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FORWARD

There' s a sheltered valley, hidden deep in the mountains. This small glen, surrounded by trees,
protects an opening in the mountainside, a deceptively small cave opening under an overhanging
rock. Inthe center of the glen, asmall fire has been built. Around the fire are a handful of
figures. Some sit huddled and shivering, some stand, some pace, but all stay within the circle of
their togetherness. Sometimes they speak, sometimes they sing, most often they cry and weep
and wail. Thereis power inthisglen, power in this gathering. Theworld is, as yet, unaware of
it. Andthat’sasit should be. Thisis ahealing gathering, away from prying eyes, away from
those who hate, far from those who would judge, protected from those who would kill, maim,
torture. Those who gather here have known pain and death so severe some of them are barely
alive, even yet. Some have had their essence so nearly obliterated they have needed the patient
empathy of this gathering in this place, to bring them awake. Here, all will heal. Here, all will
be allowed to speak, cry, rage, and eventually ... heal. Here, they will gather their power...




Part | - THE BEGINNING
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The Valley

Out of the dim time there wandered a small dark wizened creature. If she had a name, shedidn’t
know it. If she had a home, she couldn’'t remember it. She was alone and wandering, and had

been for many long years.

For many years she crept from place to place, hiding from the eyes of men. The sun parched her
hair and cracked her skin. The moon chilled her bones and stirred an aching in her chest. The
long road had bent her back and callused her feet. The constant fear and hiding made her eyes
dart about warily. She was crouched and thin and pale as old bones, light as a feather and

utterly, utterly silent.

After many long years of wandering, she followed ariver that wound its way deep into the folds
of the mountains. After some days, she realized she couldn’t hear any sound of men. Still, she
went on, deeper and deeper into the mountains and forests... and there shefound avalley. A
sheltered glen, ringed by hills and filled with trees for shade and soft grassto lieupon. . She
followed theriver as it wound along the edge of the valley, letting hersdf be lulled by the water
happily splashing over rocks and into swirling pools. She found a place where alarge tree had
fallen across the river and carefully crossed to the other side. There she found a small path, and
she followed her feet as they trod the path through the trees, leaving the river behind her. She
breathed in the smdlls of forest and earth and rock. She didn’t know where she was heading, she
simply followed her feet, and her feet were following the path, which seemed to be leading her

... somewhere.

The path crossed a small space, open in the center, and ringed with trees. She paused there. She
took a deep breath and felt something stirring within her there, a song was being sung in that
space, a song she could almost hear. She was tempted to sink down there, beneath the branches
of thetrees, but her feet pulled her forward, and she followed the path through the clearing and
up a hill on the other side of the valley. She climbed back and forth as the path rose up the side
of the hill, and there, at the top, back alittle ways from the rocky ledge and partly hidden by the



branches of alarge bush, was the entrance to a cave. She hesitated, briefly afraid that the cave
might be occupied by alarge animal, but her feet were drawing her forward, and she could not
resist. Shewalked slowly to the entrance, pushed back the overhanging branches, and went in.

In the cave she discovered such wonders! There was awarm pool fed by hot springs from
beneath the mountains. The walls, a pale rose quartz, seemed to glow softly. From beneath her
feet shefelt a deep, slow rhythmic thrumming, like a great, slow heart beating. Perhaps the
heartbeat of the mountain itself. The drum accompaniment to the song being sung down in the
clearing. She strained and listened. She wanted so badly to be able to hear that song, to be able
to fed that heartbeat deep within her own breast.

She didn’t know this would become her place of healing. She had no coherent thoughts then.
But she fdt something totally and completely unfamiliar. At first she couldn’'t identify it. It
swelled in her chest, it made tears flow down her cheeks, and the first beginnings of a sound
came from her tightening throat... a strangled groan that turned into a sob. She sank onto the
soft ground and sobbed, clutching her knees and shaking. When the sobbing subsided she was
finally able to give the feding aword.

Safe.

She fdt safe for the first time that she could remember.

Here, she could let her tears flow. Here she could break her silence and not be afraid. She gave
agreat shout to the sky, and from that day, began her healing in the secret glen of tears.
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Two Together

After atime, she noticed her body had changed. She could stand straight and tall, she was no
longer wraith-thin, her eyes no longer darted about nervously. And she became aware that her
thoughts were more coherent. She could hold onto a thread of thought and follow it for quite a
while now, instead of getting lost after only afew words. She began to delight in this. She
found she could give her fedlings words and names, and when she cried, sometimes words would
cometo her, asif her fedings weretalking TO her now. And she cried often. Shecried to the
grasses and the flowers. She sobbed and wailed, nestled in the roots of alarge leafy tree, drawing
comfort from its living. She moaned and groaned while completely submerged in the pool in her
cave. Thewarm water soothed her and loosened stiff places where her body was holding pain
and fear.

With her new-found ability to think, she began to question. Why was she so alone? What had
happened to put her on her long road, of which she could only remember bits and pieces? Why
had she been beaten and scorned wherever she went? Why couldn’t she remember who she was
in the before time? Why couldn’t she remember?

Sheresolved to remember. It became the most important thing to her. She wanted to remember
more than anything in the world.

One day, sitting nestled in the roots of her favorite tree, she tried to remember some of the things
that happened to her on her long journey. She remembered being cold, so very cold. She felt
again the emptiness and aloneness and as the tears began to flow, she heard a small sound, a
whimper, like the cry of an injured dog. She searched the trees at the edge of the glen and found,
curled into atight ball, avery small child, no more than two. She knew with a certainty that came
from somewhere deep inside, this child was kin. She knew, in the way she fdt the pain
thrumming through the small body, and in the tears that were streaming down her own face as
she touched the small face and throat, looking for signs of life. She fdt a shallow breath, and a
very faint, faltering heartbeat, but the little one' s eyes seemed not to see her. And the skinl The
child’s skin was blackened and burnt, but cold, cold asice.



Frightened, she gathered the child up in her arms and carried her to the cave. She placed her
carefully in the pool all the way up to her chin, holding her gently, hoping the warm water would
soothe her skin and thaw her frozen bones. She murmured soft comforting sounds and words —

“soafe... home... warm...”

At first the child lay deathly still in her arms, barely breathing. She held her and rocked her
gently with infinite patience, refusing to give up hope that the child would live and heal. Then,
slowly, asingle tear slipped down the child’s cold cheek, and she gave a sudden sobbing intake
of breath. One small burnt hand reached out to the woman, and then she was crying and they

were crying together, and the woman knew everything would be all right.

It took many days for the child to recover from her frozen coma. Hopelessness had nearly
swallowed her up. For many days she could do no more than hide in the cave, submerged in the
water or curled up in the woman’s lap. She let the woman hold her and rock her while she
sobbed and moaned, and one layer at atime they peded the onion of her pain.

They remembered together ...

She anwoke, alone in the dark. The dark was the vastness of space and shewaslost in it,
unable to move, unable to call out, cold and completely alone. Horror! Sark aloneness!

Terror!

She couldn’t feel anything — all was cold nothingness. She reached out and ... nothing. She
cried out but she could hear nothing. There was no up, no down, no forward, no back, and
absolutely no hope of rescue. She screamed a soundless scream, her terror completely

overtaking her and then knew no more for a time.

