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Esther Friesner reports that her recent efforts include a collaborative novel
with Mercedes Lackey, asyet untitled, and that her fourth "Chick™" anthology,
The Chick Isinthe Mail, will be out in January.

This new fantasy story wasinspired by atrip to Chartres cathedral At one

point, Esther heard "beautiful, silvery threads of music that seemed to spird

down from no visible source in the shadows above." Further examination, however,
revealed ayoung man playing aflute ,in front of the cathedra and sometrick

of acoudtics obvioudy drew the melody into the building.

Read on and see how our Connecticut bard transmuted this small sceneinto a
lovdy yarn.

MASTER, THE HEART OF THESE things came to pass in the autumn of the year that
the great cathedra neared completion. Beyond the town wallsthe fields were

nearly bare and the forest put on splendor. Bright leaf crowns of bronze and

purple, scarlet and gold flung themsdlves over the secret fastnesses of the wood

where terrors crouched. In the shorn fields asters winked blue among the

stubble. And everywhere, in the streets and on the narrow track dipping between

the hillsto the outlying villages, there was song.

The countryfolk sang because their harvest was done and the war had dithered
its huge, armored body far into the south that year. M others sang cradle songs
to cradles where for once no spectral hand of famine or illness or whetted sted!
had crept to touch and take their babes. Farmers bellowed drinking songsin the
taverns because singing drowned out the noise of backbones that creaked and
snapped when honest working men at last unbent their spines from the [abor of
regping and stacking, threshing and winnowing the grain.

Giles was a man who made his songs with stone. Hewas well past the middle years
of Adam's sons, hisraven hair streaked and stippled with gray, his beard blazed
slver like the back of abadger. When hefirst arrived, over fifteen Easters

agone, no one in the town knew where he came from or who paid out his wages. He
presented himsdlf to the widow Agneswho had asmal house hard by the
cathedral's growing shadow and offered her afair price for the rental of a

room, food to fill hisbdly, and the free use of her modest yard. Theyard

stood behind the house and was supposed to contain the widow's humble garden,
but the plastered walls of the house itself hoarded sunlight from what few

plants struggled their way out of the sour soil, and in time the cathedrd's

risng wals shouldered aside dmost everything but shadows.

Thewidow Agnestherefore did not complain too loudly when the nature of Giless
intent for her property was made known. The very next day after hisarriva, a
dust-faced man named Paul the Brown presented himsdlf at her door driving acart
with aload of fresh timber. She recognized him as one of the bishop's



lowest-ranked servants and kept her thoughts to herself when Giles rushed out to
greet him eagerly. Together the two men transported the lumber into the widow's
yard and from it built a spacious, dant-roofed shed on ground where flowers
often had been planted but never had lived to bloom.

In the days that followed, the widow Agnes witnessed more strange shipments
arrive on her doorstep for her new boarder. There was asmall, sturdy table, a
stool standing on four fat legs, a coarse hempen sack that clanked demons out of
the widow's white cat Belle, and lengths of sailcloth, thick with pale dust and
neetly folded. All of these effects were trundled out to the shed in theyard
where some were put in place and others put into ironbound chests of wood that
locked with a snick-clack sound like jackdaws laughing. Last of dl camethe
stones.

A squadron of servants showed their yellowed teeth to the widow when she
answered their thunderous summons on the day the first more-than-man-size block
of sonearrived. Aswith thefirst servant, Paul the Brown, their faces were

al familiar to her--work-creased vizards of skin glimpsed in passing on market
day, or when the widow's curious eye wandered during mass, or in the shadow of
thetavernsign.

The leader of that burly crew doffed a cap frosty with dust and asked, "Wherell
Master Giles haveit?' He gestured to the block of raw-hewn stone on the cart
behind him.

"Magter Giles?' the widow echoed. Her commerce with the man until this had been
scant and smdl (and she awoman whose inquisitive tongue could winkle out a
felow'slife history inthetimeit takesto break atinker's promise!). She

knew him by that name but not thet title.

"Aye, thisisthefirg of 'em,” the servant said. He might have said more, but
Master Gileswas there, white Belle amewing ghost a his ankles. He spoke with
brief courtesy to hislandlady, begging her pardon for not having forewarned her
of thisvistation while at the sametimetelling her no more about it. Then he
hustled forward to direct the men to move the block of stone into the widow's
yard, under the shelter of the shed.

Some days later the widow Agnes found the form of aman emerging from the great
stone. Crude as God's firdt tentative pinchingsin the red clay that would be

Adam, Magter Giless man lacked the festures of aface (unlessthefirgt hint of
ahigh-bridged nose could be reckoned to that credit) and could be said to

possess human hands only as a courtesy to the lumpy mass of rock at the ends of
what might have been arms.

Magter Giles saw the widow staring a hiswork and grinned. Histhick hair and
beard were now all white with the breath of chiseled rock, asif the ssone were
sucking away hisaloted lifespan, but he worked bare-armed and bare-chested in
the pleasant summer westher and the knotted muscles moving deekly beneath the
skin cried liar! to any who dared to call him old.

"Good day to you, goodwife," hesaid, still swinging the hammer, il holding



the stedl-edged cutting toal to itstask. The tapping blows and the chinking

sound of the stoné's thousand small surrenders underlay hiswordsin asmooth,
Seady rhythm. "What do you think of my Saint Clement?' He lowered the hammer
and gestured at a protruding lump of rock with the chisdl. "Here's the anchor

that dragged him to aglorious martyr's degth. | would have given him a
stonecutter's tools, but my lord bishop would discover my vanity al the earlier
then." His hearty laugh was for himsdf and for dl the petty conceitsof a
fragileworld.

Thewidow crept nearer, but she could see neither the offered anchor nor the
stonecuitter's point. His smile did not mock her when she confessed herself
either bewildered by thelight or merely bewitched by her own ignorance.

"You will seetheanchor intime" Magter Giles said kindly, setting histools

down on the worktable and taking her plump hand in his caloused pam. "The
sant isgtill being born. Y ou see, my lord bishop has brought me here for the
cathedra's sake. | am to adorn the south porch bel ow the great rose window with
twelvefiguresin stone, and since Master Martin whose province is the north
porch has dready laid claim to the Twelve Apostles, | have afree hand in the
choice of my saints. | thought to begin well by invoking the protection of Saint
Clement. He has dways been afriend to those of my trade. The Emperor Trgan
tore him from the papal throne and sent him as adave to the marble quarries of
Russia, but even there he made conversions and worked miracles. Once, they say,
hisfaith called forth water from arock for the sake of hisfellow-daves

thirst. Soon after, he wasflung into agreat sea, the anchor around his neck.

The angelsthemsdlves built him a stone tomb beneath the waves. That is beyond
me, s0 | do this, to hisglory.”

The widow Agnes bobbed her head. She loved the tales of saints lives, for she
was a devout woman--al the more so since her husband had goneto deepina
churchyard bed. He took with him to eterna rest the staff with which he used to
best hisbride, but he forbore to fetch away hismoney. If thiswas not proof of
divine grace, it would do for the widow Agnes. "Which saintswill you choosefor
the other--" Shedid aquick taly"--dleven?’

"I don't know," said Master Giles. " Saint Barbara, perhaps, to keep the peril of
firefar from the holy place, and Saint Georgeto aid the farmer and protect
good horses. Who can say?' His smile was whiter than the fresh-cut stone as he
glimpsed Bell€e's pointed face staring boldly out at him from behind the widow's
skirts. "l might even carve alikeness of Saint Anthony to mind the fortunes of
some smdl animasin need of watching."

Thewidow Agnes laughed out loud and told him he was a sorry rogue, and that she
would warn my lord bishop of the jackanapes held hired for the adornment of the
south porch. Then she brought Master Giles the good wine from the cellar and
when the sun's setting cheeted the eyes of gossps everywhere, shetook himto

her bed.

