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From Alysa of the Fields

One tenet Teller Kendira had taught with painstaking care
over the cycles came to Alysa’s mind: Let the needs of many
overshadow the desires of a single one.

Alysa replayed the phrase over and over in her thoughts.
She found it made no sense. What were needs? What were
desires? Was a need more important than a desire, or were they
really the same thing? If dire circumstances were to affect
everybody, only then would the same need—the need to
survive—exist for all. But if one was alone in their need —or
their desire —must it be ignored? No.

Every person’s needs were important and should be
fulfilled. Each should be able to live life as chosen. Alysa
desired — no, needed — to choose how she wanted to live!

Her father’s gentle face rose to mind. It seemed as if she saw
him at the corner of her vision. Then she thought she heard a
whisper which spoke but one word: “Individual.” She startled
and looked around; but there was no one else about.
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Alysa Of The Fields

THE LEGACY OF FATHER GORD'N —
AFTER CAT'CLYSM 36

From the darkness of outer space, a meteor whisked between the
orbits of two moons circling Xunar-kun, a world that appeared large-
ly brown and dead. Below the haze and scattered whorls of clouds in
the atmosphere, short fingers of blue-white ice reached out from the
polar caps, yielding to tall mountain peaks which appeared to hold
them back. The world possessed scattered areas of blue water and
forest, suggesting the possibility that it was able to bear life.

The meteor sped toward a battered space station. Spans of what
were solar-collection grids were shot through with countless holes.
The grids” broken metallic skeletons sprawled at odd angles to one
another, torn from their original attachments.

Behind large, still-intact windows in the space station floated the
lifeless bodies of several men and women. Raw, golden sunlight
glared on the stiff gray bodies, accentuating stark expressions of fro-
zen panic. A spacejet had collided with the station. Its hull had
exploded on impact, piercing the station’s outer shell. The mangled
and charred tableau was a remnant of a battle lost long ago.

The speeding meteor struck the twisted space station and blew
apart, propelling its fragments and pieces of the space wreckage in
every direction. The meteor fragments showered upon the curve of
the sky and sped downward, sparking into wild flames that con-
sumed them.

By the time the debris reached mid-atmosphere, it turned to ash.
Buffeted by high winds, the ash broke into smaller and smaller pieces
until it became dust. Some of the dust was gradually drawn toward
the planet’s surface.

Golden sunlight gave way to darkness and darkness again to
sunlight as a dust mote slowly drifted over the brown plains. Be-
tween breaks in clouds appeared fleeting views of ruined city
structures, yellow-green bodies of water, and severely ravaged lands.
Whirlwinds and dense storms raged here and there on the world,
moving rapidly over the plains and abruptly dissipating as they
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slammed into mountainsides. Patches of green and blue tucked with-
in vast mountain ranges drew closer.

A harsh current of wind caught the dust and whisked it into a
mountain chain, whirling it down through dispersing clouds. It was
rushed between harsh peaks and above verdant, misty valleys;
through flocks of screeching birds and over rushing streams; and be-
tween stands of tall trees.

Eventually the dust was freed by the high breezes. It floated
down over gushing waterfalls, where it rose and fell above turbulent
waves, then was released to calmer air above a sunny hillside mea-
dow. The warm air, dotted with iridescent-winged insects, carried
the dust downslope. Smaller updrafts threaded it through steep ter-
races of neat, tilled plants and, finally, toward a cottage of log and
stone built into the side of a hill.

The dust drifted closer to the cottage’s rough plank door, which
bore a carving of three mountain peaks with two moons rising above
them. The dust slowed nearly to a halt as it approached the door and
was drawn through a crack between planks.

Within the dark cottage, a wisp of incense wafted through the
soft flame of a hanging lamp. The lamplight reflected off the grim,
dark-golden faces of men standing in a circle. Their mournful chant-
ing filled the room with sadness. The low, non-syllabic drone was
punctuated now and then by higher tones joining in.

Their eyes focused on Father Gord'n—a frail, dark old man—who
lay on a narrow cot in the center of the circle. His long white hair
spilled over the side of the cot. Not far from death, his breath was
shallow, irregular. The men gazed upon him with unmistakable re-
verence.

Alvan—a man whose face was nearly as dark and as deeply
etched as Father Gord'n’s —stood in a corner. Alvan’s gray hair braid
hung down to his waist. His dark eyes were heavy with sorrow and
exhaustion. He leaned close to a man who stood opposite him and
whispered, “My heart is heavy, Kahnton. I don’t know what to say to
Father Gord'n. How do I comfort one who has been such a strong
leader, the one who saved us from the cataclysm? We all remember
how great he used to be...what tremendous feats through great cou-



Alysa Of The Fields

rage and wisdom he accomplished. Yet, that man lying there...that is
not Father Gord'n...”

Kahnton, a younger man whose braid was beginning to gray,
whispered, “Alvan, I don’t know what you should say. I can’t give
you any advice but...” Kahnton glanced at the dying man. “You're
wise and have known him the longest. You've been with him from
the beginning! What do you think he would [ike to hear? What would
he tell you if you were in his place? Tell him that.” Kahnton gently
pushed Alvan toward the dying man and followed.

Alvan knelt beside Father Gord'n and adjusted the coarse-woven
blanket covering his shivering torso, as if this comfort would keep
the old man from slipping away. Alvan struggled to find words.

Father Gord'n raised his weak eyelids. His feeble hand searched
the surface of the blanket and found Alvan’s. Father Gord'n at-
tempted to speak. Alvan bent to hear his words. The chanting ceased.
The men strained to hear Father Gord'n’s words.

“These are my final...instructions,” gasped Father Gord'n. “You,
Alvan of Falling Stream...I appoint First Teller of the Laws.” Dutiful
Alvan nodded. Father Gord'n, gulping air, gathered the strength to
continue. “You must commit to memory...all I have spoken...all I
have written.” His weak hand indicated the shelves of books against
the walls of the cottage, vaguely visible in the dim light. “Teach those
from the other homesteads...so generations to come...will know the
ways...that are best...to follow.”

Alvan replied, “Father Gord'n, trust that your instructions will be
carried out. Your Law will live forever! Know that, despite the Laws
you have given us, we'll be lost without you...” Alvan knelt beside
the dying man and bowed his head. The others followed Alvan’s
lead and resumed their melancholy chant.

Father Gord'n’s eyes looked at the lamp flame. His breathing
ceased, but his eyes continued to stare, unfocused, at the flame.
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Golden sunshine burned through white mist. A filigree of leaves
and branches shattered the rays into bright streaks that cascaded
down through the tall, ancient forest. High above the ground, an
adolescent boy suddenly came swinging through the trees. His mo-
tion cut a swath through the light and mist, and with little effort he
glided from vine to vine. It seemed as though the greenery lent itself
to his reach, even as he altered direction and height.

The youth—dressed in close-fitting hide tunic and breeches,
boots that rose to his knees, and a hide helmet that fit snugly to his
head —landed on a heavy branch and ran up to the tree’s huge trunk.
Breathing hard, he peeked from behind the tree, watching in the di-
rection from which he had come. Other boys and girls, dressed in
kind, were in pursuit. They dipped and soared from tree to tree, yel-
ling to each other as they glided through the air.

The boy stifled a laugh as the others passed his hiding place yel-
ling phrases like, “Where did he go?” and “There he is!” It seemed as
soon as they appeared they were gone again, on to another part of
the forest.

As the hiding boy regained his breath, he heard the rush of a
stream and another sound that he couldn’t quite place. He hopped to
a lower branch and walked toward the sound. He lay prone, shin-
nied to the end of the branch, parted the leaves, and peered out.

On the opposite shore of a rushing stream, crouched a small fig-
ure framed by large boulders and tall, soft-branched foya trees. It
was a slender girl. She hugged her chest to her knees.

The boy stared at the girl in bewilderment. He lost his balance
and instantly wrapped his legs around the branch to regain it. He
pulled the helmet from his sweaty, short mop of dark-streaked hair.
Colorful tattoos covered the tops of his ears and trailed down the
back and sides of his neck. Pale-blue eyes stared from his smudged,
light-golden face. He squinted at the girl.

Clear, sparkling water splashed and roiled in deep pools as it cas-
caded down steps of flat rock, melting into the boulder-strewn
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stream on its course through the forest. Pink briarwood petals,
caught up by the stream as they floated from the high archway of
overhanging branches, bobbed like tiny rafts on the water as they,
too, began their journey downstream.

The girl — Alysa—lifted her small oval face. It was wet and dirt-
streaked, and her large, brown eyes brimmed with tears. Her soft,
rounded chin quivered as she wiped her face with a sleeve. If her
face was clean, it too would have been golden like the boy’s. The skin
of all younglings this age was colored thus. In Alysa’s grain-hued
hair, held in a single, untidy long braid, pieces of leaves and moss
were tangled in unruly strands. Her blue, coarse-woven smock was
also quite dirty.

She wiped her eyes again and rested her chin on her knees. Her
angry eyes took no notice of the playful, purple water bugs skittering
in the shallows near the edge of the stream, nor of shy, golden shim-
merfish peeking out from fringes of swaying waterweed.

Seda, a plump, red-haired girl, climbed up a steep path behind
Alysa. Seda’s blue eyes peered warily into the undergrowth. With
one hand she held up her heavy, yellow skirt so the hem rested
across her shins, thus easing her steps. With the other hand she held
her dark shawl tight about herself. The distant sound of a joyful flute
and playful drum drifted up the path behind her. “Ho, Alysa...Ah-
LIH-sah!” She spotted her crying friend. “There you are! Don’t you
hear it? They’ve started the music. You don’t want to miss all the fun,
do you?”

Out of breath, Seda flopped down. Alysa turned her head away
to hide her flushed cheeks and tearful eyes. Seda said, “I've been
tromping all over High Point looking for you. I should've known to
look here first!” She picked pieces of leaves from Alysa’s hair and
looked her over. Seda shook her head. “Look at you. What a mess!”

Seda looked around, nervous, suspicious of the surroundings.
She glanced up at the trees and into the water. Not far from her foot,
a large, blue-green rockhopper popped onto the shore. Its large, pro-
truding orange eyes circled in opposite directions as it surveyed the
ground. In one continuous motion, the scaly creature thrust out two
sharp-clawed fingers, hooked a large, orange beetle wobbling close



Alysa Of The Fields

to her foot, stuffed it into its wide mouth, and plopped back into the
water. Seda caught sight of the capture, shivered and recoiled. She
hurried to her feet, brushed herself off, and pulled the back of her
skirt around to examine it for possible vermin. She shook and re-
leased the skirt and stomped her foot. “You and your stream, Alysa!
You know how I hate it up here, in this odd hiding place of
yours...so far from the homestead. I'll never figure you out!” Seda
sighed. “Have you even been home to see your new little sister yet?
No. Do you even know what name’s been given to her? No.”