This happened over and over again, more times than she could count. Always, when she
woke again it was to endless dark terror and aloneness. Madness was slomy overtaking her

and soon she would be wholly insane.



Thewoman held the child tightly and they relived the terror of those times. And then the rage
came. Together, they remembered the darkness, and then they remembered seeing lightsin the
distance and hearing music and they knew there were others out there. Others! Yes, of course
they knew there were Others, dancing and laughing in a place where they should have been too!
That’s where they belonged! Or did they? How did they get out here in the dark and the cold,
why didn’'t somebody come and get them, why didn’t somebody save them??

When the rage faded the woman asked the child “How did it happen that you were out there all

aone?’

But the child didn’t know, she couldn’t remember. She vaguely remembered feding that it must
have been something she did wrong, and it must have been something very, very bad. But she
didn’t know what, and she didn’t want to know. Shewas just so very very grateful to be here
with the woman, in a safe place where she could cry and not be alonein the scary cold dark

anymore.

She nestled deeper into the woman’s arms and whispered, “Please don't leave me.”

And they went into the cave together and the woman put the child into the warm healing waters
of the pool and held her while she cried.
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The Little Match Girl

The woman and the child spent many hours together. Little by little, as they cried together, they
both remembered more and more of the child’s story. Her burnt and blackened skin healed
quickly in the warm waters of the pool. And she seemed to grow very quickly. Beforelong she
looked like a child of 4 or 5, with emerald green eyes that twinkled brightly, and hair the color of
dark honey that curled around her ears and cascaded down over her shoulders. She was good
company — she cried easily, dropping swiftly into old memories, but she laughed and sang just as
easily. She sang to the trees, to the grasses and the hills. Shefilled the valley with laughter and
song. Sometimes her songs were sad, remembrances of her pain. One song she sang over and
over:

Dark

dark and dark and dark
cold empty black void
inside and outside and all around

alone and alone and alone
aching and longing and hunger

hold me save me bring me home

i see the warm
i see the lights bright and warm
far over there they seem to be singing and I try to reach
i can't move, i try to call
i hear my voice, i hear my screams when the darkness bites me

don't they hear me?

rage
it's me

it's something i did



rage
it's them
they don't want me
but why?

alone and alone and alone
forever screaming aching dark black void
please come bring me home
please come
please

One day as they sat and sang together on the grass, the woman looked up and saw a small figure
standing on the edge of the glen. It was a girl-child, pale and thin, dressed inrags. She stared at
them with large, pale blue eyes with pale lashes, ringed with deep, dark circles. Haunted eyes.
She stood unmoving, one finger twining a strand of blond hair around and around, and the
woman knew - another had come home.

She held out her arms, but the child stood frozen.

The woman spoke then, softly, “Welcome, please join us.”

The child said, in avoice amost too quiet to be heard, “Y ou cared for my sister. | saw you care

for her...”

“Yes,” said the woman.

The child looked down at the ground and said nothing.

“You need care, too,” thewoman said. “You're hungry and cold and alone. Come and be with
us.” Sheheld out her arms again. The child hesitated, then her eyes closed and she moved

forward, inch by painful step. The woman came forward and wrapped the child in her arms. The
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child stood rigid for a moment, and then every muscle and bone seemed to melt into a puddle of
fear and terror and cold and alone... She clutched the woman and cried and they remembered
together...

Shefell to earth, but her memory of the fall wasdim. Just pain, and a squeezing, and the
terror of being unable to breathe. Then along period of formless dark. In her next clear
memory, she was a grown woman in a ragged brown dress, trudging down a dirt lane
between low stone walls, carrying a large bundle of sticks on her back. She was bent
almost in half from the weight of her burden and with each slow, painful step she was
cursing the lazy drunkard husband that brought her to this. She hated her husband, she
hated her life, sometimes she even hated her children, but it was for them that she went
on, day after day, toiling for pennies so they would have barely enough food and a tiny
flame to warm themselves by. When they got older, they would help, she would see to
that. But for now, shetoiled alone. Self-pity and anger overwhelmed her. What good
was living when it was all pain and cold and hunger? If it wasn’t for the children she
would have crawled into a dark corner and given up long ago. She hated them, too, she
hated the whole world! The rage and hopel essness overwhelmed her as she becameill
and withered, unable to rise from her bed, knowing she was dying and unable to help the
children. As she died she cursed the world and God and herself ...

The child continued to cry and remember. The memories that came next seemed very familiar to
the woman, familiar but distant, as though she had watched the events from afar, aching, but

helpless.

There was the child again, but this time she was a very young girl standing outside a
window in the dead of winter, dressed in rags. Her cheeks were hollow and her hair
was dark and stringy... and her fingers were blue with cold. She stood at the
window, a wretched and pitiable thing, watching a family sitting together around the
warm golden glow of afire.
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“Ah,” thought the woman, “thisis a soul in despair. She has given up. She expects very little
out of life, she has no will to live, no desire to fight and survive. Sheis a dog that expects to be
beaten, a child that expects only cold starvation and death.”

Standing outside the window drinking in the warmth of the family, the child pretends for
a brief moment that she is one of them, that she shares their togetherness, shares the
sweets they eat, is offered a cup of something hot and steaming to drink. The colors
shimmer before her eyes, now filling with tears — burgundy and green and gold —
Christmas colors. For it is Christmas time and the hearts of men are supposed to gentle
and open, at least for thisone day. But the child knowsthat’sa lie. She has a bitterness
in her heart that no child should feel. She knows there is no Christmas spirit, and God, if
he exists, is cold and heartless asiced glass.

She turns from the window and sinks down onto the cold ground. There in the snow she
huddles, waiting. She waits for the cold to fill her bones. She waits for death, she knows

it will come. Soon.

At last, exhausted, the children fell asleep, their arms wrapped around each other. The woman
touched their heads tenderly, the honey-brown curls, and the pale, gold hair of their new arrival,
and she felt her throat tighten. She turned from them, not wanting to waken them, and went out
into the night.

12
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The Voice

The woman had come away from the child’s memories filled with rage. Why was humankind so
crud, why was the world so heartless? Why would no one help a starving child? Her anger
filled her eyes with hot red tears and she pounded the ground, crying “why, why, why?’ Sitting
on the grass under the trees, she raged and cursed and raged until it seemed the tears turned to
acid on her cheeks and her throat grew ragged from her screams. “There must be areason,” the
woman cried to the sky. “There must be areason!” she cried to the trees. She pounded the grass

and demanded to know the reason.

And from somewhere she heard a deep quiet voice say, “It was a mistake.”

Startled, she looked around. “A mistake?’ shecalled. “A mistake?? You dareto look on this

pain and say it was a mistake??’
She fdt her rage surge up again, strong enough to perhaps burn all the valley, but she held it in
check, and the voice said, sadly, “A terrible, terrible mistake... ... | want to help makeit right...

if you'll let me.”

But the woman wouldn't trust that easily, and the voice frightened her, though she couldn’t say
just why.

“Who areyou?’ she asked, warily.

Thevoicewas silent for along heartbeat. “l was... we... knew each other long, long ago. It was
my fault, and | want to make it right. 1 want to help.”

“l don't trust you,” shesaid. “There s something about you... | can’'t remember, but | don’t trust

youl.

“I know. And my greatest sorrow is that if you remember you will hate me and fear me, but
ONLY if you remember will we al be ableto heal and bewhole. Thereis no other way. It'sa
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risk | havetotake. It ismy commitment to you. My promise. | will help you remember and

heal, any way | can.”