The years ran and the cathedral grew. The shapes of saints blossomed in the
widow'syard and were duly bundled away to their placesin the niches of the
south porch. The widow and Master Giles lay down together many times with only



smple human comfort in mind and awoke one morning startled to find love had
dipped between the sheets. They did not marry, for the talk would crumble
Magter Gilessfavor with the bishop as surely asit would destroy the widow's
famefor piety and prayer. There did come atimein that first mad year when the
widow had causeto travel south to settle a matter of inheritance among her
distant kin, but she returned within asix-month and al was as before.

Thelittlewhite cat Belle birthed many litters and died, leaving the wardship

of the widow's house to her daughter Candida, who was also furred with snow. And
one hot August day the widow died of a sweeting fever that carried off many

souls besides her own, leaving the care of her house to adistant relative and

the care of Candidato Master Giles.

The distant relative turned out to be a spinster of the breed that seem born

crones from their mothers wombs. She was called Margaret, dead Agness
far-removed cousin, awoman who had never married and therefore begrudged the
joy of any woman who had. She was able, for charity, to forgive those who found
themselves bound in miserable, loveless matches, and so for atime she had made
Agnes her favorite. But when Agness husband died leaving the lady young enough
and rich enough to live on sweetly content, Margaret came near to choking on the
injustice of it al. Or perhapsit was only her own bile that rosetofill her

throat.

Margaret lived with her parentsin avillage whaose chief product was stink.

After they died, Agnes sent her cousin plentiful support, the only fact which
alowed Margaret to reconcile hersalf somewhat to Agness good fortune. She had
lesstrouble reconciling hersdlf to her own when the news reached her of Agness
death and her own inheritance.

Shearrived on araw December day when Master Gileswasjust finishing work on
his ninth saint. She came mounted on afat donkey, purchased with the first

portion of Agness bequest. (A clerk of the cathedral was guardian and messenger
of the widow's estate. He it was who took word of Agnes's death and final
testament to Margaret, along with asum of money to finance the spingter's
journey to her new demesne. Agnes had made a sizable gift to the cathedrd as
well asto her cousin, and so it was plain courtesy to see that good woman's
affarswell settled.)

Margaret drove the donkey on to the timpani of her bony heds against the
animal's heaving Sdes, astout stick in her hand playing counterpoint on his
rump. The poor beast's brayed petition of mercy to heaven roused every Street
through which they passed. So loud was her advent, and so well herdded by the
urchins running along beside her, that Magter Giles himsalf waslured from his
bel oved stone to see what nine-days wonder was invading hisemptied life.

When she drew up abreast of the late widow Agness house, the spinster Margaret
jerked on the donkey's rope bridle and did from the saddle-blanket with poor
grace. Thethrong of merrymaking children who had joined in her processona
swarmed around her, offering to guide her, to hold the donkey's bridle, to

perform any of adozen needless errandsto justify their continued presence
underfoot. Master Giles saw with horror how the woman raised her stick,



threatening to treat the children after afashion that was unfit to treet a
donkey.

"Go home, children,” he said gently, stepping into their midst and placing his
towering body as a shield between them and Margaret's stick. " Off with you now,
you're wanted home." The children giggled and darted away, al save one.

"Who areyou?' Margaret demanded of the stonecutter, her lipsthin as meet cut
at apoor man'stable.

"l an Magter Giles, in the service of my lord bishop.”

"Oh." Her mouth was smdl and hard as a prunepit. "Y ou. The clerk said you pay
rent and you work to finish the cathedral. My lord bishop would rather not have
you moved."

"My lord bishopiskind,” said Master Gilesin such away that he let her know
how dien he thought kindness wasto her heart.

"My lord bishop may command me,” Margaret said drily. " So you areto stay, then,
gnce it does nothing to inconvenience him. How much longer must you live here?!

"Until | have finished birthing my saints”

"Birthing? How dare you speak so of the holy ones?' Margaret squawked like a
goose caught under astyle. "Asif they were dimed with the foulness of a

snful woman's blood? Ugh! | will report this blasgphemy to the bishop and you
will be made to leave my house before another sun sets.”

Master Gilesseyes|ost ther tolerant warmth. ™Y ou may say what you likeinto
whatever earswill hear it. | will deny it dl. Do you think my lord bishop will
risk the promised beauty of his cathedra for the sake of alone woman's

rantings?'

"I havetruth to speak for me," Margaret said, stiffer than the carven draperies
that clothed Master Giless stone children.

"That'sasmay be" hereplied. "But | have my saints, and my saints have my
lord bishop'sear." He turned from her proudly and amost sprawled over the
huddled body of the boy who crouched against the doorframe of dead Agness
house,

"Go home, child," Magter Gilestold him. "Why do you linger here?' The boy
looked up at the stonecutter with eyes as stony and unseeing as those of the
measter's carved saints and aface as beautiful as heaven. A blind man's staff
leaned againgt his hollow shoulder but he did not have the shabby air of a
beggar. His garb was well worn, smple, sufficient, and there was abundle of
belongingsat hisfest.

Margaret gave aharsh sniff. "Thisis Benedict," she said, and she Siezed the
boy roughly by the wrist and thrust the lead-rope of her donkey into his hand.



She barged into the widow Agnes's house without another word, leaving Master
Gilesto Sare at the boy asblankly asif he himsdf were the Sghtlessone.

The boy leaned on his staff and got to hisfeet, holding fast to the donkey's
rope. "Isthere astable?' he asked, stooping to juggle rope and staff so that
he might hold these and il take up hisbundle.

"l will take care of the beest,” Magter Giles said, histongue stumbling over

the words as a score of unasked questions struggled for precedence. Hetried to
disengage the boy's hand from the donkey's lead, but Benedict refused to
relinquishit.

"Thisismy work," hesaid. "l am alwaysthe one with the beasts."

Master Giles considered the boy's reply as no stranger than his bearing. He did
not seem a servant, yet Margaret did not treat him askin. "Thisway, then," he
said at last, and set his hand on the boy's shoulder to guide him to the shack
that served dead Agness house for astable.

The house that once had warmed itsdlf with love now steeped itsdlf inice. The
house that once had rung with the sweet tempo of iron on stone, keeping timeto
awdl-loved woman's morning song, now sheltered only silence. Margaret provided
Master Giles with food and shelter and free use of the yard in accordance, to

the letter, with dead Agnessfirst agreement with the man. No less. Certainly

no more. The stonecutter could find no matter for complaint in the quaity and
quantity of hisvictuds, and yet he rose from the table empty, burning with a

hunger of the heart, athirst of the soul.

As promised, the boy Benedict was the one with the beasts. He took care of the
donkey and later, when Margaret purchased afamily of chickensand abrown
milk-goat, he looked after these too. He was up early each day, leading his
charges off to graze on what few mouthfuls of dry grass the town green afforded
in the harsh weather. Master Giles heard his staff tap across the paving stones,
fdling into its own cadence somewhere between the quicktime of the goat's
hooves and the steady clop of the donkey's feet.

Winter closed over the town. It was a cruel season. Work on the cathedral
dowed, with labor limited to only those artisans whose hands touched the
interior of the sanctuary. Unfinished walls put on a penitent's shirt of thatch

to keep the bitter weather from setting its teeth into the stone. Master Giles
set up canvas walls around his shed and worked on in all wegthers, so long as
the frost did not grow deep enough to affect the fiber of the rock.

One morning soon after Candlemas, before even the whisper of dawn had touched
the sky, he was roused from hislonely deep by the voice of the stone. The hour
was too early even for country-bred Margaret to be padding about. Master Giles
tossed aside his blankets, did up his hose, and pulled on awoolen smock over
histunic. His bones cried out for acloak, but he hushed them with the reminder
that work would warm them soon enough.

He loped slently down the stairs and came into the kitchen. A bregth of light



from the fading moon silvered the edges of the shutters. Master Gilesfetched a
smdl iron pot and filled it with cods plucked from the hearth's negtly banked
ashes. Thiswould be dl the heat he'd have in the shed, for agreater fire

might cause the stoneto split. It was enough to keep his hands from gtiffening
at hisart, and that was al he asked.