“Doesn’t matter anyway,” Alysa said through her tears. “Nobody
cares about me, Seda. All they care about is that newborn...”

“So that’s what this is about. Your new sister. That is not true,
Alysa. You know how much you're loved. Why do you let the birth
of one little youngling upset you so?” Seda sighed, exasperated.
“You are so spoiled!”

Alysa turned her streaked face to Seda and glared at her.

Looking at her pointedly, Seda scolded, counting on her fingers,
“Do you have a mother, father, brother, cousin, grandfather and two
aunts to share everything with like I do, all in one little cottage?
You've had your parents and your bed to yourself for ten whole
cycles. So now you have to share. Poor thing! Come on now.”

Again, Alysa wiped her face, further smudging a streak of dirt.
Stubborn, she turned away.

“We're all...worried, Alysa. What would Father Gord'n think?”

“Father Gord'n’s been dead for almost three thousand cycles.
What does he care?”

“What? You mustn’t talk about the Ancient Founder like that!”
Seda scolded, looking around with shame as if an Elder overheard.
“That’'s not proper! That's so disrespectful to Father Gord'n!
What...what makes you say such terrible things?”

Alysa shrugged.

Disgusted, Seda said, “You think too much. Sometimes it seems
that you like to be sad!” She sighed. “Well, I'll tell them I found you.
You can do what you like.” She turned and hurried down the path.

Alysa called after her. “All right! I'm coming. But don’t tell any-
one where you found me!”
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Seda turned back half-way. “Oh, you know I'll keep your little
secret. I always have. But don’t be long, because I will not make any
excuses for you! I don’t know why I put up with you...” And Seda
was gone.

“Nobody understands me...” Alysa sighed, rose and again
dabbed her eyes with a sleeve. She smoothed the long smock cover-
ing her slight young form and pushed her long braid over her
shoulder. Her family was to be honored tonight and, even if she was
not happy with her situation, she certainly did not want to shame
them before the whole clan by looking untidy —or by continuing to
be disagreeable.

Before turning to go back to the homestead, she looked up and
down the stream admiring the many small waterfalls gushing over
rocks, the tall trees that hugged the shore and curved overhead, and
abundant flowers that reached toward sunlight. She inhaled a deep
breath of the sweet-scented air. This was her favorite place, and she
often came here to be alone. After a whole sun of working in the
steamy fields, she liked to sit on the shore and dang]le her feet in the
cool water. Sometimes she tried to catch swishtails, but they were
quick and usually escaped her scooping hands. She liked to come
here anytime just to dream in the shade while sitting on a thick cu-
shion of moss. This place was her refuge, her place to be alone when
she wanted. And only Seda, her best friend, knew about it.

A faint flute melody drifted up through the trees. Soon another
joined in, striking up an inspired counter-melody. A gleeful flatdrum
quickened the pace. The celebration had begun. On Xunar-kun, every
newborn was cause for celebration. Each was considered a blessed
treasure. When it’s someone else’s sister, she thought.

Alysa would be required to share the affection her parents la-
vished on her alone for ten whole cycles. But she knew that she must
accept this, because she did know, somewhere deep inside, that her
parents loved her very much. Despite her sadness, she must make
every effort to look happy to have a new sister. For them. From this
sun forward. Forever and ever. It was her duty.

Once more she glanced back at the stream, closed her eyes and
inhaled, filling her lungs with sweet air. She let the breath out and
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managed to curve her lips into a small smile. It wasn’t a real smile, as
when she felt truly happy, but it was the best she could do given the
circumstances.

She opened her eyes and turned toward the path. No sooner did
she turn than, sensing something was out of place, she spun back.
Her surprised eyes darted to the stream and caught sight of the boy
standing on a boulder on the opposite shore. He had replaced his
helmet. She looked him up and down, incredulous. He was about her
height and age, but she could not recollect seeing him at any Gather-
ings.

He said, “No, you do not know me, girl. Have not seen me be-
fore, nor I you.”

Her brown eyes stared into his pale-blue ones, seeking recogni-
tion. “I'm not wondering so much who I'm looking at,” she laughed,
“but what I'm looking at. Why are you dressed like that, boy?”

“And I might ask what such a “big girl” has to sob about on such
an amazing eve. On such a splendid streamside, in the most glorious
season of all. And in such a perfect part of Xunar-kun!”

Alysa sobered. “I wasn’t crying.”

“Yes, you were...look at your face!” He pointed at her and laugh-
ed. “It is an odd thing, seeing a youngling of our age cry. I have only
heard such bellowing from newborns, never from someone as old as
we are. You are, I am thinking, nearly a midling, as am 1. At this age
there is no reason to bellow so. I could hear your wailing above the
rushing of the water!” The boy leapt on boulders until he stood in the
middle of the stream.

“You didn’t answer me. Why are you dressed like that?” Alysa
demanded, “Where’s your braid? All boys wear their hair in a braid.
It’s not possible that it could be tucked under that...thing on your
head.”

“This “thing’ is called a helmet. And what is a ‘hair braid?” He
pulled off the helmet to reveal his short, dark-streaked hair.

His short hair! Alysa gasped and took a step back. She had never
seen short hair on anyone before. And never having seen a tattoo, she
strained to understand what the colorful patterns on his ears and
neck meant.
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He continued, “I am garbed as such so I can move..like this!” He
jumped back and forth between boulders. “Like a greatclaw, from
one place...to another. Could you do the same in that sack you are
wearing?”

“Who’d want to?” Alysa retorted, flustered, once again turning to
the path.

“A Trailmen would want to!” Alysa stopped short and turned
back, a baffled look on her face. The boy said, “I am called ‘Szaren’.
These close-fitting hides that I wear are necessary when we are hunt-
ing. They allow us to move among the trees with ease. And in silence
walk through brush. We always wear them when we are migrating.
Which we are doing now. Heading to Winding Mountains for sum-
mering.” He pointed upstream at the tall peaks in the distance that
gave the appearance of winding up into the sky due to their angled
cliffs.

Alysa said, “You're a...a...

“Trailman!” the boy boldly proclaimed.

Then she remembered that the fierce hunter-warriors were often
referred to as the Painted Ones. The designs on the boy’s head and his
short hair proved that he was, indeed, a Trailman!

He continued, “And you, I think, must not be a Trailman. Be-
cause a garment like the one you are wearing would be of no value to
the women of my tribe.” He paused and scrutinized her more care-
fully. “But if you are not Trailmen, then what are you? What tribe do
you belong to?”

Hesitating, Alysa said, “I am a...I am of the Field Folk clan, if
that’s what you mean by “tribe’.” She stared at the youth as she re-
called one of Teller Kendira's well-known teachings: Field Folk and
Trailmen never spoke to each other, nor were they able to, because they did
not speak the same tongue. Alysa knew full well that the only time the
Folk and Trailmen came face to face was at Trade. Even then not a
single word was spoken; tradesign was used. Alysa realized that she
may have likely broken a Law by speaking to this Trailman. Sudden-
ly she said, “I...but I must go!”

7”7
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“Field Folk? Ah, you mean you are a ‘Fielder’. That would ex-
plain your clothing. And the nakedness of your skin.” He paused
then asked, bewildered, “But how is it that we are speaking?”

“I...don’t know. This can’t be!” Alysa hurried to the path.

Szaren looked back at the forest with excitement. The boys and
girls who were pursuing him moments before were returning, swing-
ing back through the trees.

Alysa glanced back once more to where Szaren had stood, but he
was gone. Relieved, she hurried down the long, twisting path and
through a wide stand of trees, emerging into the open meadow. On
the mountainous horizon beyond the terraced fields, the sky was
turning pale purple and gold.

She drew nearer to the music, stopping once to glance back up
the path. She shivered, shaking off the encounter with the strange
Trailmen boy. What surprised her was that they understood each
other. Through spoken words! She was taught that Field Folk and
Trailmen spoke different tongues because they long ago descended
from a different breed of being. She decided to forget about the en-
counter and never tell anyone—even Seda—for fear of ridicule. She
hoped this traumatic event would vanish from her memory and that
thoughts of the boy would not come to her again.

Crossing the meadow, Alysa approached her family’s cottage.
The Field Folk homesteaders—or ‘steaders as they commonly called
themselves —spent the sun draping the cottage’s eaves with garlands
of flowers and greenery, symbols of new life. They ringed the yard
with lanterns that would burn well into the night.

The throng of “steaders were dressed in festive garb, women and
girls in skirts and smocks of many colors and men in their good tun-
ics and trousers. Women's braids were coiled on top of their heads
and the men’s long, neat braids hung straight down the middle of
their backs. All of the men, except for Alysa’s father, wore beards.

Alysa wiped her face again and forced a smile. She entered the
yard, aware that she looked disheveled but hoping that no one
would notice. She was greeted with joy by Seda and the other girls
who wore wreaths of flowers on their heads. Merry Seda, already
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having forgotten their squabble just a short while before, placed a
wreath on Alysa’s head.

Singing and giggling, the girls pulled Alysa into the center of the
forming dance circle where she took her place beside her parents.
Gray-haired Abso, Alysa’s proud, smiling father, cradled in his arms
the small bundle containing her new sister. Abso turned his dark,
beardless face to Alysa and looked down at her. His blue eyes spar-
kled. He gestured to the new youngling. Alysa tried to look excited.

Loralle, Alysa’s mother, held her hands out to welcome her elder
daughter and drew her close. Loralle’s soft, green eyes looked into
Alysa’s with loving understanding. She bent down and kissed Alysa
on the forehead and tucked a loose piece of her grain-colored hair
behind her ear. Loralle turned Alysa toward her father and gently
guided her to him.

Abso’s deep voice urged, “Her name is ‘Ellee’. Come, good
Daughter. Hold your new sister.”

After a brief hesitation, an awkward but careful Alysa received
the newborn. Her father pulled back a fold of blanket to reveal Ellee’s
tiny, pale-golden face. Alysa could already see that the youngling re-
sembled her father, with wide-set eyes and round face. Ellee’s hair
was like her mother’s — thick and the color of spicenuts.