The woman considered this. There were things here she couldn’t grasp, but she said,
“Thisismy valley. We are safe here. If you come here, it will beat MY invitation, never come
hereunless| call you. If you really want to help, you will respect this.”

“Yes,” thevoicereplied. “I promise.”

“Who areyou?’ the woman asked again.

“You will remember,” the voice answered. “Y ou will remember who you aretoo, and that is
more important. Gather them all together, gather and heal... ” And then the voice was gone.

14
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The Circle of Their Safety

Thewoman and the two children spent their days together talking or singing, or sometimes just
sitting quietly, letting the magic of the valley seep into their wounded souls.

At night they sat together around a small fire the woman built in the circle-space ringed by trees,
and they talked about many things. They talked about how they were remembering — that the
memories of what happened to them seemed to be tied up in the pain... and once they cried the
pain, they could remember what happened. This seemed a most marvelous gift to the woman,
who wanted to remember more than anything. She felt hope, that this was away for her to find

more of her own memories.

She thought about the voice and the words the voice had spoken, turning them over in her mind
and trying to make sense of them. She went back over the whole event, replaying every word.
Had shereally heard the voice with her ears? Or wasit only in her head? She knew it wasa
masculine voice, though, shewas certain. It... no, HE, had said he wanted to help. Shedidn’'t
know why the voice frightened her, and that bothered her most of all. She hated being afraid and
not knowing why — it made her fed like a crazy woman. She wanted to know, she wanted to
remember! But he had said the more she remembered, the more she would hate and fear him.
Shefelt no hate at the moment, but she trusted that what he said was true. And she knew it had
taken great courage on his part to try to reach her.

She sat stunned for a moment, stunned and awed by what she had just become aware of in
hersef. She knew something to be TRUE. Shefdt it deep within her. A truething. Had she
ever known truth from untruth before? Shedidn’t think so. She had the fedling that much of her
fear had to do with this ... not knowing truth from untruth. She had a vague memory of
confusion and doubting her own senses, being lied to, but not knowing when, or how to discern.

Shereplayed thewords... hiswords. “1 want to makeit right... | want to help,” he had said. She

chewed the words, tasted them, tested them against her newfound ability to know. Y es, they
weretrue. These words were completely true, she knew it, she could fed it.
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“It was amistake.” Again, she tested the words against her fedings. Y es, they were true words,
but not completely true. They fdt different. Not completely false, but not the whole truth.

She was still afraid of the voice, but perhaps less so. Because she bdlieved that he really DID
want to help. However he had hurt her in the past, he wanted to make it right.

As sheturned all his words around, exploring her new ability, she discovered she could also fed
unsaid truths. For, running undercurrent to hiswords was... fear. Shefdt it, tasted it. What

was he afraid of? Her wrath perhaps? That thought made her laugh.

Thetwo girls looked at her laughing across the fire and smiled, not knowing why, but loving the

sound of her laughter.

They sat together, the two sisters, as they always did, with their arms about each other. Walking
or sleeping or sitting, they were rardly more than afew inches apart, and their hands were usually
touching. The woman supposed that after all their aloneness, neither could bear to be separated.
The older child asked, in her soft shy voice, “What is your name?’

Thewoman thought for a moment, puzzled.

“I don't know. | don't remember! Why can’t | remember?’ Her voice began to rise and the
children came to her and wrapped their arms around her. “I can’t remember, | can’t remember

who | am,” she cried.

“It' sdright,” the older girl said, “we never had names at all.” Shelaid her head on the woman’s
shoulder. “I think... | would liketo be called Miri.”

“Alright... Miri,” said the woman. They both looked at the younger girl.

“I’ll be Sara,” she said.
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The woman put her arms around them and held them to her. “Miri and Sara. Then | shall be...
Magda.”

She got up and stirred the fire, adding more wood until the flames leaped high.

“Thisisour sharing circle,” shesaid. “Thisisour safe place, where we will be Magda and Miri
and Sara, and never be afraid or alone again.”

Shewalked thecircle dl around thefire. “Thisis wherewe can tell our stories, remember our
past, fed our pain.”

Thegirls stood, and holding hands, walked the circle behind Magda, chanting with her, “Tdl our
stories, remember our past, fed our pain...”

Three times they walked the circle, and then they sat facing each other across the flames. After a

moment of silence, Miri said “| want to share’.

“Tdl us, Miri,” said Magda.
“Tdl us, Miri,” said Sara.

17
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The Burning

Miri, head bowed, began quietly. “I remember a great burning.”

Sara gasped and drew her knees up to her chest.

Miri said, “Yes, and | think you were theretoo, Sara. | remember first reaching out in hope and
love and longing. The reaching was a beautiful thing, it was a purely innocent thing. | think. |
remember fedling so full and swelling up with excitement and hope that | thought | was going to
burst. It was so big and so swest, | couldn’'t hold still. | reached. And if felt soright! But
somehow it was wrong, too. | don’t know how. | don’'t know why. And before | could
understand anything, | was struck by a great blast of fire. 1t hit me and burned me and blasted

me into amillion pieces. The pain, ohthepain...,”

Shewept, and Sara wept with her, “the pain... the pain...”

Miri looked at Sara. “We were hit with such force and the pain was so great, we broke. And

some of us went hurtling off into space and werelost.”

Sara clutched her legs and buried her facein her knees, her white-blond hair fell forward over

her knees. “Burned and lost ...” she sobbed. “I was alone and so very cold...”

“Yes,” Miri said, “you were alone and lost and helpless, but you weren’t the only one.”

Both Magda and Sara sat forward and gasped, “What?’ at the sametime.

Miri shook her head and tears spilled from her eyes. “I’m sorry, I’'m so sorry. There are many,
many more of us, | don’t know wherethey al are. | saw some of them ... before | became

mysdf, when | was still a part of thewhole. | saw some go flying off and later | heard their

screams and cries but ... there was nothing | could do!”
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Sara asked, “Y ou heard me crying?’

“I heard, and | wanted to go find you, | did. But | was afraid. | was hiding then, you see... )"
she paused and hung her head.

“Tdl us, Miri,” Magda touched her arm gently.

“I was hiding, | was so afraid, because... it was my fault, it was all my fault!” She sobbed great
huge gasps filled with tears and they sat with her while she cried, now and then stroking her arms
and hair. “It was my fault. | reached, | didit. | didn’t know it waswrong, | don’t understand
why it was wrong, but somehow | called to it, | made it happen. And then the great burning
fireball came, and we were all burned and destroyed, and it was all my fault.”

She began to pound her legs and chest and Magda had to hold her hands to keep her from hurting
hersdlf. Sheraged, “Kill me, kill me, don't let melive, it’s all my fault!” but they just stayed
with her and listened while she cried.

When the storm passed, Magda gathered Miri into her arms and rocked her. Sara came and
rocked with them, and assured her sister that there was no need to be sorry, and of course she

forgave her, and she loved her till.

Sarasaid, “But the others, Miri, our sisters who are still out there...” Sheturned tear-filled eyes

to Magda, begging her with her eyesto DO something.