The house was very gill Hefdt asif he were Lazarusleaving the tomb.

Margaret kept the place clean as boiled bones, yet she did not speak with Master
Giles except to return his perfunctory salutations, to summon him at medltimes,

to give him messages from the cathedrd, and to answer any questions he might
ask. But while shetithed her wordsto him, the boy Benedict paid out none at

al.

There was frost on the earth. Master Giles stood in the yard with his back to
the house and raised his eyesto the great cathedra. "Five yearsor six and it
will bedone" he said, weaving white vellswith his bresth on the darkness.
"Two years or three and it may be consecrated to use while the last touches are
made on the outsde. Had you lived to seeit, Agnes--!" And hisleathery thumb
brushed the tears away before they could freeze into stars against the gray and
black cloud of hisbeard.

It was then he heard the song. Thin and reedy, borne on avoice wobbling over
words and music like anewborn caf trying itslegs, it came so softly to the
sculptor's ear that he amost doubted he heard it. But it wasthere. It was
coming from the shed.

Master Gilesfelt something brush hisleg. He looked down into Candida's
flower-face. The white cat mewed inquisitively and he, feding only alittle
foolish, motioned for her to keep ill. He moved with the cat's own stedlth to
where the canvas walls were pierced by aloose-hung flap of sailcloth that kept
out thewind. The song praised God for His al-sheltering love asthe
stonecutter crept through the doorway.

The boy Benedict sat on ahegp of straw that warmed the feet of Magter Giless
newest saint. The carven lamb that pressed itself against the carven lady's

robes permitted thin young arms to wreath its rocky neck, made no objectionto a
dark head pillowed onits curlicued flank, did not protest the tears staining

itsgray fleece like thetracks of therain. The boy sang through tears, his

voice legping and faling, trembling on acusp of music and dipping from the
precarious perch of a high note not quite grasped.

Master Giles held the music in his mouth and | et the lovdy, imperfect taste of

it melt sweetly over histongue. He could not take his eyesfrom the boy. His
mind did not want to know the things his eyesfindly told his heart. The stone
face of the saintly virgin Agnes smiled down on the bowed head of a child whose
face was the image of her own.

The white cat was not enthraled by human music. She ambled past the
stonecuitter, bright eyes of gold on the smal, gray, squesking temptations which
al that straw might hide. Seeing atuft tremble, she crouched, haunches
bunched, tall siffly twitching, lipsslently writhing over her race's



ceremonia curse upon the whole tribe of vermin. Then she sprang.

If there had been amouse in hiding there, he escaped her, but the boy's foot
did not. Benedict shouted with surprise and flung himsdf backward as Candidas
paws captured his ankle. Hiswhole weight struck the statue.

Magter Giles shot through the doorway, throwing himsdf forward to embrace the
boy with one arm and to steedy the statue with the other. Straw flew upina
sunburst of golden dust. The boy yedlled again to fed Master Giless strong hand
on hisarm. Heflaled hislimbswildly, fingers groping for his gaff.

"Ouch!" cried the stonecutter asthe boy's hed struck histhigh. "Hush, hush,
don't beafrad, it'sonly me." Hiswordsworked. The boy was till. Empty eyes
could yet hold questions. Master Gilesreplied, "1 couldn't deep, so | came out
here to work. When | saw the cat pounce on you, and you hit the statue, | was
afraid you were going to knock...it...o .... " Redlization stole over him ashe
spoke, and he saw the same dawn on the boy's face asasmile.

The statue was nine feet of solid rock, Benedict ascant fivefeet of flimsy
flesh and bone. "Me knock her over?" the boy asked lightly, dimples showingina
smile that belonged to the beloved phantom of the house.

"Why, yes" Magter Giles said, fdling gladly into the straight-faced fool's
part. "With al your muscle, my poor saint would never have a chance to stand
againg you." And they both laughed.

He could tdll the boy what he knew, then; what he had just then come to know.
Shared laughter made shared hearts easier. The evidence of Master Giless eyes
did not come as much news to Benedict.

"I never knew you were my father, but | knew she was my mother," the boy said.
"Margaret caled me bastard so often when | was small that | grew up thinking it
was my name. But when | knew the difference and heard her call her cousin Agnes
whore, | knew that must be another way for Margaret to say that Agneswasthe
bastard's mother."

"I'll kill her." Master Giles forced the words out between gritted teeth.
Benedict could not hope to see his father's knuckles whiten, but he could not
help fed the stonecutter's corded arms tense with cold rage.

"Let her be," said Benedict softly, and his voice held the peace of Chridt. It
was then that Master Giles knew there would never be anything he could refuse
his son.

"She never told me shewaswith child," the stonecutter said, stroking the last

of the tears from Benedict's cheeks. "If she had--" He shook his head

regretfully for al things small and lost and loveless. Thetwo of them sat in

the straw at the feet of the stone Saint Agnes. Her arms reached out, turning

her cloak to sheltering wings above them. The irreverent cat bounded onto the
table and thence up to perch on the saint's crown of martyrdom. Cold dawn paled
the canvaswalls.



The boy ran his hand over the lamb's petrified curls. Y ou are carving thisfor
her."

Magter Giles nodded, then redlized such silent sgnswere usalesswith his son.
"Yes," hesad. "Thissaint ishers. Shewill sland with Saint Clement and Saint
George, Barbaraand Anthony, Martin for my good friend Master Martin, Gilesin
thanksto my patron saint for hismany blessings, Mathurin for al the fools of
thisworld and sweet Saint Ceciliafor music.”

"Music," breathed the boy.

"You sng--you sng well." Magter Gileswasin at ease with compliments. Evenin
dead Agnessarms he could not put histongue to lovers words but et moans and
kisses and the touch of hands speak her praisesfor him. "I heard you when |
came out here thismorning. | did not know the song.”

"Shetaught it to me," said Benedict.

"Margaret?' He could not fathom that dry stick teaching a child anything but a
catechism of bitterness.

Benedict laughed. "Can you redlly think such athing? No, no, | mean the other.”

"Your...mother?" Master Giles cudgeled hisbrains, trying to recal another time
besi des the secret months of Benedict's awaited birth when hislost love had
left the town. He could bring noneto mind.

Theboy sad, "No. | mean thelady."” And he said no more, asif having said this
was enough.

Master Gilesfelt like one of good Saint Mathurin's protected fools. "What lady
isthis? Thewife of thelord of Margaret's old village? His daughter? A
kinsvoman?'

Benedict snorted al of these away. "If you could hear her sing, you would know.
| met her in the woods, when Margaret sent me there to pasture the pigs. There
were tumbled stones, and the broken tooth of aridged column. In springtime |
could fed tiny chips of rock likelittle dick scales under my bare feet, and

places between them where the mortar had cracked and violets grew.”

"A ruin," said Master Giles, who had passed many such places as he moved from
town to town, following his calling. Onetime he had thought to spend the night
inthe shdlter of haf-vanished walls, degping on amosaic of dolphinsand

vines, until hiseyefel upon atoppled statue in the empty basin of a

fountain. Lichens crawled across enameled eyes, moss clothed wanton nakedness,
and gtill thiswork of adead man's hands outshone Master Gilessfinest
endeavors. Hefled the place, ashamed and aching with envy.

"Shewasthere" theboy said. "I didn't know, at first. Then | heard the music.
The words praised God, yet sounded...I cannot say how they sounded, not truly.



Can praise hold sorrow? | caled out, 'Who's there? The music stilled. All |
could hear was the snuffle and grunt of Margaret's pigs. | thought I'd
frightened the lady away."

"How could you tell shewasalady?' Magter Giles asked. " She might have been a
peasant's daughter sent, like you, on an errand.”

"Y ou would not say soif you'd heard the daintiness of her song. A voicelike
that never called pigs home or shooed chickens," Benedict countered. "Besides, |
caught her scent, dl flowers, dewy and clean. When she returned, she gave me
reason not to doubt, proof of what | already knew."