With one look at the newborn’s sweet expression, Alysa’s breath
caught, and a soft, genuine smile stretched across her face. She raised
her suddenly happy eyes to her parents and snuggled the precious
new life she held in her arms. With a gentleness that rose from with-
in, a feeling that was new to her, Alysa kissed the wee one, finally
accepting that not only did she have a little sister —but delighting in
the realization that she was now someone’s big sister.

Loralle and Abso embraced their daughters as the ‘steaders, with
hands linked, danced and sang in a joyous circle around them. The
flutes and drums struck up a merry new melody, one of many that
would celebrate new life and echo over the terraced fields until long
after the sun set.
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BITTER WINTERTIDE

A chill wind blew from Winding Mountains, and many-colored
leaves swirled within it. Billowing, gray clouds extended across the
horizon. Leaffall was progressing. Cruel wintertide would soon be in
the mountains, accompanied by harsh, crunching snows and long,
frigid nights.

A more mature Alysa stood at streamside. She shivered and ga-
thered her hooded cloak about her. Her shoulders shook with quiet
tears. Six and a half cycles passed since she last wept beside this
stream.

Shifts in Xunar-kun’s weather often came unexpectedly. Without
warning a sharp gust of wind burst down the stream and tore leaves
from nearby trees, lifting them in a high spiral above Alysa. As they
sailed upward and disappeared from sight, how she wished she
could join them!

The wind whipped off her hood. Hair escaped her pale braid and
flailed about her face, which darkened over the cycles to nectar-gold.
The wind whisked away her tears.

It was during this time of cycle that she tended to feel sad, as the
flowers had departed and the color in the trees was drifting away.
The ground was too cold to sit upon. She watched the water as, here
and there, a curled leaf tumbled into the stream, floated for an in-
stant, and sank in the current.

Ellee’s birth six and a half cycles before was a trying sun for Aly-
sa, one that ended much happier than it began. In the time since then,
she and her little sister formed a close bond and were nearly insepar-
able. Those cycles were good ones, yielding many happy moments.
But two suns before, an unexpected sadness came upon her family;
there was no chance this sun would end with the slightest hope for
joy.

Her father had died, the victim of a mishap. Searchers found Ab-
so’s body downstream after two suns of absence from the homestead;
just five suns after the joyful celebration of Leaffall Moonsfest, and
two days before he was to participate in Trade. It seemed that he lost
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his footing and suffered a fatal head injury as he walked the shore.
That was the conclusion reached by the Council Elders.

Earlier this sun, Alysa tried to watch as her mother and other
‘steaders —relatives, friends and neighbors—prepared Abso for his
final farewell. They washed his body, which was laid out on a cot in
the cottage, and cleaned his hair of blood from the wound on the
back of his head. Then they combed and braided his long, gray hair
and wrapped him in a near-black robe, the color of the dead. She
could not bear to see his coldness, his stillness; or to hear the conti-
nual sad chanting. The smell of incense—burned for those
departed —made her feel ill.

The loss of a parent, or any loved one, is a shock that one can
never prepare for. As she stared at his body, overwhelming grief
washed over her. She would never be able to confide in him again; he
would never again be able to console her, teach her, praise her —or
love her. So she ran to her refuge beside the stream. But this time it
did not provide the smallest measure of solace. How she wished that
Orryn, her betrothed, could come from Falling Stream to be with her
during this hardship; alas, his work—his all-consuming Teller ap-
prenticeship —would not allow him to leave his homestead at this
time.

Abso’s funeral pyre would burn at dusk, and her family would
have to bid final farewell to this wonderful, kind man who reared her
and Ellee with a love as deep as their mother’s. At tomorrow’s dawn-
ing, Alysa would watch her mother, in pain beyond imagining,
gather his ashes and sow them over the fields—every spouse’s tri-
bute to a lost partner and, ultimately, everyone’s final contribution to
the fields.

The sun began its journey into the hills a little earlier each even-
ing as leaffall progressed. Dusk arrived; the time of her father’s final
farewell drew near. Thinking of this was almost too much for her.
Still, her mind also dwelt on how he died. His death made no sense.
Very few deaths were caused by mishaps such as this, and her father
was always very careful when walking the paths to the other homes-
teads. It did not follow that he would have fallen and suffered such
an injury while simply walking along a stream.
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She looked to the sky, longing for an answer as to how this could
have happened; the sky revealed nothing to her but wind and blow-
ing leaves and cold. She lowered her tearful eyes to the ground,
turned away from the stream and, in a sad, hesitating manner, began
to pick her way down the path.

With sudden furor, she whirled back to Winding Mountains. As
if to an invisible presence, she wailed, “Father Gord'n, why did you
do this? Why did you take from us the person my family needed
most in this world? There wasn’t anyone on Xunar-kun as wonderful
as my father! Mother is lost. Ellee is still so young...” Aching for an-
swers, she asked, “How can I leave my mother and sister now? How
can I leave to join with Orryn and move to his homestead next cycle,
as has so long been planned?”

As she awaited an answer, the sky grew darker. Light snowflakes
came on the wind. She heard a low whisper that said, Fear not, Be-
loved One. All is well!

Startled, she looked around for the one who whispered those
words; she thought she saw someone, a dark figure standing in the
shadows on the opposite shore of the stream. Almost as quickly as
the figure appeared, it vanished. The whisper in her head and the
figure’s stature reminded her of —but could not possibly have been—
her father. She shook her head and sighed, believing her longing
must have devised both the words and the shadowy figure in an at-
tempt to achieve some measure of solace.

She already missed her father with a desperate longing; his loss
would be the most difficult challenge of their lives. But she knew she
must find the courage to help her mother and sister through this time
of sorrow. What did courage look like? Did having courage mean she
must hide her tears from them? Did it mean she must provide what-
ever comfort she could? She did not know; what she knew was that
her father would expect her to do what she could to help them.

She wiped her tears, took a deep breath, and pulled up her hood.
Turning to the path she had trod many times, she began the descent.
How she dreaded long wintertide’s approach!
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Tiny green, black-capped birds hopped on the snow-covered
ground. Seemingly weightless, the birds whirled and jumped and
chee-cheed; they pecked at stray field grains and wildflower seeds that
sustained them through wintertide.

The birds scattered as Alysa walked along the curved dwelling
terrace. Her heavy cloak swished along the snow-packed path that
crossed in front of the cottage yards of High Point Homestead. The
birds flew back and resumed work after she passed, making scores of
tracks as they hopped and scratched.

It was bitter cold. As Alysa walked, she breathed the sharp air in
shallow breaths and held her hood close to her head, covering her
mouth. At times her exhales puffed clouds into the air that evapo-
rated almost as soon as they escaped her lips. It was during this
bitterest of weather that she wondered why her father had built their
cottage so far from the Great Hall, her destination. The walk seemed
to take forever!

The sky overhead was clear. Angled shadows indicated mid-
morning. To the southeast, far beyond the homestead terraces jutting
out from the steep hillside, and even beyond Field Folk territory, a
shadow of dark clouds hovered. The clouds would be releasing a se-
vere storm of some kind, dropping dense hail or ripping the land
with whirlwinds or lightning. It was rare for such storms to climb in-
to these sheltered mountains. But occasionally they did make their
presence all too well known.

Her gaze passed over the landscape. All along the dwelling ter-
race, many neat cottages, sheds and hen coops were enclosed in low-
walled yards. Smoke rose from chimneys poking through the centers
of rooftops. All window shutters were closed tight. Neat stacks of
firewood framed cottage walls and yards. Cottage gardens lay sleep-
ing beneath the snow.

Folk men, women and their younglings, dressed in warm jackets
and cloaks, conducted daily chores—drawing water from wells,
stacking wood, filling troughs with feed for the long-legged casish
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hens, and pulling wheeled carts filled with provisions along the
snow-packed paths.

Above the dwelling terrace, northward-ascending orchard terrac-
es were planted with fruit and nut trees. Looking like bare bones
sticking up out of the snow, in greening they would be soft and
bright with blossoms and young leaves; later their branches would
bend under the weight of their fruit. How Alysa yearned to see the
orchards flowering once again!

Downslope, the stubble of oil-seed, simmel and other grains and
vegetables poked up through the snow of thirty descending field ter-
races. The fifth terrace down was where her mother had spread her
father’s ashes; they now lay beneath the snow, waiting to be tilled
under when planting commenced. Abso’s body, and all who received
their final farewell, lived on in the crops that were grown. Alysa
smiled, content that one day her ashes would join his and all the oth-
ers who preceded her. This had always been the Field Folk way.

In barnyards spaced at intervals across the terraces, people
tended herds of bleating, wooly udommo, bulky leaprock lambs and
other stock.

Farther south, below the last terrace, slept the frozen blue-white
lake. Its far shore blended into the lake’s cradling hills. Tall foya trees
spackled the shore and looked like deep-green shadows laden with
SNOW.

Alysa smiled, aware that soon wintertide would release its grip
and surrender to greening; after all, this was the last sun of the win-
tertide season. A healthy glow had returned to her face. She
mourned her father’s death during this long wintertide. Though she
still missed him—and would forever miss him—brighter thoughts
were at last returning.

She forwent the recognition of her seventeenth birth two moons
before because she did not feel joyful enough to celebrate it—or to
celebrate anything. Perhaps next cycle her family would be ready to
acknowledge their birth suns. Perhaps by then her mother would re-
joice in living again.

She rounded the curve of the terrace and beheld her destina-
tion — the Great Hall. This was where all High Point Gatherings were
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held and where the crafters labored. The structure sat on the center
rim of the dwelling terrace, facing the lake and overlooking the fields
and barns. Behind it were several large storage sheds and the homes-
tead Pantry, a structure also of great importance to the homestead.

The Great Hall was built in the same style, stone and logs as were
the cottages, but was much larger. Four tall chimneys released curls
of smoke into the sky. Closed shutters over tall windows preserved
heat given forth by large hearths positioned in each corner of the in-
terior. Unlike a cottage with simple enclosed entryways on the front
and back, the Great Hall had entries on the front, left and right sides.
They were accessed by stone and sod-packed ramps for ease of load-
ing in raw materials for crafting, and for the removal of finished
goods to the Pantry and storage sheds. Between the front and right-
side ramp sat many rows of firewood and a covered well.