But Magda didn’t know what to do, and she feared her heart would break and shatter into a
million pieces with the anguish of it. There were others, there were more lost and lonely ones,
out there somewhere alone and cold and hurting! They had to save them ... but HOW?? She
looked down at her fists, which were clenching and unclenching with frustration and rage. She
felt entirely impotent and full of helpless fury.

Miri wept, “It’s all my fault...”
And Sarawept, “All alone, cold and al alone...”

And Magda wept, “I don’'t know what to do...”
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In the dark, around the fire, the trees listened in sympathy and bent their boughs to encircle and
protect them.

20
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Hope

The morning sun kissed Magda gently. She lay on the grass by the cold fire. They had cried
themselves out and finally just collapsed on the ground, trusting in the trees to protect them.
Magda rose and stretched and yawned and...

felt something new.

Something entirdly new. Something light and airy and sweet. It swelled in her, filling her chest
with warmth.

She looked to Sara and Miri, wanting to share this new fedling, and stared in amazement. Where
Saraand Miri had lain down together the night before was a new child, yawning and stretching, a
child whose honey-brown hair was streaked with gold. This child looked like both Sara and
Miri, though slightly older, and more peaceful, Magda thought. Y es, more peaceful and whole.
This new child yawned again and blinked and Magda saw with wonder that she had one blue eye
and one green! The effect was alittle startling, but beautiful.

The child rose and smiled and took Magda' s hand. “Call me Sari, now,” shesaid. And as she
smiled, Magda saw her new fedling mirrored in Sari’ s startling eyes. Whatever it was, they were
both feding it.

Magda turned and looked around the whole valley. Sheturned again, stretching her arms out as
if to touch the earth and trees and sky, and she imagined she could see rainbows of light shooting
from her outstretched fingertips, filling the valley with a rippling sea of color.

Sheturned to Sari. Sari was cupping her hands over the warmth swelling in her chest. She fdt
asif the warmth were a rainbow of color bubbling up from her heart and spilling out and into her
cupped hands. She giggled and felt the warmth spread into her throat and then she couldn’t
contain it and it burst forth in a great song that filled the valley with sweetness.
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When the song ended, Magda and Sari joined hands. “What is the feding?’ Sari asked softly, as
if afraid to break the spdll.

Magda said, after amoment of silence, “Joy, perhaps?’

“And love?’

“Yes, and love. And something else. | didn't know | could fed such athing. | think itis...”
Magda paused and looked at Sari, her eyeswide. “I think it’s ... hope.”

“Hope,” Sari said softly. “Wefet hope...”
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Terror

As the days went by, Magda thought and worried about the others, the Londlies, as she'd cometo

think of them. But because of the hope, she knew somehow they would find a way to save them.

One night she dreamed she |€eft the valley and traveled out into the world of men.

Everywhere she went, she sought the Lonelies and gathered them to her, and everywhere
she went, she tried to stay hidden so she could get them safely back to the valley. But
everywhere she went, something dark pursued her, seeming to be able to sniff out her
hiding places, no matter how clever or well-disguised shewas. Thisterrible dark thing
pursued her with a single-minded hatred... it wanted her dead and that was all its

purpose. She knew it would never stop.

In the dream she knew she was at the last leg of her journey home, if she could only make
it up and over thisone last hill. As she approached the peak, she turned and looked
behind her. The village she had just |eft was blanketed by unnatural inky blackness and
she knew the dark thing had followed her. She watched as it seeped into the village,
filling all the people with some horrible disease, and one by one they died screaming.
Frozen with horror, she watched as the darkness lifted and moved toward her, picking up
speed asit sensed her fear. She turned to run but the thing caught up with her and she

felt itsglee asit tore the little Lonelies from her arms...

“NO!"” she screamed into the dark night.

Thefire had dwindled to embers. Sherealized she was awake, lying on the grass. Shetried to
remember to breathe, her heart was pounding quick, uneven drumbesats in her ears.

It had been atrue dream. She knew with her truth-sense that some awful death/dark/thing HAD

relentlessly pursued her on the Long Road. Memories tickled at her; horrible deaths, sickness,
disease, violence, and pain. She had tried so hard to forget the innocents — who had done nothing
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worse than tolerate her in their midst. She was filled with guilt and horror and remorse. At that
moment she wasn’t sure she wanted to remember everything.

She thought of the Lonélies, suffering out in the world, out in the dark and cold and not even
knowing she cared. But the thought of going out there again filled her with terror. It would find
her! 1t would find her and kill her!! She cowered and quaked, every cdl in her body trembled.
She heard hersdf whimper, and Sari cameto sit beside her fear-frozen body. She couldn’t move.
She shivered, but not with cold. Sari stirred the fire anyway, building it to a healthy warm glow.
“I’macoward,” Magdatold her through chattering teeth.

“No,” said Sari, coming to sit beside her again.

“You'll hate me.”

“No,” Sari said again.

“Well | hateme! I’'macoward. A stupid, frightened rabbit, a sniveling cowardly worm. Can’'t
save anybody, can’t help anybody. Frightened, useless weenie of a coward!” The last word
wailed high into a scream, and Magda clutched her chest, sobbing.

“I... can't.... ... DO... anything!” Each word punctuated by a sob, the trees swayed above her in
“Helpless... usdess... worthless...” she sobbed, pounding her chest with each word. “I hate
being afraid. | HATE it!!!” she screamed to the trees and sky. Sari stayed with her while she
alternately raged at herself and at the formless terrors which crippled her.

At last her tears subsided and she lay down on the grass, completely exhausted. She let herself

rest just on the edge of sleep, breathing deeply. She had the feeling something wasn’t quite
finished yet.
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She looked across thefireto seeasmall... no, atiny woman. A very tiny, very old woman, with
thin, scraggly gray hair that seemed to just hang in limp strands around her pinched little face.
Every inch of her face was wrinkled, but no laugh lines were these. Her forehead was carved
into a permanent scowl, and around her mouth were the deeply etched lines of a mouth frozen in
fear or disapproval or perpetual distaste. She stood just at the edge of the light of their small fire,
hunched and crouched ... almost as if she were trying to scrunch hersaf down even smaller than
shewas. And she already seemed impossibly tiny.

She watched Magda and Sari silently from the other side of the circle.

Very softly, Magda said, “Welcome.”

Thetiny woman started in surprise. Sheturned her head to look behind her, then looked back at
them. “You seeme?’ she squeaked in a small, reedy voice.

“Yes, we can seeyou,” Sari said.

Thetiny woman gaped and gasped and then buried her facein her hands and burst into tears.

As Magda and Sari moved to sit beside her she said over and over again through her tears, “You

can see me, you can hear me!”

When her sobs subsided, the little woman told them she' d been around for a very long time.
She'd been herein the valley almost since the first day Magda found it, but this was the first time
they’ d seen her.

“I haven't been seen or heard,” she said, looking pointedly at Magda, “for a very long time.”
Magda felt a memory begin to stir, just ariffle of a breeze.

“1 don't really blame you,” Thetiny voice and head dropped together and she seemed to shrink
even smaller. “Y ou turned your back to melong ago,” the little woman said, “and haven’'t seen

or heard mesince. You didn’t want to hear me or fed me. | don’t blame you, | don’t blame any
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of them. Who would want me, scared all the time, harping and whining? | can’t do anything or
go anywhere. And they wanted to do things, go places that scared me. | tried to tel them, | tried
to tell them of the danger. They didn't want to know my fear. | tried to stop them, and then they
left. They all left me. | don't blame them. But they don’t know the danger!” Her voice dropped
to awhisper, “They don’t know the secret | carry...”