"She returned?"

"That very day. The wood was growing cooler; it must have been near sunset. |
waswhistling up my pigs-—-they're bright, obedient beasts or Margaret never
would have trusted them to me--when | heard her song again. Thistimeit wasa
different one, ahymnto the Virgin. I'd never heard the like. Therewas ayear
when the pigs bred so well, Margaret alowed me to accompany her to afair at
Saint Jerome's abbey. | heard the monks in choir and stood captured by the sound
until Margaret gave me aknock on the head to hurry me along. | thought then

that there could be nothing more beautiful in al the world than the sound of so
many voicesinterwoven so perfectly.” A wistful look crossed hisface. "'l was

wrong."

There was something in his son's expression that troubled Master Gilesto the
heart. Blind, hisboy must keep company with fancies more than most. Some
fanciesfevered the brain, bringing madness. What was dl thistak of ladies

met in the wildwood? The forest was no haven for the gently bred. It welcomed
none.

The woods around this town were shrouded in dark legends, tales of the Fey with
their cold immortal beauty who begrudged men their frail immorta souls. Their
chief ddight was robbery, pure and smple, snatching away the precious few
comforts mortals could claim. With their deceiving ghost-lights they robbed the
weary workman of hisway home to rest when he crossed their lands by night.
Their heartless swains led maidensto believe themsalves beloved, let them wake
to find themselves abandoned. Not even the innocent babe in the cradle was safe
from their malice, their schemes a once bereaving mother of child and child of
human love.

Was stealing a poor blind boy's sanity beyond them?
"My boy," said the stonecutter, trying to hold his voice as steady as he held
hischisdl. "My boy, think. What would alady do in such aplace, so late, s0

lone? Are you sure of what you heard? Perhapsit was the wind."

"Doesthewind sing Christ's hosannas?' The saintly stone children born of
Master Giles's hand had faces|ess set and stern than Benedict's.

"1 mean, perhaps the wind brought you the sound of human voicesfrom a



distance," the man suggested. "There are convents in the wood, and the holy
sges”

"| touched her deeve. It flowed over my fingertipslike water. | touched her
hand. It was softer than the muzzle of anewborn fod."

"How did she cometo permit these liberties?"

"The second time | heard her song, | rushed forward calling on her to revea
hersdf, in Christ's name. | couldn't bear to have that sound taken from me

again. | imagined that if she was a Chrigtian, she must heed my plea, and if she
was not then the power of Our Lord's name would break her glamour and hold her
where she stood." Hislook was rueful as he added: "When | ran, | tripped over a

pg.

The agitation of Master Giless spirit almost broke free as laughter. He
smothered it. " She cameto your ad, then™ The boy confirmed this. "And was
that when you learned who thislady was?"

"She said she was called the lady Oudhadise.” The boy pronounced the outlandish
name aseasly asif it were plain Mary. "Shetold methat her kin lived nearby,
but that | had found her a home."

"At home! Inaruin? A place with no stone left atop another? She must have been
mad." The stonecutter was aghast at the thought of his son in such company.

Fresh tearstrembled in the boy's milky eyes. "Then | wish | were asmad as
g,ell

Master Giles cast hisarms around Benedict and held him tight. "Don't spesk so!
For the sake of your soul, don't.”

The boy was tiff in hisfather's embrace. "'For the sake of my soul, she taught

me her songs. We sat there until the night was cold around us and she sang for
me until | had them dl by heart. She told me, "'The women here once heard aman
who told them that they could not enter heaven except as children. | can never
beachild, but | long for the promise of your heaven. My songs are my offering
totheLord | seek, though thelord | servewould destroy meif he knew | give
them to you. Take them into your heart. Take me with you to the gates of
paradise.”

Master Giles shook his head. Madness, he thought, but al he said was. " Poor
lady."

"Yes," theboy agreed. "I have her face here, in my hands. She let me touch her
face and left me after. | came back to that same place in the forest many times,
but | never met with her again. All | have left iswhat she gave me." And now he
loosed the longing of histears.

Later that day Margaret could do nothing but mutter "L ackwit, madman, fool,"
when Magter Giles announced he'd taken the blind boy to be his apprentice.



Others said the same when the news went ‘round.

"How can you do thisthing?' Master Martin demanded as the two stonecutters sat
in the tavern over wine. Outside the wind howled early March's chill damnation
and blew away lost souls last grasp on their graves. "He can't see the stone.

How will he shapeit?'

"Y ou mind your Apostles and leave meto mind my saints," wasdl Master Giles
replied.

All that he knew was the need to shelter his son from aworld that would destroy
himif it heard histale of the lady in the wood. The only way he could seeto
prevent thiswas to take the boy into his care, and the one path open to him
there was to name him gpprentice.

Intime, it might have been forgotten, but for Margaret.

The bishop did not careif Master Giles apprenticed himself awild dog so long

as his chisdl continued to shape saintsfor the glorification of the cathedral.

He praised the sweetness of Master Giles's Saint Agnes and could not commend the
sculptor's skill highly enough when his next creetion, the beautiful Saint

Sebadtian, drew the hearts as well asthe eyes of dl who saw it. (And if the
saint'sface was the image of the man's gpprentice lad, what of that? Time

enough to inquireinto such matters after al twelve niches of the south porch

held their treasures.)

It was Margaret kept things on the boil, Margaret whose tongue wagged freein

the marketplace, the tavern, the church, the street. When Magter Giles took
Benedict for his apprentice, he stole awvay not only that woman's unpaid servant

but the butt at which she shot her wormwood-tipped barbs. How could the loveless
woman fed superior to the beloved dead if she could no longer hurl abuse at
love'sliving proof? Her tongue had lost its whetstone and itstarget. All that
remained to her was to hound Master Giles with amadman's reputation as
punishment for his having taken away her sport.

"L et him be as mad as Nebuchadnezzar," said the bishop. "But let him give me
sants”" So Mager Giles gave him next Saint Catherine of Alexandria "That
facel" the bishop cried when the sculptor and hisworkmen brought the finished
statue to the cathedral grounds. "Twisted as an old grapevinesroot. The holy
legendsrated her abeauty, but thisisa shrew."

"Ahwdl...." Master Giles shrugged. "So many centuries, looking after the
affairs of spinsters—-" He patted the spiked whed of her martyrdom. "That would
turn nectar to vinegar, my lord, given the temperament of some of her

congregation.”

The bishop squinted up at the saint. "That face...Do | know it?" And weeks
later, when his processiona happened to pass Margaret in the street, the way he
stared at her became her shame and the talk of the town for days.

Saint Catherine was Magter Giless deventh saint. There was now only one niche



bel ow the great rose window of the south porch that wanted its tenant.

How strangdly it dl turned out! One day the boy who could not seeto swing a
hammer againgt a chisdl's head came across alump of raw clay on hisfather's
workbench. It was Master Giless habit to mold his creatures out of clay before
giving them their bodies of stone. Benedict felt the cool, pliable earth benesth
his fingers and began to work it. As he worked, he sang one of hisdien songs.
His voice had mellowed with the years, learned steadiness, could hold to atune
the way agood hound held to atrail. It was a pleasure to hear him so
melodioudy praisng dl thingshaly, even if themusc that fell from hislips

was like nothing that ever rang out benesth the church rafters nor in the
tavernsnor in the distant fields.

"What'sthis?' cried Magter Giles, coming up behind hisboy and seeing thered
mass under his hands. He reached over Benedict's shoulder and plucked the nearly
finished figure from its crestor's grasp. The stonecutter sucked in his bresth

inawe. Theface of aninfant angd dimpled up at him.

It was perfection. He had never seen thelike. That cherub's countenance
contained just enough of the earthly child's essence to give aman hope that
even his stained soul might someday soar with the hosts of heaven.

"Isit good, Father?' Benedict asked softly.