Alysa trudged up the front ramp recently swept of snow. She
pulled open one of the tall, heavy doors. Carvings of Winding Moun-
tains stood out in relief on each door. She entered the hallway,
stomped her boots on the coarse mat and shut the door behind her.
On one of many pegs along the wall, she hung her cloak. She slipped
off her boots and set them down among orderly rows of hundreds.
The floor was cold, even through her thick-socked feet. Hopping
from foot to foot, she quickly pulled out a pair of woolen slippers
from a cubby and slipped them on.

Pushing through another door, she entered the great room, hug-
ging herself to dispel the chill from the hallway. She moved with
caution as her eyes adjusted to the dim interior. Many red clay oil
lanterns hung from high, hand-hewn support beams that spanned
the wide room. All four hearths blazed, giving much-appreciated re-
lief from the cold. Line upon line of dried fruits and vegetables were
strung on twine between the walls. Many benches were stacked
along the side walls.

In the center of the back wall hung the immense, round Planting
Calendar, an imposing, complex carving used by the Folk to plan
and track seasonal activities.

Women and older girls worked looms, spun wool, sewed gar-
ments, knitted hats and mittens, and fashioned baskets. Soft wool
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and other materials were mounded beside the craftswomen. In the
rear of the room, craftsmen and boys worked hides to fashion boots
and slippers. They molded clay lamps, dishes and pots.

Every ‘steader contributed to the wellbeing of the clan. Although
some of the aged were limited in their ability to work, they did their
share. Being productive was everyone’s duty. From this principle the
‘steaders derived a great sense of pride.

The women gossiped as they worked, regarding Alysa as she en-
tered. Erindi and Malores, girls her age, minded several newborn
younglings and wobblies—younglings just learning to walk. The
younglings belonged to the craftswomen. It was typical to bring
them to the Great Hall while they worked. This gave midling girls
with little exposure to newborns much-needed experience in how to
care for them in the hope that they would bear their own after they
joined.

The girls grinned and waved to Alysa, and she nodded back. She
sighed as she spotted her mother sitting apart from the other women.
Loralle wove a basket, oblivious to any of the conversations. The
women of the homestead were patient. They believed that Loralle
was close to regaining her zest for life. Alysa, who knew her mother
better than anyone, was not so certain.

As she crossed to one of the hearths to warm her hands, Alysa
looked back at Loralle, still in deep despair since Abso’s death. She
remembered when her mother’s skin was a lively mellow-gold; now
her color was sallow and dull. Her normally neat, spicenut-colored
braid was loose and falling apart. Loralle’s green eyes lacked life, as
if a flame inside her had gone out. She was thin now, although before
Abso’s death she was rather plump.

Alysa and her mother shared a strong bond; her mother taught
her all the skills she would need to reach her potential as a produc-
tive Field Folk woman. At one time, they were able to talk about
anything. But in recent moons, they hadn’t talked at all. She missed
her mother and longed for her return to the way she used to be be-
fore Abso died.

Many boys and girls, all with braids trailing down their backs,
were seated on fur-covered benches near the opposite hearth. Alysa
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joined them. They were listening to a story being told by Kendira, the
aged Teller. Quiet girls were snuggled in thick shawls of various col-
ors. Some of the older boys whittled with small blades, flicking wood
shavings into the hearth and looking up occasionally as Kendira re-
cited a story.

Kendira’s age was obvious, not only made apparent by the pure
white of her thin, braided hair, but because her color was very dark-
gold creased with deep wrinkles. Several long, white whiskers grew
from her chin. Wrapped in a shawl that covered a dark-brown
smock, Kendira was seated on a cushioned stool. In one aged, swol-
len-knuckled hand she clutched a walking staff.

Seated among the small faces reflecting firelight was Ellee, Aly-
sa’s round-faced, blue-eyed sister, now grown into a fine girl of six
cycles. It seemed as though Ellee was recovering well from their fa-
ther’s absence, and Alysa was happy for this. Ellee’s aliveness made
life bearable. That Alysa resented her before she was born now
seemed so foolish!

Alysa sat on a stool and watched in admiration as Kendira plied
her skills.

“...and then Father Gord'n came to the aid of the people who
were in great confusion. All types of people—young and old, men
and women, boys and girls—were gathered together by Father
Gord'n just before Cat’clysm!”

The younglings responded with whispers and frightened expres-
sions to this one of many brave stories of Father Gord'n.

Kendira gestured throughout the Telling. She was entrancing, ac-
centing a passage with fervent, dark-gray eyes, her face and body
expressing as she explained, in the finest Teller form, yet another feat
of Father Gord'n. Though her bones were growing brittle and she
walked with a limp, Kendira still showed great skill in Telling and
was well respected for her wisdom and patience with the younglings.

“It is so true!” Kendira's engaging voice continued, “Our people
were city dwellers and they knew nothing about survival in the wilds
of Xunar-kun. Father Gord’'n was a man of great, great knowledge.
He knew everything about the seasons and planting and the moun-
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tains. And he brought the very first people to Falling Stream, our
brother homestead to the south, to be spared from Cat’clysm!”

Kendira paused and, with a shaky hand, lifted a clay mug to her
lips. The younglings whispered to each other in wide-eyed wonder.
She struck her staff on the floor, startling them. They immediately fell
silent, all eyes once again upon her. She leaned forward and looked
into their eyes. “He taught us how to tame the wild. How to build.
How to fish the lakes. How to plant by the moons. So therefore, we
were spared! Over time our numbers increased. He sent our people
to dwell in the other directions, to the north, west and east, to settle
new homesteads and to build and plant new fields. That's how the
five homesteads, including our own High Point, came to be!” She
thumped her walking staff on the floor and sat back, signaling the
end of the Telling.

The younglings jumped up and clustered around her, each shout-
ing a different question about Father Gord'n. She rose and held up a
quieting hand. When they became silent, she explained, “You must
be patient! For there are too many wonderful stories about Father
Gord'n to be told all at one time!”

With a wave of her hand, the younglings dispersed, running to
the center of the room in excitement to retell the story amongst them-
selves. They shouted, “I want to be Father Gord'n!” “You can't,
you're a girl!” Some of the women shushed them, and the younglings
played more quietly.

Alysa snatched Ellee as she ran by, and they hugged. “Ho, Thi-
tha!” Ellee lisped, “I love that story!”

“It's my favorite one too, Ellee.”

Ellee ran off to play with the other younglings.

Spent from the Telling, Kendira lowered her old body onto her
seat. She motioned to Alysa, who wasted not a moment going to her.
Alysa gestured reverence by opening her hands palms-up and lower-
ing her gaze to the floor. Such respect was paid to all Folk of rank.

Kendira said, “It's been some time since we've talked, youn-

gling.”
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Alysa looked away, uneasy, unable to escape Kendira’s question-
ing, dark-gray eyes. “Teller Kendira, it was not my intention to
avoid...”

“Come to my cottage after this eve’s Gathering. We will talk
then,” Kendira commanded, squinting intently into Alysa’s brown
eyes.

Alysa nodded and Kendira waved her off. Alysa backed away
palms-up and went to her mother.

“Ho, Mother...” But Loralle was not aware that Alysa was at her
side; nor did she hear her greeting. Alysa bent down and kissed her
mother on top of her head and stroked her spicenut-colored braid.

Ellee rushed up and hugged her mother, but Loralle did not re-
spond. “Oh, Mother, wasn’t that the best ever story about Father
Gord'n?” Ellee squatted and picked up a split reed. Her long braid,
the same color as her mother’s, fell in front of her. She flung it over
her back. “I'm nearly old enough to learn baskets, Mother. Will you
show me? I can sit right next to you!” Receiving no response from
Loralle, Ellee’s blue eyes turned sad.

Alysa bent down and placed an arm around Loralle’s thin shoul-
ders. She looked into her mother’s tired, distant face. Loralle stopped
working and stared at her hands. Ellee pouted, and Alysa gathered
her with the other arm.

A memory came to Alysa’s mind of a happier sun, when they
were still a family —when her father was alive. Ellee, then a wobbly,
was taking her first steps by herself. The family was playing a game
in which Abso hid a small toy in his hand. They were having good
fun watching Ellee figure out which hand it was in. Abso was de-
lighted when she picked the correct one. He threw a joyful arm
around Loralle.

Alysa recalled her father’s words that sun. With pride he re-
marked, “Ellee is almost as keen as you were at this age, Alysa. Have
you been teaching her some of your tricks, Daughter?” They all
laughed at his observation. They laughed a lot back then. Her
thoughts returned to the not-so-happy present. She said to Ellee,
“Soon, Sister. Mother will teach you basket-making soon.”
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Comforted for the moment, Ellee skipped off to play with her
friends.

It was apparent that Loralle was still unable to accept Abso’s
death. He was her lifelong partner, betrothed almost since infancy.
They considered themselves a perfect match. Alysa whispered, “I
know how much you miss him, Mother. Five moons just haven't
been enough...”

She looked up and saw her clanswomen’s sympathetic stares.
They looked back to their work, but it was plain that they worried for
Loralle. Alysa’s throat tightened as her eyes filled with tears. She
forced a smile through her fear, kissed her mother on the cheek, and
hugged her close. To the women she nodded a silent, “Thank you.”
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THE HOMESTEAD WAY

Alysa’s eyes stung as the frigid air hit her face. She blinked to
clear her vision. It was difficult holding in her tears during her visit
to the Great Hall. She pulled up her hood as Ellee did, not only to
keep warm, but to conceal from anyone else they met the sadness she
felt for her mother.

Luckily the only people they encountered as they entered the
Pantry behind the Great Hall were a few men who chatted as they
gathered provisions. They paid the girls little notice.

The homestead Pantry was a little larger than a cottage. All four
walls were lined with floor-to-ceiling shelves which held all types of
lighter-weight and portioned items: small sacks of dried grains,
beans, meal, fish, nuts, dried fruit and cured meat; tunics, smocks,
cloaks, hats, mittens and boots; rugs, baskets and bedding. On the
lower shelves were jars, bowls and lattice-front lanterns formed from
local red clay. There were shelves holding folds of hides and fur, as
well. All these items were necessary for survival or aided comfort in
some way. A ladder leaned against the wall so that items on higher
shelves could be reached.

On short floor racks rested bulging clay urns with spigots near
their bottom front ends and wide, lidded filling funnels on top. Bulk
milk, lamp oil, and large quantities of dried grains and beans ready
for bagging were contained in these.