“Stay herewith us,” Magda said when the little woman fell silent. “Y ou can stay here and tell us

your fears, we ll listen.”

Thetiny woman snorted in disbelief. Her tiny wrinkled face formed a sneer and her small reedy
voice said, “You hate me.”

Magda felt hersdlf on the brink of some great revelation. She studied the tiny figure there, and
felt theriffle of a memory begin to take solid form. She knew this woman. Thislittle being was
apart of her. She had come home.

“Little mother, join us, stay with us,” shesaid. “Stay and share with us.”

The old woman glanced warily from one to the other.

“We re safe here’, Sari said to her. “Thisisour sharing circle. Thisiswherewe can tdl our
stories, remember our past, fed our pain...”

Thetiny woman snorted again, “You don’t want to hear my story. Nobody wants to know.”

“Wedo. Wewant to hear what you fedl and remember. It’'s safeto share here” Magda paused.
“1 don’t remember hating you and leaving ... | want to remember. Please?”’

Thetiny woman seemed to grow afraction larger, it seemed to them, and softer. Her face, lined
and wrinkled as it was, grew less stony and bitter.

“Maybe | will tdl you,” she said in her thin little voice. “Maybe.”
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But then doubt crept back in.

“Why would you want me now?’ she said. “I was with you on most of your journey, except
when you went places that frightened me too much, and you would never listen to me.. |
couldn’t stand it anymore, and you wouldn’t listen to mewhen | tried to tell you of the dangers.
| grew to hate you. Why wouldn’t you listen to me? Over and over and over again, they hurt
and scorned and tortured and killed... | couldn’t help, you wouldn’t listen!”

She began to sob again, “You wouldn't listen... to my fear...”

They waited, and then she said “When you came here, | followed you. It's different here, I'm
still afraid, but I... | fed different.”

“Safe,” Magda supplied theword. “It’s safe here.”

For a moment the tiny woman’ s face relaxed and she seemed to grow younger. Then she cringed
again and plucked at Magda with her tiny, bony fingers. “How do you know? How do you
know?’ shewailed. “1’'m so afraid, al the time, no safe place. | can’'t help it, | can’t stop it, I'm

s0 afraaaiiiid!”

Her sobs grew to hysteria, aterrified screeching. It was a scream that seemed to go on and on,
and the tears streamed down the little woman’s face. A scream of pain and horror, a scream of
helplessness - dying alone with a beast tearing at your entrails; victims tortured in a dark
basement, begging for mercy and praying for death. She clutched at them and pulled at her own
thin strands of hair, screaming and sobbing, her eyes seeing horrors they could only imagine.

“Makeit stop, please make it stop,” shecried. “I don't want to know this, | can’t bear this
alone!”

Magda and Sari held her tightly, tears streaming down their faces as they shared her pain.
“You’'renot alone anymore,” Magda said. “We will bear it with you.”
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Little by little the old woman relaxed and the last thing she whispered before she fell aslegp in

their arms was “Please don’'t hate me.”

Together they carried her into the cave and cradled her while she slept through the rest of the
night.
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What Terror Protects

Magda rose early one morning and went walking alone. She went to a hill overlooking the far
edge of her valley and sat on the grass to think.

She was more content and whole than she could ever remember being before. The healing she'd
found in this secret glen, she never expected to have. She remembered how slow and fragmented
her thoughts were when she first found this place. It had taken time and many, many tears, but
slowly she began to heal. She was no longer thin and old and wizened. The face that looked
back at her in the healing pool was younger, and rounder, and the eyes she saw there were deep
green and they twinkled with feeling and curiosity. Shefelt herself growing more certain of
hersdf, day by day. Little by little she was remembering. But she knew there was much more
yet to be remembered. Together with Sari and Mabel, as the little woman asked to be called,
they would all remember. It wouldn't be easy, but they would do it.

Even though the valley was safe, Mabd had withdrawn somewhat since her first sharing.

Instead of opening more, she seemed to clench around her terror and hold onto it al the more.
And Sari had been in an agitated state, lately. It started about a week after Mabd’s arrival. She
couldn’t seem to hold still. She would run up to Mabel and stare in her face, then run away
again. They would see her running in and out of the trees, then she’d dart back and stare at
Mabe once more. It was as if she was both drawn to Mabel and repelled by her. Magda had
asked her about it but Sari just shrugged and shook her head, seemingly as puzzled by her own
behavior as Magda was.

Just the day before, as they walked beneath the trees, Magda talked to them about the Voice.
She had half decided to call him and seeif he could help them find the Londlies. But as she was
describing her encounter with him, Mabd began to gasp and choke. She grabbed at Magda's
sleeve and squeaked “No, no, please, NO!”

At the same moment, Sari jumped forward. “Look!” she shouted, jabbing her finger at the center
of Mabdl’s chest. Magda stared at the glowing, pulsing pinkish light emanating from the old

29



woman. Mabd stared too, horrified, and gave agreat cry. She clenched her teeth and pressed
both her fists to her chest, and the pink glow began to fade.

“No!” cried Sari. She gripped Mabd’ s fists, trying to pry them away from her chest. “No, you
can’'t keep her there, you haveto let her out!” She burst into tears and sobbed, “Let her out, let
her out!”

Mabe threw Sari back with a tremendous shove, surprising them all with her strength. “I can’t,”
she shouted at Sari, sprawled on the ground. “She'll call him. Sheloves him still. It’'sfor her

own good, she doesn’'t understand.”

Magda gaped at them, trying to feel what was going on. A series of images flashed before her
and she struggled to understand.

A beautiful young girl stretched out her hand, reaching, glowing with pink light, filled
with love and hope;

a great explosion, a shattering, sparks and great flashes of light and horrible pain;

a dark roomwith blackened walls, filled with arguing women, one reedy voice trying to
dominate them all;

one by one most of them leave;

at last, one small hunched figure remains alone in the corner, shivering and weeping.
“Don’'t go,” Mabd had sobbed as she remembered them all leaving. “Don’t go out there. Stay,
stay quiet, stay still. You'll al die, horrible deaths, you don’t understand, you don’t know what |
know...”
Magda had wrapped her arms around Mabd. “It’s aright Mabd. Y ou wereright to be afraid -

horrible things have happened. But it’s safe here. We can hedl it all now.”

30



But Mabd had retreated behind a stone wall and wouldn’t speak to them for the rest of the day.
She refused to come near them, and stayed mostly huddled behind a big rock with her fists
clenched over her chest, holding onto her terror and holding the pink light captive.

This greetly distressed Sari. Shecried and cried. She had the feding that the pink light was
another of her sisters, and a very important part, someone she dearly loved and needed near her.
And to be held captive by terror! Sari was appalled! Horrified! Enraged! She imagined
constriction and choking and getting smaller and smaller and not being allowed to move or dance
or breathe. As shecried by thefire that night, Mabel had finally come to the circle, though she
stayed on the opposite side of thefire. Shelistened to Sari’s grief and fear and dissolved into
tears of her own. “I’'msorry, I’'m so afraid, | can't let go, you frighten me, I'm so sorry... You

don’t understand!”
In the end they had held each other and vowed to keep crying each day until Mabd wasn't so

afraid. It was an uneasy truce that Sari wasn't entirely happy with, but Magda counseled
patience. They had all goneto the cave and finally fallen asleep in the wee hours of the morning.