"Isit good...." Master Giles could only stare at his son's handmade marvel
whiletears of wonder brimmed hiseyes. "I will copy it out in stone, my boy,
and lay it before my lord bishop himsdlf."

S0 hedid. The bishop was a canny man who knew the work of each of his cathedra
worker's hands the way afa coner knows each of hisbirds by flight, when they

are no more than specks againgt the sun. The bishop knew this angd was not

Master Gilesswork.

Master Gilessaid, "It was made by my apprentice, who isblind. Heworked it in
clay. All I did wasgiveit abody of sone."

"The Lord closes only the eyes of the body," the bishop replied. "In Hismercy,
He has opened for this lad the eyes of the soul. Bring him to me. I am minded to
seethismiracle”

Master Giles did as he was bidden, his heart light. He knew, you see, that soon
enough hiswork on the greeat cathedra would be done. Already he was considering
thefina saint he must carve, and once that was accomplished there would be no
further cdl for himinthistown. If it fel out that another town had usefor

hisskills, dl would bewell, but if not -- He had gonetheroadsin idieness

before this, sometimes for weeks, sometimes for months, once for over ayesr.
When there was only himself to think of, the roads held no terror, but now --

Now the devil'sfork held him: He could not subject a blind boy to the road. He
could not abandon his son to the absent mercies of Margaret.



A miracle, my lord bishop cals him, hethought. Let it be so! What churchman
would not be proud to keep atame miraclein his court, especialy now that
thereisagreat cathedra to support? The relics of the saintswill bring some
pilgrims, but many more will flock to see beauty spring from the hands of the
blind. Then and there he resolved to do everything he could to advance Benedict
in favor with my lord bishop.

Thefirst thing that he did wasto bring the lad before the bishop, asthe
bishop had commanded.

"Well, my child, you must tell me how you did it," the bishop said, seated on
his great chair of state while Master Giles helped his son to knedl and kissthe
ring and rise again.

"What would you have metell?' Benedict asked.

"Why, how you cameto do this." The bishop held up the cherub's head. Then he
redlized that thelad could not know his meaning, lacking sight. "How you knew
to make so exquisite athing asthisangd,” he amended.

"Oh," said Benedict, nodding. "That was easy. She sang him for me."

The bishop sat alittle straighter in hischair. " She?" he asked, and aso:
IIWI

Master Giless handstightened on his son's shoulders. "It isatrue miracle, my
lord bishop,” he said hadtily. "Thelad himsdlf told me of it. The Virgin Mary
gppeared to him in avision of the soul, for which no man needs eyes, and sang
of theglories of heaven. Thushewasdivingly inspired.”

"Ah." It was the bishop's turn to nod. He was a man willing to understand
miracles, but not wonders. "And do you think thiswas asolitary vison, or
might we expect more?"

"More" sad Mager Gilesemphatically. "God willing," he added, seeing the
bishop's eye turn hard and cold and narrow as the chisdl's blade.

"Let uspray that soit may be," the bishop said drily, and laid aside the
angel. "It were apity to spend al the inspiration of avision on grasping so
amal aportion of heaven.”

Later, asthey were walking home, Master Giles asked his son, "What rubble was
that you gave the bishop?'She sang him for me? Hewill think you alunatic.”

"Shedid." The boy was sullen. "My lady of the forest. | dept and saw her. It's
happened before this, only | never had cause to speak of it. She was seated a a
fountainside, singing praise to God. Oh Father, the colorsl How swestly they
sounded on my ear!" His sulky look melted in the bliss of hisremembered vison.
"With her voice done she built agtair of slver and gold to the very throne of
glory, and up and down itslength the angels climbed. Father, | think that | saw
my mother among the blest. My lady sang her facefor me so that | could fed! it



to my heart!" He embraced himsdf asif wingsof joy had enfolded him. Then his
shoulders sagged, his head drooped. "But sheis dead, my poor lady of the
forest, and kept from hope of heaven. Her songs of praise and her salvation are
locked away from her Redeemer as deeply asif they were encased in stone.”

Master Giles pressed his calloused hand to the boy's brow. "Have you fever?' he
asked, feding his heart drum panic. "Thisisno holy vision, but asending from
the damned. Don't spesk of it! Not before any, man or woman!"

"But you asked," the boy replied smply. "And so did the bishop. | tell you,

that ishow | came to make the angel. Her song opened the vault of heaven to my
eyes and |eft the shapes of al the saints and angelsin my hands. | cannot

forget them. | cannot forget her, or her pain, or her song.”

"I amyour father," Master Giles said severdly. "1 command you to forget.” They
walked the rest of the way homein silence.

Like most parents, Master Giles mistook silence for consent. So it was that by
the time they reached dead Agness house he was convinced that hischild wasin
no further danger of being branded mad for the indiscretions of histongue.
Indeed, the stonecutter felt secure enough in hisdominion over the boy to

revert to planning for Benedict's future.

"My son," he said the next day, "hereisclay." He placed the boy's handson a
lump of the stuff that was at least five times as big as the quantity he was
used to employ to make hismodds. "Makeasant.”

"Father...?' Benedict turned toward Master Giless voice.

"Thetwelfth saint for the south porch,” Master Gileswent on. "' want it to be
of your design, just asyou madethe angel. Then | will carveit. Y ou can do
this, my boy." Y ou must do this, for your life's sake, his heart implored
Slently.

Benedict sghed and rested hishandson theclay. "'l cantry,” he said. And he
began.

There passed ashiftless several weeksfor Magter Giles. Unable to work until he
had Benedict's model before him, he roamed the town, fidgety asadog with a
skinful of fleas. He was not used to idleness, and so made himself a pest on the
cathedra ste, diverting the workmen with japes and stories, discussing
problemsin design with the master architect that had not been problems until he
suggested otherwise. Mostly he knew the tavern.

But a last there came amorning when Benedict shyly asked hisfather to see
what it wasthat lay hidden beneath the damp rag on the worktable in the shed.
Magter Gilesremoved the clay-stained cloth with the reverence alover might
accord the last vell between himsdlf and the enjoyment of hislady'sfavors.

And then he stood as one taken by the immanence of angels.



Words flew through the town streets, darting from house to house like aflight

of swallows. Rumor soared and dipped beneath a hundred roofs, coming at last to
nest in the bishop's palace: The last saint was more than stone, more than

flesh. Thelast saint of Master Giles's carving was the beauty of ablessed soul
medevishble.

Oh, how many cameto see her, thisincredible gpparition! Hard Margaret stood
ward at the gates of the house and used her broom to shoo away al comers save
the highest asiif they had been poultry. The bishop's grace she admitted, of
course, though that churchman still had the tendency to stedl shuddersome
sdewayslooks at her in away that got beneath her skin and itched.

"Magnificent!" the bishop bresthed when Master Giles swept aside the cloth held
used to shroud the last saint from prying eyes. "Isit Magda en you've chosen to
blessour find vacancy?'

"My agpprentice chose her," Master Gilesreplied, growing fat with pridein his
son's accomplishment and the bishop's obvious approva. But had that worthy of
the church been paying any sort of heed, he might have heard that Master Giles
did not truly answer hisinquiry asto theidentity of thiswonder caught in

sone.

And so the bishop's servants came to carry off the last of the twelve Satues

and st her in her place dong with dl the rest, above the south porch of the
cathedral. With her came the news that the holy place might now be consecrated,
and dl the town rgoiced with preparations for the great day.

Magter Giles sat with his son in the now-empty shed. "The bishop is much taken
with your work, Benedict," he said. A bowl of blushing grapes and shiny apples
sat on the table between them, thefirst fruits of the coming harvest. "He would
have you move into his paace and work for him."

"How shall | do that, Father?' Benedict asked, his fingers wandering over the
boards until they encountered a plump grape and popped it into hismouth. "I can
only work theclay.”

"There are plenty of men who can copy out in stone what others makein clay,”
Master Gilesreplied. "There are precious few who can copy out in clay what
exigsonly invisons. My lord bishop knows talent and has the power to shape
the world around you into amost comfortable place indeed, if you will smply
placethat talent in hisservice. Y our saint has stolen his heart.”

