped, frozen at the nmoment of their
arrival

Dyor reached down and gently separated my grandnother's hand from m ne
"Hell o, lvy," he whispered, and when she sniled | knew that she was stil
alive.

In that noment | felt a shift, as if | had noved fromthe place where tinme had
stopped to their place, where tinme went on in its own way.

"We are here to redeema prom se,” one of the elves said to ne as they began
to cluster around her bed.

"What prom se?" | asked.
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"Along tinme ago your grandnother did me a great service," said the queen
whose voice was not |ike sand now, but |ike breeze through | eaves, like
birdsong in spring, like rain on a window |late at night. "In return, we

of fered her a chance to stay in Elfland, where she woul d have been i mmort al
She refused. "

The king took the queen's hand. "It was not that she didn't want to stay," he
said. "She did. But she had nade ot her pronises."



| thought of ny grandfather, and wondered if the old man ever knew what G anma
had given up for him

"I offered her many things," said the queen. "But she had only one request,
"Let me be buried in Elfland,' she said to nme, just before we sent her hone.
"When it is all over, let nme conme back here to rest.'"

"So we have cone to take her hone," said the king.

Two of the elves were carrying a length of cloth, the color of the sky at

m dni ght. Working gently, deftly, they slid it under ny grandnother's frai
body. She shifted slightly as they did, but was silent. | thought I saw a
faint smle play over her Iips.

Now the elves lined up, three to each side of her bed. Each took hold of the
edge of the cloth. Together they lifted her fromthe bed. ; 755
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Suddenly the liquid silver of the wall began to shift. It grew transparent,
and | caught a heart-stopping glinpse of the world on the other side.

The king shifted his eyes so that he was | ooking right at me. He was squinting
and frowning. It felt bad to be | ooked at that way.

"Wuld you like to see the Lady Ivy as we see her?" he asked.

"I don't know what you nean."

"You think we find you ugly, do you not?"

When | | owered nmy head in shame, the king | aughed. "W see different things,
you and |. Your senses observe the outside. Qurs perceive what lies inside.
Let me show you."

And so saying, he laid his hands upon ny eyes. Wen he took themaway | cried
out in wonder. The elves were as beautiful as ever. But my grandnot her—eh, ny
grandnot her. What a blaze of glory she was.

Now | understood why the elves had averted their eyes.

Singing a song that broke ny heart, they carried nmy grandnother through the
silver portal, a small sun resting on the dark elven cloth.

"Your lives are short, Tomy," said the Elven king. "But, oh, how the best of
you shine."

He reached for his queen's hand. Both of them nodded to ne, then turned and
foll oned ny
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grandmot her's funeral procession, through the shimering silver portal, back
to the land of the elves.

The wall cl osed behind them | stared at it for a long tine, then turned, and
began to straighten ny grandnother's bed.
757

A Note fromthe Author

FOR YEARS | have been maintaining that | can't really wite short stories,

that they are just sonething that happen to nme by accident every now and then.
For an equal nunber of years Jane Yol en has been thunping me on the head

(et aphorically speaking) and telling nme that this is nonsense.

As usual, Jane was right.

It started with "The Box." Every once in a while a witer is given a gift—a
bit of unearned grace. That is how |l think of this story, which, of all the
things | have witten, is probably ny personal favorite. In fact, it is nmy own
feel -
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ing that it may well be the best thing | will ever wite.

At one time that realization bothered ne, particularly because it was witten
while | was still inny twenties. It was done, in fact, as an assignment for a

class in children's witing that | was taking from picture-book witer Helen
Buck-1 ey, who sinply put a wooden box on the table one evening during class
and told us to wite a story about it.

Though | no | onger renmenber exactly how the story grew, | do renenber that I
was certain it was the best thing | had witten to that point. However, as is



often the case with our best work, it was not easy to find a hone for this
story. After several rejections | consigned it to nmy files, where it renai ned
for years, until Jane called and told ne she was assenbling a collection of
short fantasies and wanted me to send her sonething for it.

Wth considerable trepidation, | dusted off "The Box" and mailed it Janeward.
Three days later she called and said (and | have never forgotten this),
"Bruce, this story is so beautiful that if the rest of the comrittee doesn't
want it, I'mgoing to resign fromthe project."”

Though | had al ready sol d several books, that was the first tine | knew I
could wite short stories.

Not that doing so then becanme a natural thing
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for me. In fact, over two-thirds of this collection is a direct result of Jane
personal ly prying stories out of my perpetually protesting psyche.

The usual cycle goes like this: Jane calls and tells me that she is doing a
new col |l ecti on and wants a short story from ne.

| reply that short stories are an unnatural formfor me and only happen by
occasi onal acci dent.

She then tells ne that this is nonsense, and that if | know what is good for
me, Pll wite a short story for her

| reply that I will think about it.

I f she noodges nme enough tines in the nonths that follow, a short story al nost
al ways results.

Thi s has been a source of ongoi ng astoni shnent to ne.

These stories happened in a wide variety of ways. "Od dory," for exanple,
was witten out of sheer rage, ny response to watching self-serving
politicians prepare to sacrifice the First Amendnent for a little short-term
gai n.

"Duffy's Jacket," on the other hand, was pure joy. The idea came to ne while
was wal king in the woods with sone friends. Wen we got back to the house
excused mysel f, went upstairs, and typed it in a single sitting, the words
seeming to fly fromny fingers.

(I'f only it were always that easy! But | figure a
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quarter century of word-wangling entitles you to at |east one story that
cones fairly quickly.)

Speed was hardly the hallmark of "Wth H s Head Tucked Underneath Hs Arm"
whi ch took nearly fifteen years to go fromfirst draft to finished version
(and then only got there because Jane and her brilliant assistant, M chael
Stearns, helped nme find an ending for the thing).

One thing the stories do have in common is that many of themwere witten in
the mddle of the night, atime | seemto find particularly fruitful for short
stories. Both "The Passing of the Pack" and "Homeward Bound" (two stories that
deal with nmy favorite thene of reconciliation) happened when | clinbed out of
bed and wote themin the predawn hours.

Finally, again prodded by Jane, | began to realize that | had enough of these
tales to nake a collection. However, when | gathered themtogether and sent
themto her, her response (gleeful and slightly sadistic) was, "I'Il publish

them as a book if you wite some new ones."
Yi kes! Torn between ny conviction that short stories were something | wite

only when luck and the stars are with nme, and ny desire to see these all in
one book, | swall owed ny doubts and said yes.

And then put off witing themfor nearly a year
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Unli ke the other stories in this book, which were witten nonths and years
apart, the three newest ones—The Language of Blood," "A Blaze of dory," and
"Clean as a Wistle"—grew simultaneously; often I found nyself moving from



the dark intensity of the vanpire story to the sheer silliness of the brownie
story in a single hour.

As always, no matter how bizarre the topic, in the end the main source of the
witing is ny owmn life and experiences and dreans. Thus "Bl aze" is a tribute
to ny grandnothers, two of the npbst splendid wonen | have ever known, while
"Bl ood" reflects sonme of ny feelings about the act of witing itself. (As for

"Whistle," | refuse to say what aspect of ny life is represented, on the
grounds that to do so could get me in a great deal of trouble.)

Qddly enough, when | was finished witing the last three stories, | found that
| had finished something else as well. | had finally learned to believe in

nmysel f as a short-story witer.

So | hope you enjoyed yourself. Because | can tell you now, there's nore where
t hese came from
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