As Magda sat alonein the morning mist she fingered all these puzzle pieces in her mind, trying
to see whereit al fit together. Sherealized she had only a small corner of the puzzle... there
were many pieces missing, but she began to get a sense of what the picture might be.

She closed her eyes and silently called to the Voice.

“I’'m here,” said the deep voice, undeniably male.

Magda paused, uncertain what to say, now that he was here. “Did you cause the great burning?’
shefinally blurted out.

The silence was anything but empty. She knew she had shocked him with her question. Good,
she thought.
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Finaly he said, “Yes, apart of mewas responsible.” There was another silence and then he said,
“You are remembering.”

“Yes,” shesaid. “But thereis much | don’'t understand. Why would you, why would even a part
of you, do this?’

“I don't yet fully know,” hesaid. “That part won't speak to me.”

Magda let her truth-sense chew on that one and decided he was speaking the truth.

“I can only tel you that | was wrong, and that | want to help makeit right.”

“There smore, isn't there?’ sheasked. “More horrible things. Tortures, horrible deaths,

disease...”

“Yes,” said the Voice, and it was the saddest he'd sounded. “And it hasn't stopped yet. You are
right to fear going into the world.”

“Arewe safe here?’ she asked.

“Safer than anywhere on earth,” hereplied. “1 am helping. Even though you didn’t ask for it, |
am standing guard. | know, | know,” he said as she started to protest. “You don't want me here
unless you invite me, and | respect that boundary. But | needed to know you would be safe to
heal here, so | stand guard, outside the borders of your valley. Nobody can find this place.” He
seemed to chuckle to himsdf. “It keeps disappearing.”

“But, what about the others?’ she asked, not quite understanding. “How will they be able to find

us?’

“You are the magnets,” hereplied. “All of you. You'll pull them in, those who need you, who
beong with you, who love you, who want to heal with you. All others find themselvesin blind
alleys and forests that go on forever in all directions. You can call to the Londlies, gather your
power and pull them to you.”
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Magda sat for a moment, feeling a great excitement begin to grow in her belly. Thiswas
REALLY true. Shefdt it, and what’s more, she already knew it. She just hadn’t remembered
knowing it.

“I’ll go now,” hesaid. “Please, tdl the frightened ones who come that | will not harm them. |
won't spy on them or watch them, | won’'t come to them unless you invite me here, and | will
aways, always stand guard over your valley. | promise.”

“Thank you,” Magda said. “Thank you for all of us.”

The Voice was gone, and Magda, filled with hope and excitement, ran all the way back to the

cave to share her good news with Mabd and Sari. Magnets! They could call the Londlies home
and never haveto leave the safety of their valley!!

They listened as she told them what the VVoice had said.

Sari grew excited but Mabel withdrew into a sullen dark cloud. Magda couldn’t understand it.
She had thought Mabel would be overjoyed at not having to leave the valley.

“What' s the matter now?’ she asked.

But Mabe turned away from her and wouldn't answer.

“Fine,” Magda said angrily. “Wé€ll do it without you.”

Sheand Sari kindled a small fireand sat inthe circle. They tried picturing the Lonéies — Sari

was best at this since they were her sisters. They tried singing and drumming with their feet and
hands. They tried calling out with their arms open, hoping to encourage the Londlies to come.
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Nothing worked. Finally, long after the sun had set and their small fire was the only light, they
gave up, weary and frustrated.

“Maybe we re not doing it right,” Sari suggested. “Maybe we should ask the Voice.”

Mabel hissed from where she sat afew feet away. Even though she didn’t want to participate,

she couldn’'t ever be far from them.

Magda sat silently, the center of a swirling tornado of thought. Finally she rose and took M abel
by the hand and drew her to thefire. When they were seated she said, “Theair in our valley is
stuffy and stifled. There are unsaid things here. Why are you so angry?’

Mabd wouldn’t look at her.

“Mabd, tdl me. Thisisour sharing circle, and | want to hear what you haveto say. Why do

you object, what are you angry about?’

Mabe glared at Magda and spat, “Y ou still don’t listento me. You don’t care how | fed!”
Magda waited, puzzled.

“You called HIM, even though | asked you not to, no matter what | say, you don’t listen to me.
Y ou think I’'m being a nuisance, with all my fears!” Mabd’s voice began to shake and her chin
trembled.

When Magda said softly, “I’'m sorry. You'reright, | shouldn’t have donethat.” Mabel’ s tears
began to fall down her wrinkled cheeks. “But you haven't told us why you're so afraid. It would
help if we knew what it was.”

Mabd’s eyes grew wide and her body began to tremble. “No, | can't!” she said.

“Tel us, Mabd,” Sari said quietly, coming to sit on Mabel’ s other side.



“It's safe here,” Magda said, “And you' re not alone anymore.”

Mabd sat silent as stone for along while, and they waited with her. Then came a sound - a small
whimper that grew to a moan that became a wail that turned into a scream. She threw her head
back, “Look, then. Look!” she screamed. And she showed them...

They were ONE then. One... but also many, with many feelings and desires and needs.
One of the many is Desire. Need. Wanting. She reaches out, pulsing with hope and
longing.

From somewhere far away came a great brightness, hurdling down on her like a huge,

unstoppable, destruction-guaranteed tsunami.

Sheis engulfed, broken and swept away, tumbling on the crest of swirling waves of fire
and ice.

Sheis bitten and devoured, flesh torn and ripped away by great fiery jaws with teeth of
steel and ice, dripping with acid.

Half of her faceis still frozen in a hopeful welcoming smile. The other half is
completely gone, flesh torn, burnt and blackened.

Sheis penetrated by the cold blackness, the poison hatred on the tip of thisice-cold
knife burying itself forever deep within her.

Time freezes as the knife penetrates and she hears the voice telling her... no,
commanding her to die. It is a hatred she cannot fathom, and the shock of it leaves her
unable to pull away. The love within her wants to please her lover, to comply and make
him happy. Her own desireto live is at war with her love. The voice says “ You don’t
love me. You draw me to you against my will. How can you call that love? Selfish
dime! Do you love me? Proveit... | want your death. Die, NOW!”
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She feels the knife of hatred being driven in deeper and deeper and just before she loses
consciousness she feels herself exploding, shattering into a million pieces that go

hurtling out into space.

Mabel opened her eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Our lover, the one we loved with al
our heart, wanted us dead. Hedidn't love us, hedidn’t want us ... hewanted us dead. He
wanted our love, our desireto die. The sweet tender offering we made, he KILLED.”

“Why?" She sobbed bitterly, angrily. “Why did it happen, why did he hate our desire so much?

| saw his hatred, | felt it, | know it. | was so afraid. | took the memory of the poison hatred and
hid it. | took the memory of the death-command and hid it as best | could. And | took thislittle
one and hid her,” she placed her hand, fingers spread out, over her chest. “Sheisthe one
remaining undamaged part of our heart | could find. | kept her hidden al thistime. Sheis Hope
and Desire, and she doesn’t understand how evil heis. Therest of our heart is gone, shattered. If
they’re not lost or hidden, they’re dead.”