A stairway at the rear of the Pantry led to the root cellar. Alysa
descended, with Ellee close behind. In the cellar burned a few lamps
which illuminated yet more shelves and floor baskets which held
root and vine vegetables, cheese and whole fruit. The girls picked up
large cloth sacks. They selected small amounts of many items and
put them into the sacks.

The men were gone by the time the girls went back upstairs. Aly-
sa said, “What else is on our list?”

Ellee recalled, “Meal, beans, milk, lamp oil...”
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“Oh,” Alysa said, “I forgot to bring the empty milk jar. Well,
we'll just have to borrow another one. Would you get the milk, Little
Sister? I'll get the other things.”

“Yes, Thitha.” Ellee lifted a jar from a shelf, removed the wooden
stopper, placed it under the large milk urn’s spigot, and turned the
handle. Milk streamed into the jar.

Alysa lifted the urn’s funnel lid, looked in, and smiled. “Good,
there’s some cream left!” She removed a small ladle from a hook on
the wall, dipped it into the funnel and withdrew a large, soft lump of
cream. She dropped it into Ellee’s jar and returned the ladle to the
hook.

Next, Alysa picked up a small jar of lamp oil and checked the
stopper to be certain the wax seal was solid. As she put it into her
bag, she remembered, “Oh, a twist of wicking,” and reached with an
instinctive hand to the place where wicking could usually be found.
Finding the supply gone, she dragged the ladder over, climbed it,
and put her hand into a basket on a higher shelf. She withdrew a
handful of wicking, placed one in her bag and set the others in the
empty space.

“Done, Thitha,” Ellee said, clutching the stoppered milk jar in her
arms.

Both girls were laden with provisions as they left the Pantry.
They passed many yards on the way home. Alysa gazed into the dis-
tance, thinking how lonely their cottage looked sitting so far across
the terrace and not at all close to any of the others.

They passed several people as they walked home through the
bright, wintertide light. Evyn, the widowed Miller, passed them on
his way to the Pantry. His beard was dusted yellow. He bore a large
packbasket of flour on his back. Its hide straps were twisted around
his strong hands. His three young daughters trailed behind him like
casish chicks.

“Ho, young ones!” he said to the sisters, smiling as he passed.
“How is your mother coming along?”

Ellee looked sad.

Alysa hugged her to her side and fibbed, “Very well, Evyn.” To
elaborate on Loralle’s lack of progress would be much too painful.
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“That’s wonderful, just wonderful!” he said sincerely. “And 1
hope she continues to feel better with each dawning. Take care of
yourselves, girls, and your mother. Come, Daughters!” And they
were on their way again.

Alysa knew that Evyn detected her lie. He was close to her par-
ents, so she knew him all her life. She was thankful for his kindness
in allowing her to fib. Having lost his wife during the birth of their
third daughter, Evyn seemed to be more sensitive to her family’s
plight than were others.

The sisters passed the gate to Seda’s yard. Seda’s father and
brother carried armloads of wood into their cottage. Seda, now
grown into a robust, redheaded young woman, rushed out the door
just after her father and brother went in. As she ran down the path to
the gate, she gushed, “Ho, Alysa! Ho, Little Sister! Father said he saw
you coming up the way. I'm so excited I forgot to throw on my cloak!
Moons above, it’s cold! Wait, I'll walk with you...”

Alysa and Ellee looked at each other as Seda ran back to the cot-
tage. They shrugged their shoulders and smiled; the news sounded
happy.

Seda returned with a cloak hastily thrown around her and
walked with the sisters. “Elder Tola came to see my parents last
night. You'll never guess what happened!”

Again the sisters looked at each other and shrugged. Alysa said,
“Well, tell us!”

Seda grinned, excitement glowing in her blue eyes. “The Councils
of High Point and Falling Stream Homesteads have decreed that
Aryz and I will be joined!” Alysa halted, staring in surprise and de-
light. Seda giggled, “Isn’t it amazing? Now we can be certain that
you and I will join with men from the same homestead. You and I are
best friends and Aryz and Orryn are best friends...it's going to be so
perfect! After you and Orryn join next leaffall, all four of us will be
together!”

Alysa shook her head sadly then managed to brighten. “Yes, I can
hardly believe it, either. It's such good fortune, Seda. I'm very happy
for you and Aryz. On which Moonsfest did the Councils consent to
your joining?”
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Dreamily Seda answered, “This coming Greening Moonsfest! I
wasn’t certain it was going to happen this cycle, but now I know for
certain. How I wish we could join tomorrow!”

Seda’s burst of glee was contagious. Alysa put her troubled
thoughts aside. She wanted to embrace her friend, but her arms were
full. Seda saw this and threw her arms around both of them. They
giggled.

Alysa said, “I wish you all the happiness a girl—no, a woman —
could possibly dream of, Seda. I know you and Aryz will be very
happy.” Then she added with a grin, “And you will, of course, name
one of your younglings after me!”

“Of course, silly. You know I will! But I'll reserve your name for
just the right newborn. Any old newborn will just not do!” They
laughed. “But first, there must be a joining.” She stopped and pulled
Alysa around to face her, continuing seriously. “I would like you—as
my best and most cherished friend, and also because I have no sis-
ter —to carry Aryz’s joining sash for me.”

“I would think it an honor, Seda. I will gladly carry the sash!”

The girls embraced again, tears of joy filling their eyes. Seda snif-
fled, “Got to go. Chores to do.” She turned to run back down the
path.

“Oh, and see you tonight,” Alysa teased, “that is, if you can keep
your thoughts straight enough to remember to go to Gathering...”

Seda whirled around with a look of astonishment on her face.
“Are you joking? I want to be the one to tell the whole of High
Point!”

“You haven’t told Erindi or Malores or any of the other girls
yet?”

“No, you were the first, of course! I'm keeping it secret until to-
night...so don’t either of you tell anybody else, all right?”

Alysa laughed. “We won't, Seda. See you tonight!”

“See you!” Seda waved and ran home, sliding and giggling down
the path. The sisters continued on their way.

Seda’s happiness meant a lot to Alysa, particularly since Abso’s
death. During that terrible time, Alysa confided much in her. Her
friend never told her how she should feel about the loss of her father,
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as some of the others did, offering useless advice such as, “Alysa,
you must be strong.” “You have to grow up now, Alysa.” “The final
farewell comes to us all one sun.” She thought at the time how easy it
seemed for others to say those things; but Seda never did. She just lis-
tened, hugged Alysa when she cried, ignored her tantrums, and was
simply with her when she needed her to be. Seda was a good and
true friend.

Ellee lisped, “I'm happy for Theda; but I'm sad, too.”

“Why are you sad, Sister?”

“Because Theda will be gone from High Point. And then you’ll be
gone. And then I'll be all alone.”

“Oh, Ellee...” Alysa stepped in front of her, stopping her short.
“Girls leaving is the way of things. You know that! And you will
never be alone; Mother will be here.”

“Will she?”

“Yes, she will. And just because women leave their homesteads,
it doesn’t mean they won’t ever see their families again. Who knows?
Maybe you’ll join a man from Falling Stream when you grow up, too.
Then all of us girls will be together!”

Ellee sighed.

Alysa gave her an encouraging smile. “We must save such wor-
ries for another sun.” She cupped her hand to her ear.
“Oh...oh.. listen!”

“What?” Ellee said, looking around.

“I hear our chores calling...”

“Oh, Thitha...!”

The sisters arrived at their snow-covered cottage and walked
across the yard between piles of snow and a few short, stocky nut
trees. The casish hens screeched and scattered before them. Alysa
pushed the entryway door open.

Suddenly, three small, furry creatures flew at them, touching
down for the shortest moment on Alysa’s shoulder or on Ellee’s head
as they escaped the cottage, then sprang away as high and as far as
they could —just for fun.

Alysa shouted, “Ho, Tahshi!”
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Ellee squealed, “Feelah! Como! You silly little saroos!” They
watched the antics of their tan and gray pet saroos as they bounced
off the cottage and yard walls, chattering and scampering the casish
hens into a frenzy, relieving themselves, and eventually settling into
the nut trees. Some nuts stubbornly clung to the branches. Although
they hung far out on slender tips, the saroos could easily reach them.
They coiled their long, ringed tails around the branches for a tight
hold. Tahshi hung upside down in just this way, happily chewing
through a hard nut with his tiny sharp teeth.

Their short, rounded, dark ears flicked about as they listened to
the noises of the outdoors. Their wide, red eyes focused on their nuts.
Occasionally they looked up from their work, paused their chewing
and stared in the direction of a sound that neither of the girls were
able to hear. The saroos returned to gnawing on their nuts when they
decided the sound was of no matter.

The saroos were small enough to carry in a pouch but large
enough to keep the cottage clear of crawling insects. After being
locked inside all sun, they looked forward to playing outside; but de-
spite their fur, their tolerance to cold was low.

The girls entered the cottage and set their bags of provisions on a
bench in the entryway. In the dim sconce-light, they hung their
cloaks on pegs and exchanged them for hooded working jackets.
They pulled on thick-knitted leggings beneath their skirts and put on
heavy mittens.

Alysa gave a handled basket to Ellee. They picked up brooms and
opened the door. The saroos bounced back through the doorway,
chattering and slapping their paws over their tiny, flat, black noses,
apparently complaining about the cold. Alysa laughed and cracked
open the inside door. Shivering, the saroos tumbled over each other
as they scrambled inside.

The girls went outside. They swept drifted snow from the main
path and from the path that allowed access to the firewood, which
half a cycle ago their father stacked against the cottage. There was lit-
tle wood left at this time in the season. Some of the logs were frozen
together. Alysa knocked pieces loose with the end of her broom. She
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arranged them in a short pile as Ellee gathered bits of kindling into
the basket.

From the other side of the yard wall, a young man called, “Ho,
Alysa! Can I get that for you?”

She looked up, as at first she did not recognize Betram’s voice. It
seemed deeper than she recalled. She said, “Ho, Betram. Yes, that
would be wonderful!”

“Ho, Ellee.”

“Ho, Bet.”

Since Abso’s death, this stocky, black-haired boy two cycles
younger than Alysa, and nearly a head taller than she, often stopped
by to assist with the heavier work. Bet was an Apprentice Teller, one
of Kendira’s most promising students. He was nearing the end of his
Teller training. It was planned that he would take her place as Major
Teller one sun.

Alysa noticed a wisp of dark beard growing on the young man’s
chin. This was the first time she recalled seeing facial hair on him.
She looked into his sharp, brown eyes. They seemed to express a ma-
turity that was not there before. He was growing up, no longer a
youngling. He was now a midling, as she was. But seldom did adults
refer to them as midlings, as if calling them younglings would keep
them so.