"Asshegoleming" the boy murmured. Hisfather bit into an gpple then, and
the crisp report of teeth in white flesh kept him from hearing Benedict's words.

So it cameto be, in that harvest season, that the countryside buzzed louder
than a hundred hives with the great doings of the town. (The highborn must be
caled purposdly, but the poor aways hear the chink of aimsand follow.)
Peddlars and mountebanks and wandering priests carried the news out of the
gates, into the fidds. (Who would not come who could? Which farmer's dreary
nights and drudging dayswould not be enlivened for hisbeing ableto boast, in



after years, | wasthere!) Word spread from the stone walls over the ploughlands
and into the darkest recesses of the wildwood, where once a blind boy had
pastured pigs among ruins. (In thetwilight of aday that saw the town roads

thick with travelers bound to witness the next dawn's consecration rites, atall
figure of inhuman denderness and grace rose from his place besde ashdlow,
harebell-covered grave and caled hisvassashome))

On the day of the consecration, Margaret rose grumpily from her bed and sumbled
to the window, scrubbing the smut of sour-hearted dreams from her eyes. She
pushed the shutters open and gave across ook down into the street where

aready the populace was flooding the narrow thoroughfare, heading for the
cathedral. Somewhere the bell of asmdler church wasringing. Water doshed

over stone. Roosters stretched their necks to the blade of the rising sun and

crowed mortdity's defiance of degth.

Margaret tossed her woolen gown over her head and went downstairs without the
formality of aface-wash.

Master Giles and Benedict were dready up and about their business. Margaret's
chill eye swallowed the boy's beauty asan insult to al her fixed ideas of Sin

and punishment. Not even his blindness could assuage her offended sense of
mordlity thisday. Hewas going to livein the bishop's paace-- abastard to
livein luxury and ease who should have suffered and died for hismother'ssingd
Wasthisfair? Wasthis the reward her stale virginity had earned in thisworld?
Only by setting her thoughts on the pious hope of fiery eternd torment awaiting
the child hereafter was she able to enjoy her breskfast.

Thethreeill-sorted souls, whose only common ground was the shelter of dead
Agnessroof, walked out that morning in company. Together they made their way
to the open space before the cathedral where the ceremonies would commence.
There was a specid place set aside for certain of the bishop's favored ones--
Master Giles and Benedict among them. For this reason aone Margaret consorted
with them, sticking so close they could not hope to escape her. She smiled

grimly, knowing that ared man would have sent her on her way with acuff, but
that this greet fool of aMaster Giles never would do, because he was weak and
dlly.

It was as splendid a spectacle as ever any townsman could have hoped. The
villeinswho had come to gawp were well content with al there wasto gawp at.
Highborn men were there, and ladies so white they |ooked like milk poured into
samite skins. Faces like painted eggs nodded beneath headdresses of terrifying
weight and unpredictable balance. Gusts of musk and spiced orange puffed from
tight-laced bosoms, little cloth-caged breasts seeming hard as cobblestones.

There wasto be aprocession, it was said. Sweet-voiced children garbed in white
would march with pure beeswvax tapersin their chubby pink hands, singing hymns
and anthems. The bishop would come gowned in music, every glint of hisjeweed
robes tossing agarland of notes against the sky. Or so the whispersran.

There were many whispers, many murmurings. The crowd bumped and jostled dll
along the route the bishop and his suite were supposed to follow. The nobles and



the peasantry alike would not be dtill for fear that they might missthe chance
to pass along the dl-important cry of "Therethey arel™

Asit happened, they need never have worried.

Wheredid it come from, that uncanny hush thet fell so suddenly over al the

town, like the gtillness before athunderstorm? Therripe, red-gold sunlight of
October drained to gray. Men looked up and could not tell the stone bastions of
the cathedra from the sky that stood behind. Even the rooks who had haunted the
cathedral sinceitsinception were quiet. A lady dropped her rosary. Pearls
clattered over the stones like the bones of martyrstossed out of their tombs.

And then, alone, sharp cry to shatter the dillness. "There they arel™

There were horses. There were never supposed to be horses. The bishop's
procession was supposed to be afoot, a show of humility for the people to
remember. Y et here were horses! Indeed, for an instant those who saw thetall,
proud mounts doubted their eyes, for the beasts made no sound at al astheir
slver-shod hooves passed over the pavement. The open space before the cathedra
filled with them -- black and smoke and roan -- and the richness of their

trappings would have |eft the bishop's robes looking like a beggar's rags had my
lord bishop been anywherein sight.

Where was he? No one thought to ask; no one cared to answer. The eyes of all
present were devoured by the sight before them, for if the mounts of thet eerie
parade were worth noting, the riders were impossible to ignore.

High and haughty the lords of even sat their gemmed and lacquered saddles. Hair
like hoarfrost streamed down in gossamer falsthat overlay their horses
trappings with amantle more glorious than any weaving from amorta loom. Lords
and ladies of the Fey cameriding, tiny winged dragons perched on their dim
wrigts as ordinary men might sport afavorite falcon. They rode up to the very
steps of the cathedra and there they stopped and stayed.

"What blasphemy isthis?' boomed the bishop. He seemed to have come out of
nowhere, dl his splendor made invisible by the awe which the Fey had conjured

so casudly from the people. He was not aman who relished being overlooked. He
stood between the even host and the bulky fortress of hisfaith, gilded crozier

in hand, asif to offer them battle. "Begone, you soulless rabble! May the devil
cdamhisown!”

"May wedl clam our own thisday," said the foremost dvenlord, and his soft
words lilted with such melody that the bishop's promised childchoir would have
sounded like aclash of copper pans beside him.

"What do you seek here?" the bishop demanded, eyeing the elvenlord with the
narrow mind's suspicion of bealty.

"Weknow our quarry,” camethe cool reply. And the elvenlord flicked the bridle
of hismount just enough to makeit resumeitsleisurely pace around to the
south porch of the cathedral.



The crowd did not seem to move, and yet somehow the passage of the Faerie host
drew mortas dong with it the way a stream in flood will carry al manner of
oddmentsadong inits course. Magter Giles certainly did not know how he cameto
bethere, yet there hewas, in full sight of the south porch with his son's

shoulder under his guiding hand and even Margaret's stack-0'-sticks body a
comforting presence a hissde.

The dvenlord was pointing up. His dender hand made bright with diamonds, blue
and white, was pointing at the row of saints above the porch, below the rose
window.

"Give her back to us" he said, "and wewill go."

They knew whom he meant, mortals and elves dike. There was no need for him to
stipulate. She stood apart from her eleven companions as a dove among jackdaws.
Her lipswere parted asif her sony body were aspell that had overcome her a
her prayers, freezing on her tongue dl her pleasfor divine clemency, her
petitionsfor heaven's compassion.

Not for hersdlf, that mercy sheimplored, no, much as she might requireit.
Therewasthat in her face to tel any with heart (if not eyes) to seethat all

her unsaid, unsung prayers were for the outcast, the hel pless, the one who does
not even know he standsin need.

"Do you know," the bishop was heard to remark, "on second glance | don't think
that'sthe Magdalen after al.”

"Sheismy dgter, thelady Oudhdise" said theevenlord. "A fool, but fill a

lady of the Fey. She broke her heart with hankering after your morta talk of
heaven. There was no need for her to perish. We areimmortal, when we own the
wit to enjoy immortdity. Still, shedied, she pined and died, fading from our

court like afrost-struck flower. She lies buried in woodland earth, poor

witling, and therelet her lie. Thislikenessisan insult and adesecration.”

"I never thought I'd stand in agreement with an df," the bishop muttered.
"Give her back," repested the evenlord.

"Take her, then," the bishop spat. But hisvenom wasal in hiseyes, and these
were aimed elsewhere. Master Giles saw the poisonous look he and his son
received from my lord bishop, and he fet his bowels go cold.