Sari shook her head. “Not dead. Maybe lost, but not dead, not yet. I’'m here. | remember the
great burning. | was one that got shattered and thrown into the cold dark. | didn’t die, Mabd,
though | longed for death many times. And there are others still out there somewhere, | know it.

We haveto find them, we have to bring them here, Mabel. We have to save them.”

From the darkness surrounding the fire, a sturdy voice said softly, “I will never ridicule your fear
again. | had noidea. | didn’'t know...”

Into the light of their fire stepped atall, stern-face woman dressed entirely in battle gear.
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Rage

She towered above them, nearly astall asthetrees. She carried a spear and atall staff of wood.
At her hip hung a sword in atorn leather scabbard, and many other weapons hung on her
armored body, like so many lethal adornments.

She clinked when she moved.

Magda and Mabd drew back in alarm, not sureif thiswas friend or foe, but Sari approached the
tall figure, unafraid. She reached up and put her hand on the armored plate covering the
woman’'s knee.

“Welcome,” she said, smiling up at the giantess.

“Thank you little one,” the warrior woman looked down at Sari, then scowled at Magda and
Mabd. Mabd whimpered and shrank back behind Magda.

Magda remembered what the voice had said. The valley was protected. This woman couldn’t
have found them unless she belonged here. As odd as it seemed, and in spite of her fear, she
believed this woman was one of them.

“Welcome,” shesaid. “Join our circle. Thisiswherewetdl our stories, remember our past, fed

our pain.”

“I know that!” boomed the giantess. “1 am Girda,” she said, with great emphasis on the GRRR.
“I want to speak. | have something to say. Will you listen?’

“Wewill,” Magda said.

“Tdl us,” Sari said.
Mabd only whimpered.
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“Tdl her,” the woman pointed at Mabdl, “to stop her sniveling. | won't hurt her. 1’'mnot the
enemy!”

Shelaid her staff and lance on the ground and began to remove most of her weaponry. She left
her armor on, though, and she laid her sword down within reach as she sat down near thefire.
By itslight they could see her face was tired and worn. Her hands and arms were badly scarred,
but she sat erect and proud.

“I’m no sissy to be crying around afire,” she began. “I hate that weak, whiny, cowardly stuff!”

She scowled at Mabdl, who ducked behind Magda again.

“Stop that!” Girdayelled. “I hatethat! That’swhy | left you. All that cringing and hand
wringing. You were stronger once,” she gave awry chuckle. “Long ago you were a holy terror!
Of course, there was more of you then. Oh yes, you kept tight control over us all. Not ONE
battle would you let mefight. | would have protected us! | would have blasted the enemy back
to Hades where he belonged!”

Tears began to well up in her eyes and she blinked furiougly.

“You wouldn't let me go out and fight for us! Even though the enemy was at our door. There
were only two choices; fight or die. You choseto die, but 1,” she jerked her thumb toward her
chest, “I chosetolive. ... choose... to ... fight... and... live!!!” With each word she pounded
the ground with her fists and she seemed unaware that the tears were now streaming down her
face. “I chooseto fight and live and you.. can't.. stop.. me!”

She shook her fists at them and cried, “I hateyou, | hateyou al! Y ou didn’'t want me to show
my rage, you wouldn't let me stand up and fight! 'Y ou made me lie down and be quiet and |
hated you for that!”

Mabd was sobbing quietly. Nodding her head and pulling at her thin hair, she said, “Yes, | did
that, | did. | tried to make everyone be quiet. | was so afraid. | thought you would get us killed,
| thought you wereso wrong! And ... | thought | wasright. But | wasn't, and everyone left me,
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or maybe | pushed you all away... and we all broke again and again and again. Nothing helped,
nothing helped us be ableto live.” She hung her head and sobbed in remorse and shame. After a
few minutes, she got up and moved nearer to the giantess, and with each step she seemed to grow

alittlelarger. Shereached out to touch Girda' s knee. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

Girda, tears streaming down her cheeks, told them, “I couldn’t do it alone. | thought | could, so |
left. But, without you,” she looked at Mabd, “I couldn’t tell when a battle was too much for me.
And to prove | wasn't afraid, | let the enemy goad me into many foolish battles. | died some
horrible deaths.

“Without you,” shelooked at Sari, “I had no mercy. At first, | only wanted to protect you, little
one, so fragile and innocent. But then | went out and killed and tortured and had no care for my
victims at all. Vengeancewas all | wanted. Hatred was al | fdlt.

“Without you,” she looked at Magda, “I had no discernment. | had only red rage clouding my
vision, and I’m ashamed to say | couldn’t tell anymore who was the enemy. | think...” she
paused and looked down at the ground. “I’m afraid | was fooled many times into killing many of

our sisters...”

Her breathing was getting labored and she leaned a little to one side.

“The enemy tricked me and used me, | seethat now. And little by little he's taken bits of me,
taken parts of mefor hisown use. Only this armor and what remains of my rage has held me

together.”

She opened her armor and showed them the large gaping wound beneath it where her ribs and
heart should have been. “Couldn’t... admit... weakness...” she gasped, and then she fdll over.

They gathered around her, but they couldn’t rouse her. She still breathed, but shallowly. There
was no question of bringing her back to the cave, they couldn’t possibly lift her. So they just
huddled around her, there by thefire.

Mabe held her hand and wept, “I’'m so sorry, | was so afraid...”
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Sari laid her head on the armored chest and wept, “Y ou wanted to protect me...”
Magda stroked Girda' s hair and wept, “Please don’t die, you are our strength and we need

you...
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A Way to Bring Them Home

Magda woke slowly, swimming through the dregs of a dream. In the dream there had been a
beautiful woman with long blonde hair, but when the woman turned away, Magda had seen a
leech or something attached to her back. A large, black, wet, slimy, disgusting thing. She'd

been trying to get the woman’ s attention, but it was as if she were a ghost the woman couldn’t, or

wouldn't, hear.

She shuddered and opened her eyes. Then she remembered the events of the night before, and
that brought her fully awake. She sat up and looked across the fire where the others were
sleeping, still curled up together. Mabe was nestled in the crook of onelarge arm, and Sari’s
head was resting on Girda' s breast which was now rising and falling evenly. Magda quietly
crept over and gently pulled back the armor and leather tunic ... she gasped and her eyes grew
wide. In place of the large gaping wound there was a fragile-looking, translucent rib cage.
Magda could actually see beneath the pale skin to the nearly clear rib bones, right through to the
steadily beating heart.

She gently closed the tunic just as the others were waking up. Girda sat up carefully, one hand
searching inside her armor. She gasped, then coughed and winced, her face was a study in

wonder.

“I... | appear to be healing,” she stuttered. “How did this happen?’

Magda smiled and said, “It may be this valley has its own healing properties. But | think it's
mostly because of our sharing, our crying, our healing circle. It’s the crying of our pain that
helps us remember, and heals al the old hurts, and helps us become ... more. We ve all changed
so muchin this place. Our Mabd here — she's no longer impossibly tiny. Why, she's almost as
tall as Sari and she no longer trembles with fear every minute. And look, her hair is growing
back in, and thicker and brown too, not all gray anymore! Maybe, someday she' |l be completely
healed of all her old fears. And Sari, wdll, Sari is a constantly evolving wonder. She seemsto
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change and grow every day. She's so alive, so full of feding. She can cry great oceans of tears,
and then she can coax even the stones to singing.”