Bet entered the yard, hefted the pile of wood, and took it inside.
He returned for a second load and returned, ready for another task.

“We must draw water,” Alysa said. “The jar’s nearly empty.”

As it was her ongoing duty, Ellee ran inside to retrieve the buck-
et, kept indoors to keep the rope and handle from freezing. Betram
pushed the square plank cover off the well’s low foundation. Alysa
stuck in a pole and smashed through the icy skin. Ellee returned with
the bucket and lowered it into the water. As she was unable to pull
the brimming bucket up by herself, Betram took hold of the rope and
helped her haul it to the top. He removed the bucket and set it in the
hallway, went back to the well, and slid the cover on.

Alysa said, “Thank you, Bet. We can manage the rest of the
chores. You must have plenty to do at Kendira’s.”

“That I do! Be by tomorrow then.” He sauntered down the path.
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Continuing their chores, the sisters tidied the wood stack, scat-
tered meal for the hens, and added straw to the hencoop. Alysa
found some eggs. “Look, four today!” Ellee held out her mittened
hands, and Alysa carefully placed the eggs into them.

Chores finished, the girls were about to enter the cottage. Sud-
denly a noisy flock of birds passed overhead. The sound was
cacophonous, much like many flutes playing different melodies all at
once, but joyous nonetheless.

Alysa said, “Look, Ellee, the longpipers are returning. Greening
will soon be upon us!”

The migrating flocks of these large, long-bodied birds flew north,
where it was thought they spent the warm months in Winding
Mountains, and possibly beyond. The birds never landed in the ho-
mesteads, even upon the lakes, as far as anyone knew. Their
undersides were easily recognizable, having bold, black stripes
across creamy-white bellies and under wings; since nobody ever saw
them on the ground, how they were patterned on top was a mystery.

Giggling, the girls entered the hallway, warmed once by all the
work they did, and warmed a second time by the renewed hope of
greening’s approach.

Ellee set the eggs on the bench. Alysa tossed her mittens into a
basket on the floor and removed her outerwear, which she hung on
pegs along the wall. She slipped her feet into slippers and rubbed her
hands together to warm them. Ellee fumbled with the toggles on her
jacket.

“Need help, Ellee?”

Ellee sniffled, “I can do it myself, Thitha.”

“All right. Are you numb anywhere?”

“Just my toes, but not real bad.”

“Hurry in, then. Your milk will be waiting. Oh, and it’s your turn
to bring in the provisions, Sister.”

Lugging the bucket in one hand and the milk jar in the other,
Alysa entered the dim, cozy warmth of the cottage’s main room and
pushed the door closed with her foot. She set the milk jar on the floor
and emptied the bucket of water into a large clay vessel sitting beside
the hearth, which sat in the center of the room. Most of the raised
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hearth was enclosed, open only toward the front and rear of the
room.

All three of the saroos were nestled together in a fur-lined basket
on the other side of the hearth. Their peaceful state was a stark con-
trast to their antics just a short while before. One of the saroos
yawned, licked one of its long, dark paws, and snuggled its black
nose back into the soft belly of one of the others.

Alysa lifted a few pieces of wood from the pile Betram had
stacked and placed them on the embers. The wood blazed, sending
sparks up the tapering, sooty stone chimney. She stuck a small piece
of kindling in the hearth until it caught fire, and lit three lamps hang-
ing from ceiling beams. Positioned at various places around the
room, the lamps” warm light dispersed the shadows.

The light revealed a short outer wall of stone and mortar. On top
of the wall, vertical logs formed upper walls twice Alysa’s height.
Many long, heavy support posts were anchored around the tops of
the log walls. The posts angled toward the middle of the room and
were fitted into chiseled spaces in the central roof beam.

The chimney pierced the roof to one side of the beam. The roof
was covered with layers of a thick type of bark resistant to catching
fire from sparks. The bark was fixed to the support posts by wooden
pegs and pitch. The roof protected the family from the harshest of
storms. Deep snow on the rooftop sheltered them from the wind and
helped keep the heat in. Window shutters, concealed beneath thick-
woven curtains, helped keep the drafts out.

Alysa brought the milk jar to the large work table which sat on
the left side of the room and poured some milk into a clay bowl. The
cream spilled out with it. She took a wooden spoon from a drawer
beneath the table, scooped out the cream, and rested the spoon on the
table.

She placed the bowl of milk near the fire and jumped onto the
rocking bench facing the hearth. Not wasting a moment, she pulled
the fur blanket off the back and wrapped it around herself. It was a
pleasure to just sit for a few moments and warm her toes before be-
ginning the remaining chores.
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Placed about the large room were fine Folk-crafted pieces of fur-
niture. Of solid construction, much of what filled the cottage was
passed down through the generations. Polished, curve-backed chairs
were tucked around the work table. Several woven rugs placed to-
gether across the plank floor buffered stocking feet from the cold; the
brightly dyed yarns added warmth of their own.

On the right side of the room sat a small loom with warps and
wefts of an unfinished rug stretched across the frame. Loralle started
it before Abso’s death, but as yet did possess the will to finish it.

Sleeping nooks, raised a few steps off the floor and accessed by
short ladders, were built into the four corners of the cottage. Each
nook was flanked by a pair of curtains that could be drawn across for
privacy or for warmth.

Wondering what was keeping her sister, Alysa hollered, “Ho, El-
lee! Are you all right? What's taking so long?”

Ellee’s muffled lisp came from behind the door. “The string in my
hood got all tangled and I'm getting it out!”

“You could bring it in here, Little Sister...”

“Almost...got it...”

Alysa shook her head, snuggled back, and closed her eyes.

This cottage was a little larger than most. Rather than refurbish
one of the older ones, Abso built this larger one when he and Loralle
joined. Optimism that they would bring many younglings into the
world prompted him to build one with four sleeping nooks. Three
nooks, after all, turned out to be plenty. Her parents had a nook to
themselves, which was, of course, tradition. The girls had their own
and were required to share with other relatives only when they vi-
sited at Moonsfest, and only if there was need beyond the spare
sleeping nook.

Familiar objects hung on the log walls: carvings of leaprock
lambs, Alysa’s tomoree game board, Ellee’s lyre, and a small Planting
Calendar. On the mantel above the hearth, a set of white clay jars be-
longing to Loralle held sweet herbs for refreshing the air and to use
as remedies for illness. Abso molded the jars from clay he brought all
the way from Yellow Cliffs, the homestead of Loralle’s birth. He
pressed a type of leaf found in Yellow Cliffs into the clay when it was
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still damp, which left impressions that he stained dark so the leaf pat-
terns would stand out. He gave the jars to Loralle when they joined.
She treasured the gift, as they reminded her of her girlhood home.

The most prized possession in the cottage was a large wooden
box centered on the mantel. Abso often took it down to show to the
girls, and he never missed a chance to boast about the fine workman-
ship.

Abso was the Major Trader —one of the best, many said —and he
negotiated the box from the Trailmen long cycles ago, before Alysa
was born. A relief of a berry branch was carved on the lid, and stains
made from wild plants were added to make the design lifelike; the
berries looked ripe enough for picking. Abso said it was crafted by a
Trailmen. When they examined it together, Alysa remembered her
father’s comments of wonder, as he always thought himself to be a
passable carver. But when he came into possession of the box, he
admitted that he was not even close to being as skilled as the one
who created it. Alysa found it difficult to imagine that a Painted One
was able to carve something that beautiful and often wondered how
a savage could be capable of such a glorious creation.

She was about to rise to check on her sister, when Ellee finally en-
tered with the kindling basket. She set it near the hearth then went
back to the hallway for the provisions. It took her two trips to bring
in the provisions, and a third to fetch the eggs.

Ellee set everything on the table, plopped down on the bench be-
side Alysa, and flexed and stretched her toes and fingers toward the
hearth. Sighing, Ellee remarked, “Oh, this feels so good! I like doing
outside chores, ‘cause when I come in it’s so nice to sit by the fire.”

Alysa laughed. “If you like doing outside chores so well, you can
do mine, too. I wouldn’t mind.”

“Oh, Thitha, you're so silly! I don’t like coming in from the cold
that much.”

Alysa retrieved the bowl from the hearth and poured the warm
milk into two cups. She handed one to Ellee, picked up two pieces of
simmel cake from a baking stone on the side of the hearth, and sat on
the bench. She handed a piece to Ellee and drew the blanket around
them. They snuggled and giggled and sipped and munched.
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Alysa said, “When we’re done with our snack and your toes are
thawed out, would you help me make supper? Then we’ll have time
before Mother gets home to do needlework. How does that sound?”

“Oh, good! I want to learn the stitch you were doing the other
night, on the sash you're giving Orryn at your joining.”

Hopefully, Alysa’s joining would still be taking place as planned.
Lucky Seda. Things worked out well for her. Alysa was truly over-
joyed that Seda’s betrothal to her perfect match a few cycles before
was going to become permanent. Aryz recently finished his field
learning, and his parents announced their readiness to take Seda into
Falling Stream Homestead. They already secured a cottage for the
couple near their own.

Alysa returned to the task at hand, the preparation of the evening
meal. “Well, little one, what will it be? Stew?”

“Yes, stew!”

“Then we’d better get started so there’s time left for needlework.”
Alysa drained her mug and rose. Ellee emptied hers and licked the
last pieces of cake from her fingertips.

Alysa picked up some of the provisions and stepped into the pan-
try off one side of the dim back hallway. Ellee picked up the rest and
followed. They set their cups in the wooden dry sink and put the
supplies away. Ellee opened the door to the privy on the opposite
side of the hallway, went inside and closed it.

Alysa scanned the pantry shelves that held clay jars, sacks and
baskets, just enough to feed a family for a few suns. She removed a
wooden bowl from a shelf, picked handfuls of sweetroot and various
dried vegetables from baskets, and put them into the bowl. She add-
ed a few strips of meat and plucked sprigs of herbs from bundles
hanging from pegs on the wall. She poured water from a pitcher into
her hands to rinse them.

Carrying two cutting boards, she went to the table and sat down
in one of the curved-back chairs. From a drawer in the side of the ta-
ble, she withdrew a small bundle of fabric tied with a string and
unrolled it. Inside were two small antler-handled blades. She re-
moved them and set them on the table. Ellee reentered.