"I may not," thelady's lordly brother replied. "If it were so easy, would |
have troubled your petty rites? She may not be taken unlesssheisfregly
gven

"Well, then, consider it so. | give her back to you more than fredy gladly!”
The bishop used his crozier in the same style that Margaret had used her broom
to shoo away unwanted visitors. A child in the mob giggled.



Still the dvenlord demurred. " Sheisnot yoursto give." His eyes scanned the
press and met eyesthat could not tell that they were sought. "Sheishis. Let
him give her up and wewill go."

They tore Benedict from hisfather's grasp and hustled the lad before the
bishop, before the Faerie host. The boy's unseeing gaze rose as the elf-lord
uttered his demand again: "Release her, boy, and we may yet depart leaving you
aswefound you."

Master Gileswrung his hands, for he knew his son's response even before the
words |eft Benedict'slips. "That | will not. | can't givewhat isn't any man's
to hold."

They fdl upon him with words at first -- both sides of the quarrel, even and
mortd. The bishop and dl his suite exhorted the lad not to be afool, to speak
sense, to give thisunholy congregation of visitants whatever it took to effect

their banishment. Only do that, they told him, and hisinsane blasphemy (Whoever
heard of an evenlady in the company of saints? Merciful God abovel) might in
time be absolved. On their side the elves spoke less and said more. Would he
choose to give them what they asked or did he want to die? It was that Smple.

Then dl fell slent again, and Benedict replied, "I've dready said dl | can
say: | can't givewhat isn't mine. Her soul isher own, God haveit in keeping.
| have only offered it ahaven, ashell of stoneit must outgrow, soon or late,
as surely asthe flower bresksthe seed that holdsiit safely through the
winter."

The dvenlord'slaughter waslike perfect music with the heart torn fromiit, al
afar sseming, but meaningless. "Y ou speak of soulsin the same breath with our
kind, boy? Are you so ignorant, or do you play someidiot game?1 aminno
sportive mood, | would be gone quickly. | tel you, it islike an agony of cold
ironin my eyesto have to remain in your midst, seeing the crudeness of your
mortal cities, the ugliness of your mortal faces. | have not come here for
pleasure; | have come for my own."

"If shewere your own, you'd have her," the boy replied mildly.

"Come now!" the bishop cried, thumping Benedict smartly on the shoulder with his
square-fingered hand. "'I1t's common knowledge that these creatures of fire and
ar aresoullessas stonel”

The boy turned his face toward the bishop's voice and said, " Then this knowledge
isvery common, but knows nothing at dl, either of soulsor stones His head
swung back vaguely in the direction of the elvenlord. ™Y ou were her kin, yet you
never knew her. If you dreamed you loved her at dl, you loved her asamirror

of yoursdlf. But | -- | have no usefor mirrors. | held her image not before my
eyes, but in my heart. She knew love, forgiveness, mercy, prayer. Knowing dl
these, could she help but know God? Could she do other than own asoul?| have
heard it preached how the rich man Dives turned the beggar Lazarus from his
palace gate and burned in hell for his sins. Will the same God who judged Dives
thusfor uncharity lack charity Himsdf? Will Heturn her from the gate of His



cathedrd now?"

"Boy, you wak dangerous ground,” the bishop said harshly. "Who taught you it
was your place to speak of Scripture? Y our elven woman is of no importance to
our Lord. How can He even be aware of her presence, when it takes a human soul
to call upon His mercy and be seen?’

"l do not ask Him to see,”" said Benedict. "Nor did she. Only to listen.” And he
closed his sightless eyes, pressed his hands together, and opened hismouth in
ong.

It was the song that Master Giles had heard the boy sing while hisfingers
worked the clay. It entered his body not by the ears but by the bones, the
blood, the pulsing of the heart. Note by tremulous note, it was a song meant to
ascend the golden steps of Paradise.

And then it was gone, sharply, abruptly, with no warning. Benedict sprawled
face-down on the stones before the south porch of the cathedrd, alittle
trickle of blood running from his head. Over him stood Margaret.

"Damn you, you bastard limb of Satan, give this cresture what it wants and let
it be gonel" she shrieked, waving the cudgd with which sheld struck the boy. It
was a piece of wood garnered from the trash of the street, bristling with
glinters. Magter Giles stood as one lightning-struck, unable to believe the
brutdity he'd just witnessed. Margaret ranted on at the unconscious boy:
"Youll have usdl killed by faerie magic, ese turned over to the Church
courtsfor harboring a heretic like you!" She whirled to face the evenlord.
"Takeyour sgter! Take her! Have no more dedlings with the boy -- hes mad! |
am hisguardian and | spesk for him. Teke her! Sheisfredy given!”

The paraysisleft Master Gilesslimbsin arush of red hate. He leaped forward
with aroar, hands hungering for Margaret's skinny neck. She shrieked and threw
hersdf for the bridie of the df-lord's steed, hoping perhapsto merit his
protection as his good and faithful servant. The df-lord merely tugged at the
reins and caused his mount to step primly back, out of the way between Master
Gilesand Margaret. The stonecutter's hands met the woman's papery flesh and
closed tightly around her windpipe. The egg-faced highborn ladies chirped and
twittered, fine hands fluttering like doves in delight over the unexpected treet

of spectacle and death.

And thenthe miracle.

They could not tell -- none of them who stood therein the grest cathedrd's
shadow that day -- they could not say just when they first heard the music. It
was amply there, likethe ar and the sunlight and the smdlls of the town. Some
clamedit fel from heaven, ashower of angelic voices. Someraised
work-hardened handsto thick, ungainly lips and dreamed that the voices they
heard were their own, transformed by some grester power, raised in a song whose
words and music they had never been taught but had aways known.

It was a hedling, that music. It stole Master Giles's hands from around



Margaret's neck and set them to raise up the body of his son instead. It set the
bishop's heart and not just the words of his mouth on forgiveness, love,
sdvation. It was asong kin and child of many songs: A mother'svoicergoicing
over ablessed cradle; a husbandman's rough cheer over aday's work done and
well done; avirgin lassweaving dreams of love into the melody that springs
unbidden to her lipswhen shefirgt seesayoung man's smile that is meant for
her alone; an old woman crooning alow, contented tune by the fireside where
even her dwindling lifeis beloved and welcomed by those around her.

Master Gileswasthefirst to recognize the true source of that song. "The
datue!" hecried. "The datueissinging!" He held his son'slimp body to his
breast with one strong arm and with his free hand gestured wildly &t the stone
he had carved to match his son's clay modd, the saint who was caled soulless
Sgster to alord of Faerie.

Hiswordssaid dl and said far too little. More than asingle miracle had put

on askin of music there that day. More than the single statue molded prayer
into melody asablind boy molds beauty into clay. Thelady'simage did not sing
aone. All the stone saints sang together with her, and all the people of the
town, and al the stones of the cathedra too until the heavens could not help

but hear the swest, pious petition of one yearning heart.

All the people of the town? No. Margaret stood cold and still as any stone,
unmoved by the chorus of life and love surging up around her. "Foold" she
bellowed, red-faced, into the faces of the noblewomen. "Idiots!" she roared into
my lord bishop's own enraptured gaze and moving lips. "Break this spdll, shatter
thisglamour, burst this evil enchantment into athousand pieces!”

But dl that broke wasthe twdfth statuein itsniche. It burst from theinside
out, like abubble, and something smal and pure and brilliant flew fromits
shattered core and soared into the waiting smile of heaven.

Silence held the square before the great cathedral, sillence and dl its avesome
host, flourishing their smoke-streaked banners. Neither elf nor mortal dared to
bresk the holy reign of that innumerable army that laid ghostly swordsto living
lipsand stole away al chance of speech.

But al sounds are not speech, and often it isthe unarmed scout who stealsfrom
the city gates and bresksthe encircling army's hold. A sob rang out in the
bright fal air, and the sound of aman falling to hisknees on stone, in his
armsthe till, pale body of his son.