“Hands...” Alysa said.
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Ellee returned to the dry sink and rinsed her hands. She then sat
beside her big sister. The girls peeled and cut the ingredients, placing
the pieces into a clay kettle.

A saroo sleepily climbed out of the basket and made its way to
Ellee. It climbed up the outside of her skirt, coiled in her lap, and pa-
tiently stared up at her. “Como has come to see me. Here, Como.”
She gave him a peeling, which he gently took in his tiny, dark fingers
and began to nibble.

Ellee hummed a tune that she and her big sister had sung togeth-
er many times. For a youngling, her voice displayed great skill.
Despite her lisp when she talked, each word was clear as she sang
the words on the next round:

“Planter Parsis went to the well.

What was down there? He couldn’t tell.

He dropped his pail in, down it went.

When he pulled it up, he breathed a bad scent.”

Alysa joined in:

“Five small spotted stinks jumped on him then,
And chased him all the way down the glen.
There’s one thing that you can tell,

He never returned to that stinky well!”

The girls giggled. How they loved that simple, silly song!

Alysa added the last of the vegetables, some tiny dried beans, the
cream and three eggs, stirred everything together, and hung the ket-
tle on a hook over the flames. She returned to the table and carefully
wiped the blades, rolled them up in the fabric, and put them back in
the drawer. She removed the rest of the implements and set them in
the dry sink, poured water into her hands to rinse them, and dried
them on a towel.

Alysa looked excitedly at Ellee and announced, “Needlework!
Wash your hands first...”
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Ellee lifted Como out of her lap, rose from the table, and tucked
him into the basket with his two friends. She quickly washed her
hands, skipped to her front-corner sleeping nook, and went to the
bench with a small basket of colored threads and cloth. She was
working on an embroidered pillow, a surprise gift she planned to
give to her mother at Greening Moonsfest.

Alysa went to her own nook and removed a lidded box from a
shelf. She handled it carefully, with reverence. She returned to the
bench and sat beside her sister, opened the box, and removed coils of
thread and a small pillow stuck with slim bone needles. She with-
drew the long sash she would give Orryn to wear at their joining.
Nearly finished, she had worked on it for two cycles.

The number and complexity of stitches proved that great effort
went into its making. Alysa spun the threads herself and dyed them
with flowers, bark and leaves her father brought her from Trade. She
even wove the base cloth. The skills she used to make this gift were
those all women were expected to master.

Alysa picked out a needle and threaded it.

“How will you know when it’s done, Thitha?”

“I guess when it’s time for the joining and then there’s no more
time to work on it.”

“You mean you keep putting more and more stitches on, forever
and ever, until the joining?”

“Well, I hope it’s not going to be forever and ever, Ellee!”

Tradition required joinings to take place just twice each cycle, at
either Greening or Leaffall Moonsfest. Orryn’s training would be
completed by summering. Their joining was set for leaffall. Alysa
hoped her mother would be better by then so she could leave with-
out worry.

Alysa focused on helping Ellee. “Which new stitch do you want
to learn, Little Sister?”

Ellee pointed to a row of delicate needlework on Alysa’s sash.
“This one, the one in golden thread. What do you call it?”

“It's grain stalks, end-to-end. See?” Alysa turned the sash so that
Ellee could study the pattern with the correct orientation. “It would
mean that I wish my husband success in the fields, if he were a plan-
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ter. The meaning I give to it, because Orryn’s going to be a Teller, is
to wish him luck in...growing younglings. And I used another
stitch —this one—just for Tellers. This one, in the blue thread. It's
Winding Mountains, and it stands for the stories of Father Gord'n
that Orryn tells. But most of the patterns do have something to do
with growing or harvesting.”

Ellee regarded the sash their mother gave their father at their
joining, which hung on the wall of Loralle’s nook. “Is the growing
stitch on Fathers sash?”

“No, Ellee. Mother used a different stitch on his; not one used for
growing, but one used only for Trader husbands-to-be. I'll show
you.” She retrieved the sash from her mother’s nook. The colors were
faded from age. She handled it with great care. Hiding her sadness,
she held it so her sister could see. “Look closely. It's a basket stitch.
Baskets are used to carry the goods that are traded to the Trailmen.
You don’t see that one very often because there are so few Traders
and because their duty is so very special. Traders don’t take as much
part in growing or harvesting crops as most everyone else does. So
instead of grain stalks, the basket stitch is used as a symbol for their
duty.”

Ellee nodded. “Is there a stitch for every kind of work people do?
Like millers or spinners?”

“No, just for the duties of Traders and Tellers.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know why, Sister. That’s just how it is. Although, I ha-
ven’t heard of a Law against creating a new stitch...”

Ellee was the only person Alysa allowed to see Orryn’s sash. She
would carry it at Alysa’s joining rite. Ellee took the sash from Alysa’s
hands and examined the many stitches and colors flowing from one
end to the other. With admiration for her big sister, she said, “You
must love him a lot, Thitha.”

Alysa opened her mouth to respond, but found she had no voice.
What Ellee said caught her by surprise, because Ellee did not ordina-
rily make such comments; but Alysa was perplexed by her inability
to answer at once. “Yes,” was the only word that rose to her lips.
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Alysa carefully returned her father’s sash to the wall of her moth-
er’s nook and went to her own. She climbed up and sank onto the
deep bedding and lay back, disconcerted by her short, hesitant re-
sponse. She stared up at the ceiling, seeming to look through rather
than at it. She wondered why any question should linger in her mind
as to how she felt about Orryn. She thought she loved him. She
thought she wanted to join with him. Maybe this was the first time
she had considered her true feelings.

Orryn was a very gentle, kind young man and also bright. He
was one of only a few chosen from this generation to become a Teller.
It was a true honor to be picked while still a very young boy by Ba-
kar, the Major Teller of Falling Stream. Weren't Orryn’s goodness
and position reasons enough to love him and want to join with him?
Questions spun through her mind. Didn’t she want to dedicate her
life to him, as her mother did her father? Bear his younglings gladly?

A girl of seventeen cycles could only imagine what being joined
would be like. Most of what she knew she learned by her parents’
example—how they behaved toward each other, managed their
home, and raised her and her sister. She knew how much her mother
loved her father; but Alysa was unsure that she felt as strongly about
Orryn. Maybe she would feel that way for him later, once they were
joined.

There were stories told by her friends during picnics on summer-
ing afternoons in recent cycles; bits and pieces they gleaned from
older joined sisters, and sometimes from their mothers, about intima-
cies between husband and wife. Some facets of loving sounded
wonderful — others, quite dreadful.

But how was she to know if she would like being joined to Or-
ryn? The dissolution of betrothals was allowed by the clan, but it was
frowned upon. It sometimes happened that a couple would choose to
break their betrothal promise, but such occurrences were rare. Betro-
thal agreements were often made between parents soon after a
newborn’s birth; finding a new partner at a more advanced age was
difficult. Once a couple was joined they were never allowed to part.
If she found that she was not happy after she and Orryn were
joined —then it would be too late.
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She closed her eyes and imagined Orryn stretched out beside her
on a cold eve such as this. She could almost feel his arms encircling
her bare shoulders as they faced each other. She could see him gazing
into her eyes with his, large and dark, and pulling her close...

The image vanished as she gasped and sat upright. Her heart
raced and she felt ill, off balance. She knew nothing about shared in-
timacies. She had no such experience! She quickly made up her mind
that it mattered little what she imagined being joined to be like; time
would be her teacher. At the same time she thought this, she felt a
pang of uncertainty, but she could not locate its source. She could on-
ly tell that it did not seem to originate in her mind. This conflict
troubled her. She willed the conflict out of her mind and thought, I
will love Orryn, no matter what!

She descended from her nook, steadied herself and returned to
her seat beside Ellee. Ellee handed the sash back to her and said, “I
think I can do it, Thitha.” And she set to work replicating the stitch
on her pillow.

For a long time Alysa contemplated Orryn’s sash. She folded it,
laid it back in the box, and replaced the lid. She sighed.

Ellee finished a few groupings of the stitch. “There, how’s that for
my first time?”

Alysa focused on the stitches and encouraged, “Very good, Sis-
ter.” She rose and went to the hearth and probed the stew with a
wooden spoon. One of the saroos lifted its head from the furry clump
in the basket on the hearth. “The roots aren’t done yet, but it won’t be
long.” She added wood to the fire. “I'll watch for Mother. One of the
crafters is seeing her home.”

In the front hallway, Alysa removed her shawl from a peg and
threw it over her shoulders. Before she could close the door behind
her, one of the saroos scampered through. It ran up the outside of her
skirt and crawled beneath her shawl, wrapped its tail around her
neck and, softly chattering, clung to her shoulder.

“Ho, little Tahshi,” Alysa said, reaching up to scratch his ears.

She lit a straw at the sconce and inserted it into a clay lantern’s
latticework. The wick burst to life. She opened the front door. The
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sky was dusky-purple. She hung the glowing lantern on the stoop
and, shivering, leaned against the doorpost to watch for her mother.

One by one, twinkles of light appeared across the terrace as other
welcoming lanterns were hung out. The smoke from many chimneys
coiled up, up until dispersed by the high breezes. Alysa’s troubled
thoughts floated up with the smoke.
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THE GATHERING

The interior of the Great Hall was filled with the voices of ‘stead-
ers. Their chatter was merry at this first large Gathering since leaffall.
Most were too busy with their homestead duties to visit, so an accu-
mulation of wintertide news was being shared. The room was
jammed with people of all ages. Most of the four hundred and seven-
ty-eight High Point Folk, including younglings of all ages, were
present.

Older boys climbed up to the overhead beams that spanned the
width of the Great Hall, gaining the best view of the event. A mother
of one of the younger boys scolded him to descend, as she thought he
was much too young to be climbing so high. Of course the youngling
didn’t think so and pouted as his father lifted him down.

Clusters of men were engaged in conversations. Hearty laughter
broke out in one of the groups, and one of the men, trying to control
his outburst, wiped a tear from his eye. The women and girls talked
in quieter groups. Younglings played and chased each other or hid
behind their mother’s smocks, depending on their age and degree of
shyness.

The aroma of simmel cakes baked earlier lent a festive air. Trays
were handed around and slices of yellow cake disappeared as each
hand took a piece. Steaming cups of fruity drink were passed.

Stacks of slates rested on a long table positioned beneath the large
Planting Calendar. Hanging high on the wall, the ornate calendar
was the most prominent feature in the Great Hall. Although decora-
tive, its importance was in marking the suns and moons over the
course of a cycle. It was the guide by which the Field Folk main-
tained rhythm with the seasons.