It seemed like such alittle hurt, the blow cold Margaret dedlt blind Benediict.

Y et who has the eyes capable of seeing beneath the skin? Whose sight can discern
the tracings of mortaity's doorways on the smiling skull”? \WWho among us can tell

at which of these gates of blood and bone a single knock will open awide way

for the dark-winged angel of death?

Benedict sagged in hisfather's arms, the warmth fast leaving those thin limbs,
hislips<till parted in asong he would never finish. Magter Gilescradled him
close and let histears water eyes now sightlessforever.



At length hisraw grief eased and he became aware of adim, strong hand on his
shoulder. Reluctantly he lifted hisface from hisboy's tone visage and turned
to mest the gaze of the dvenlord.

"Mortal man," said the magter of the Fey, holding hiswondrous steed by its

golden bridle, "I do not pretend to understand your miracles. As| am soulless,

| have no need of your heaven, no fear of your hell, and al your past and

future are asingle summer's day to me. | have never tried to understand your

kind any more than your kind have tried to see the world through the eyes of the
cow you drive to the daughter, or the donkey whose back you break with burdens,
or the stray dog you kick away from the fire. And yet --" Hisvoice, s0

flawless, caught itsalf upon the bramble of asob. "And yet this-- this| think

| understand.”

Master Giles, voice rasped over the elvenlord's words. "What good isal your
understanding when | have lost my son?"

They gathered around him then, dl thelords and ladies of Faerie, dl the

measters of the Church, the people of the town. Some kissed his cheek, some only
touched his hand, some begged blessing of dead Benedict's fragile corpse, others
dared at thelittle body with the relic-hunter's apacious hunger, biding time

and opportunity. Those mortals who could not find away through the pressto
reach the body |ooked angrily about for the hand that had struck down the child.
Not because to take so smal alife was horror enough; for them such losseswere
acommon thing, an immutable face of life's harsh rule, to be clucked over and
tidily forgotten when they raised a stick against their own younglings. No,

these good folk wanted Margaret's blood because she had robbed them of aliving
saint, of fresh miracles his song might have made their due, of the chance for

their own reflected glory. A grest clamor arose from the crowd, acry of hounds.

It was avery lucky thing for Margaret that the bishop's entourage ringed her

firgt, or shewould have been raw strands of flesh and bloody bone by thetime

the mob was through with her. She stood between two men-at-arms -- shaking with
fear, weeping for her own fate -- until the stronger of the two dedlt her a

backhand blow to buckle her knees and make her keep ill.

The bishop called for peace, but al he got was silence. Hisrobes, stiff with

their fine embroidery of gold and silver and pearl, cut afurrow through the mob
like a plough's wooden tooth tearing up the soil. He stood over Master Giles and
said, "God's mercy isgredt, His judgments beyond question. For your son'slife,
we have purchased sght of amiracle.”

"Sight...." Theword rang hollow in Master Gilessthroat and the laughter that
followed left many men thinking of the echoing grave.

The bishop was not one to be bdlittled by his servant's inattention. He meant to
do agreat thing here, before his new cathedra, so that ever afterward his

action might be linked to the miracle and his name remembered. “Lifeis God'sto
give," he said with proper solemnity. "We cannot restore what He, in His wisdom,
has chosen to take. Y et thismuch | can do. Y ou shall cut me anew statue to



gtand in the twelfth niche and it shall be the image of your son." He beamed
down on the desolation of Master Giless heart asif further tearsfrom the
stonecutter would an act of basest ingratitude.

Ingrate that he was, Master Giles wept on.

The bishop's amile shriveled. "What ails you, man? What more would you have of
us?| tel you, life lies beyond my power to restore! The woman who has done
thisshal be punished, be assured of it. Wewill hold her imprisoned until your
son'simage has been raised to its proper place, then carry out her sentence on
these very stones, so that her death may be under hiseyes!”

Theruler of the Fey, once more astride the saddle, moved his steed afew steps
nearer to my lord bishop's bejeweled person. The churchman'’s blazing splendor
dwindled to an ailing firefly'slight beside the df's cool beauty. "I too would
make aremembrance of thisday," he said.

The elven lord spoke words like the sounding of glass chimesand acold, slvery
mist fell over the square.

Master Giles gave asmdl, sharp cry and rose to hisfeet, hisarmsempty. The
mist drew in, gathering itself over Benedict's dead body like awinding sheet of
frogt-struck churchyard moss, molding itsdf to bresthless flesh until al the
child's seeming was gray and cold.

And then the mist was gone, and Master Gilesknelt again beside hislost love's
child to touch hisfingersto asmile now forever set. "Stone," he breathed. "He
issone.”

He only half-heard the Faerie spell that next touched theimage. The stone
figure of the blind boy rose upon the hands of athousand airy servantsto
stleitsdf at last into the embrace of the vacant niche below the great rose
window. So lovingly did they bear the boy's frozen shape that they barely
dtirred the shining rubble that remained from that other, shattered Satue. In
truth, only asingle fragment of stone fell when they set Benedict in hisfina
resting place.

It was very small, that bit of rock, but it had far to fall. Some say it fell.

Some say it flew, guided by aghostly hand, to strike its only proper target:
Margaret. Fallen or flung, it struck her hard enough, where she stood between
the bishop's men. It brought her down.

At first they thought she was dead, but that might have been because her heart
had hardened itself pulsdesslong ago. Then someone felt her breath againgt his
skin and cried out, "Shelives!" There was amurmur from the crowd then, a
confused grumble of voices. They did not know whether to be disappointed that
she had not died outright or pleased that she was till theirsto hold for the
burning.

Then she opened her eyes. They were stone. Not blind, my lord -- | mean no
clever jongleur'strick of words and meaning-- but stone as hard and gray and



smooth as a carved saint's hand. Here was another miracle, but one the people
fled, even the hosts of the Fey, even my lord bishop's men, whose swords had
known the taste of blood in Christ's name.

Only Master Giles remained behind with Margaret. None know what he said to her,
or if words passed between them at dl. All know that when the next day's

dawning came, she crept out of dead Agness house, her hand on the stonecutter's
arm. And o it was each day until hedied.

She begs before the cathedral now, a clump of rags and sorrow seated benegath the
nichethat holds blind Benedict'simage. Bereft of Master Gilessaid shewas

soon the prey of every passing rogue, every marketplace sharper, asummer sheep
swiftly shorn of dl she had. No man or woman of this city ever raised ahand to
prevent this, pioudy pointing out that it would be wrong to interferein

heaven's manifest judgment against the woman.

There are dways too many, Master, who will harp readily to no other verse than
God's vengeance. And yet these are the same who stood before the great cathedra
and witnessed proof of His unbounded mercy! Ah, me.

Some say her punishment came as holy penitence, others whisper how it wasa
shifty trick of the Faerie host, done more by way of mischief than mordity. Who
knows? Give her some coins, Magter, if your heart is not made of the same stuff
as her eyes, and listen to the ringing sound the coppers make when they drop
into her begging bowl. And then, as sheisblind, be blind yourself and let your
charity aso fdl into the empty bowls of dl who huddle in the shadow of God's
house for mercy's sake.

There. Do you hear it? Some say it comes from the dead child'simage, that sweet
song, the soul's own, the melody that breaks open the hard shellsthat hold us
here, that shatters the stone that forms around our hearts, that anchorsusto

earth when we yearn for heaven: The song of the soullesswho truly know the
vaueof asoul.

Or do you not hear it yet? Will you ever heer it a al?| have heard thewise
men teach that in the Gospel's tongue charity is but another word for love. More
coins, my lord-- an open hand, an open heart. Let them fal like angel voices,

let them chime out the hope of afull belly, awarm cloak, aroof againgt the

rain. From those few notes must arise that wondrous melody that risesfrom us
al whenever we give the poor more than arag or adish of scraps or the cold
lecture that they are themselvesto blamefor their poverty. Morelove, my lord,
more kindness, more music of the soul redeemed!

Andthat isal my song.