43



The Gathering

KEY AKE ¢ MEND .
A4

QA

P[“41V

& A

& =
S %%
g & 2 B
e - == 2
= X
) S}
EX g =
7 )

o foe

NN

T« AMEND * pres

LEAFFALY

The calendar was divided into quadrants, with the name of each
season carved into each. The top quadrant was labeled “greening,”
followed on the right by “summering,” “leaffall” at the bottom, and
“wintertide” on the left. The center of the calendar contained the gol-
den sun, called “Tabir-sun” by the Folk. Each of its sixteen rays
divided the seasons into moons. Surrounding the sun were star clus-
ters painted in blue. The most prominent clusters visible in the night
sky at the time of each moon were painted in the appropriate loca-
tions on the calendar. The Roaming Star appeared twice on the
calendar, as it passed over two times during the course of a cycle.
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Around the circumference beneath the labels, in the marks indi-
cating each sun, were holes; one for each of the three hundred thirty-
six suns in the cycle. Early each sun, the peg was advanced to the
next hole. A large, red peg marked this sun—the twenty-first sun of
the sixteenth moon — the last sun of wintertide.

Once the cups were drained and the cakes were eaten, the
bearded Council Elders, each wearing a gray robe worn only at Ga-
therings, took seats at the long table. Gray-haired, short-bearded
Tola, Council Speaker and primary leader of the homestead, picked
up a slate. He called the meeting to order.

“Ho! Welcome!” he said in his loud, rasping voice. His patient,
aging gray eyes watched as everyone settled into their seats. “It’s
good to see you all here tonight on the eve of the Gathering Moon,
the last moon of wintertide and the first moon of the new cycle,
thank Father Gord'n! Did anyone happen to see the longpipers earli-
er this sun?”

The crowd clapped and cheered.

Tola nodded. “Yes, they are a welcome sight this time of cycle

He held up a hand to quiet them and continued, “I doubt that I
am alone in thinking that the last two moons after the Roaming Star
passes are the longest in the whole cycle!” The gathering laughed
and grumbled in agreement. “Please take your seats and we will be-
gin.”

'II

The ‘steaders unstacked stools and benches stored against the
walls and arranged several rows in a semi-circle facing the Council
table. Families sat together, wobblies and small younglings climbing
into laps. Alysa found seats and placed Ellee between herself and her
mother. She noticed that Loralle seemed more alert this eve and re-
membered that she always very much enjoyed Gatherings. Perhaps
this would be a turning point in her mother’s recovery.

Kendira limped in, a cold breeze flowing behind her. She hobbled
to a hearth and stood before a young man seated on a crowded
bench. With her staff she poked him in the arm and glared at him.
Without questioning, he understood what she desired. Rubbing his
arm where she poked him, he rose and backed away, palms-up, and
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found a place to stand against the wall. She sat down and clutched
her shawl about her.

Soon everyone was settled. Tola continued, “The topics for this
eve are: number one, organizing and scheduling the coming season’s
teams; two, call for an apprentice; three, Moonsfest preparations; and
four, an announcement from a very happy family.”

Seda, seated with her family, looked at Alysa. They exchanged
wide, secret grins.

Tola continued, “Elder Levin will take over this portion of the
meeting to enlist workers for the coming season.”

Levin, an intense dark man, stood up. His white-streaked beard
reached down to his waist. Reading from a slate, he said, “Last harv-
est’s seed is still being separated. We will have a count soon. Planting
will commence one moon after Moonsfest. By my calculation, plant-
ing will be somewhat earlier this cycle than the last several. The
longer growing season will increase the yield. Because we must start
early this season, I need workers to organize planting groups well in
advance.”

Alysa scanned the faces arcing to either side of her. There was
never trouble finding people to work the fields. Those who possessed
no duties of high responsibility, such as Kendira as homestead histo-
rian or Evyn as lead miller, dedicated their lives to the fields.
Planting the many types of crops, pruning fruit trees, keeping drai-
nage ditches clear of brush, and maintaining terrace walls and
planting tools offered enough variety to keep most Folk feeling use-
ful.

Several hands darted into the air. These same men offered them-
selves to be field leaders every season. Alysa admired them. Once
she was joined and settled at Orryn’s homestead, she hoped to find
something special in herself to offer the clan. This coming season she
would serve in the fields, as usual, doing whatever was needed.

Levin made notations on his slate and concluded, “ All those with
hands raised, see me following the Gathering and we will arrange a
meeting at a time agreed upon by all.”

Nodding in approval, Tola signaled another Elder to speak as
Levin sat. The four remaining Council Elders bid for assistance in the
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herding, milling, textile and craft domains. Animated bidding in-
volved the whole gathering, with people jumping up from their seats
to be seen and counted into the areas of work that interested them. It
was not long before decisions were made as to who would lead the
teams.

When the appointments were completed, lively chatter again
erupted from the crowd. Tola rose and waited for them to settle then
announced, “As you all well know, we have need of a Lesser Trad-
er.”

The crowd fell silent, in stark contrast to their previous gaiety.
Joyful expressions changed to sad or pensive ones; in general, the
folk looked uneasy at mention of this topic.

“Since our Abso’s fatal mishap just two suns prior to last Trade,
we’ve yet to find a substitute to work alongside Boshe, recently ap-
pointed Major Trader in Abso’s stead, and of course, Lesser Trader
Panli.”

Tola indicated Boshe and Panli, who stood straight and proud
against the back wall. Nearly everyone turned to glance at them,
many faces expressing awe and curiosity. Boshe’s braid was black
with streaks of gray; Panli’s was a pale color and, despite a bald spot
in the back of his head, his braid fell below his waist. As Traders,
these two were the only men in the homesteads who possessed no
beards. Generally taken on as a lifelong duty, Traders seldom needed
replacing.

Tola continued, “We're still looking for one man —even a midling
or a man not so young —who’s willing to learn a new duty. And who
is brave enough to face the Painted Ones.”

Tola’s green eyes passed over the Gathering. Nervous eyes
darted away as he searched faces in the crowd. It was never an easy
task to find a man willing to face the Trailmen, to extend himself to
such an extreme. The obligation of appointing Traders fell to High
Point due to the homestead’s close proximity to the Trailmen’s
northern migration route. Perhaps there were men from other ho-
mesteads who would be willing to become Trader; but since the
Laws required that Folk men dwell at the homesteads of their birth,
they could not be considered.
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Alysa knew Tola well. He visited their cottage many times; he
and her father were boyhood friends and remained close throughout
their lives. She was proud of her father and how he served the ho-
mestead. He never expressed any dissatisfaction in working with the
Trailmen. Although he never stated it, he must have believed it was
his duty to tolerate them for the benefit of the clan. She hoped a man
would soon step forward. Until then, the clan must again struggle
with just two Traders.

“Well,” Tola sighed, “I know that some brave man will come
forward in time. Let me emphasize that this duty is a most important
one. It'll need to be occupied as soon as possible. There’s an imme-
diate need to commence training in preparation for Greening Trade.”
He paused, allowing another moment for someone to come forward
in public; but no one did. “All right then. Let’s move to the next topic
of this Gathering — Greening Moonsfest.”

With that statement, the ‘steaders began a noisy whispering. The
discussion of planting and milder weather to come was exciting
enough. But the planning of Moonsfest signaled the certain arrival of
the thaw in these frozen mountains.

The crowd quieted as Tola raised his palms. “We need to know
who'll remain here for Moonsfest, who'll be visiting other homes-
teads and can offer use of cottages, and who'll host visiting families.
There will, at this time, be five midlings—rather, young men—
traveling to other homesteads for their joinings. You and your fami-
lies have much to be proud of! Please stand, young men, so that we
may recognize you one last time before your joining moons ar-
rive...Hovlis, Carpalo. Mirtas...Flendin and Vorta!”

The crowd cheered as the awkward young men rose and tried
not to blush at this public display. They nodded to the crowd and
immediately sat down.

“In light of the vacancy of these homes due to their sons’ joinings,
there’ll be more sleeping space for visitors. Of course, the betrothed
women will host their intendeds and their families; but there are al-
ways relatives, friends and prospective husbands’ families who need
beds. To any who’d like a few suns of company or a chance to make
new acquaintances—and, of course, gain the opportunity to deter-
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mine some joining possibilities—please give your name to Elder
Dagg, who's making a list of hosting offers.”

Orryn and his mother and father, Bavat and Tach, always stayed
at Alysa’s cottage when they came to High Point. At those times Aly-
sa shared her bed with Ellee so that Bavat and Tach had a bed, and
Orryn, their only offspring, had one to himself.

Several small discussions began around the room as to who
planned to go to other homesteads and who wanted to host. Other
Moonsfest particulars were discussed: activities were planned, food
requirements estimated, and decorating crews formed. There was
never a shortage of women to prepare the feast or men to do the
heavier chores, as the visitors traditionally lent themselves to the
work.

With the preliminary Moonsfest details settled, Tola rose and
held up a quieting hand. “I have a surprise to announce. We've an
addition to the joinings of our beloved daughters Erindi, Betha, Vi-
von, Dori and Meriina at the coming Moonsfestivities...”

Squeals of joy erupted from these young women as they jumped
out of their seats. Their parents shushed them and urged them to sit,
though it was difficult for the excited girls to remain quiet. Everyone
looked around, trying to determine who was being added to the
group of women already planning to join.

They quieted as Tola held his arms out to Seda and her parents,
motioning them to come to the front of the Gathering. They rose and
wound their way through the throng of excited faces and joyful
whispers to stand beside Tola. He pulled Seda to his side and looked
into the anxious crowd. He said to Seda’s parents, “Jac, Cara, would
you like to make the announcement?”

“May I?” blurted Seda. Giggling and embarrassed, she clapped
her hands over her mouth. Tola looked at her parents, who smiled
and nodded. Seda blushed and nearly yelled, “The Councils have
granted permission for Aryz of Falling Stream and me to join at
Greening Moonsfest!”

The Gathering cheered. This brought the number of High Point
joinings to six. Seda’s face reddened further at the crowd’s boisterous
approval. Tola spoke words to Seda which were lost in the clamor,
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and he kissed her on the forehead. Her parents embraced and kissed
her, also.

Tola said, “This joyous news brings the Gathering to a close.
Those special teams needing to meet must get together before leaving
tonight to clarif