Sari blushed at this appraisal of hersef. She was amost a young woman now, Magda realized.

Girda, still rubbing her fragileribs, looked around at them as Magda spoke.

“Of course, you'll have to take my word for it,” Magda said. “You’veonly just arrived and you
didn't know any of us before. But when | first came here, | couldn’'t speak. | couldn’t even hold
athought. We' veall come along, long way.”

Girda considered, and then nodded. “Thisis agood thing, this circle around the fire. |1 would
like to stay, with your permission.” She bowed formally to each of them from her sitting
position, which wasn't easy to do with her heavy armor hindering her.

“You are most welcome to stay,” Magda smiled at the formality of the request.
“Wewant you to stay,” Sari said, taking the giantess’ hand.
“Yes, please stay,” Mabd said quietly.

—~—————

In the days that followed, Girda continued to heal, and athough she still carried her sword at her
side, sheleft off wearing her heavy armor, seeming to be content in just her leather tunic and
leggings.

Magda and Sari pressed her with questions, wanting to know how she had found the valley.
“I don't exactly know,” Girda said, frowning and shaking her head. “Thelast thing | remember
before this was a great battle in an open field. The enemy took the form of a pack of wolves.

Huge, they were, and black. The leader had jaws of sted and fangs that dripped red with the
blood of my fallen comrades.”
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She paused and Sari shuddered.

Girda rubbed her brow. “1 had comrades? | don't remember who they were...” She passed her
hand over her face and looked around at them. “Well, anyway, | remember being bitten...
gouged and torn, by the leader of the beasts. Right through my armor his teeth sank down to the
bone. When he had me down, the devil tore through my weskit and ripped out my entrails and
ate them while| watched. | knew | was dying.”

She shuddered and closed her eyes. “There was blackness, and then | was wandering in these
hills. For along span of days, | think. Maybe weeks, | don’'t know. | wandered aimlessly,
mostly unaware of where| was, or even who | was. But then a saw a warm glow on the horizon,
and | followed it. It sort of pulled at me, right here,” she pounded her chest with her fist. “Then,
quicker than | thought possible, | was here, standing outside your circle, and Mabe was
howling.”

Shetrailed off and looked around at them. “What?’ she asked, seeing they were looking at each
other and speaking with their eyes.

“WEe' ve been trying to figure out how to ... magnetize our valley,” Magda began. “We haveto
bring the others to us, so we can all heal...” and shetold Girda about how Miri and Sara had
cometo the valley and shared their stories, how they had eventually become one. Shetold her of
the Lonelies, and that they knew there must be many, many more out there, alone and hurting.
Shetold how Mabe had come to the valley. Shetold her of the Voice and its assurance that they
could draw the others to them.

Girdanodded. “There are many others, yes, | have seen some of them. And you think you can
bring them here?’

“Wetried everything we could think of,” Magda said. “Nothing worked.”

“Maybeit was my fault,” Mabd hung her head. “Maybeit’s because| wasn’'t helping. Maybe
was ... holding you back, restricting you. | was awful afraid.”
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“You were mad at ustoo,” Sari pointed out.

Mabel looked up, startled. “I was?’

Magda nodded. “Y ou were angry at me for not honoring your fedlings about the Voice,

remember?’

Mabe’s eyes grew wider. “l wasangry?’ Shetook in a deep breath and looked at Girda. “I was
angry,” shesaid again. “l was! | was afraid AND angry!”

Sari frowned. “Maybe it would make a difference if you helped. But, | think we just don’'t know
how it works yet.”

“Or maybe ...,” Magda said as she stood and began pacing around the circle. She stopped
suddenly and looked around at them. “I think,” she began, then paused and resumed her pacing.
They all waited patiently. “I think, maybe we don't really need to DO anything. Except what
we're aready doing.” She stopped and looked around at them. “I mean, think Sari. Remember
what happened just before Mabel became visible? | was crying about how | hated being afraid.
And when | was done, we could see her.”

She paused and looked at Mabe, and Sari said, “Maybe because you didn’t hate her so much

anymore?’

Magda pinched her lower lip between her thumb and forefinger and nodded slowly. “Yes, yes,
that makes sense, don’'t you think?’

Sari stood up, excited. “And then, when Girda came, it was Mabd'’s fedings that ... what?
drew her? Or maybe it’s because she cried her fears. They were being let out and healed, so it

allowed room for Girda, somehow?’

Girda snorted, “Maybe it was just a coincidence.”



They all looked at each other, trying to find answers in each other’s eyes. Magda was silent for a
moment, letting her truth-sense fed into these new ideas.

“No, not acoincidence,” she said. “It feds like the more we heal around our circle, the more we

remember and share, the more... substance we have.”

“Substance?”’ Girda asked.

“l don’'t know what eseto call it,” Magda said. “I don’'t know what I’ m saying, it just feds
right. The morewe heal, the morewe are. And the morewe are, the morewe ... “ shefaltered,

at aloss for words.

“Generate?’ Sari offered.

“Like heat?” Mabel asked.

“Vibrate?’ suggested Girda. “Like an engine, revving?’

“Y es, both, but more than that too,” Magda said. “I don’t havetheright words. | can fed it
though, | can fee more substance inus. And | think as we heal our pain it draws us together.
Maybe the pain is the reason why we're apart in the first place. 1t's sort of like we' re the wood,
and we're causing our fireto burn brighter and ... generating more ... heat. But heat isn't the
right word.” She pounded her kneein frustration. “1 wish | had morewords! | can’'t say it quite
right!”

Sari smiled and squeezed her hand. “Maybe we need to make up some new words.” Magda
smiled at her and then Sari said hopefully, “Do you think thisis what the VVoice meant? Do you
really think this will draw the Lonelies to us?’

“I do,” Magda said firmly. “I really do.”

“But ... weshould still try to call to them, or ... something,” Sari said. “We should keep trying
everything we can.”
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Magda realized Sari’s heart was so broken and longing for all the rest of her sisters out there
suffering, she would never stop hurting until she knew they were all safe and sound. She

reached out and squeezed Sari’ s hand.

“Of course,” shesaid. “Wé€ll try everything we can. Wewon't give up on them, Sari, not a

single one, not ever. Not even if it takes amillion years.”

A singletear slid down Sari’s cheek.
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Rage and Terror Move Closer

The next few nights around the fire were full of sharing. Sari, especially seemed almost in a
frenzy to try to heal everything all at once.

Several of their sharing circles had been dominated by Girda' s booming shouts and large feet
stomping around thefirein rage. During these outbursts Mabel would often cringe and cower,
which infuriated Girda even more.

One night she strode over and shoved her finger right in Mabel’s face. “Y ou are a sniveling
coward,” she shouted. “Y ou shouldn’t have kept me down all that time. 1t’s al your fault, what
we ve become. Y ou acted right into the enemy’s plan. Look what you did to us, look what you
didtome!” Louder and louder and closer and closer, and pretty soon she was hovering
menacingly over poor Mabel who just curled up into a ball and seemed to be getting tinier by the

minute.

“Wait!” cried Magda, rising to stand between them. Sari jumped up and stood beside her,
relieved that Magda finally said something. She waited, her eyes wide, looking from one to the
other.

After along pause, Magda said finally. “Step back, Girda, something feels bad here.”

Girdatook a step back, panting. Mabd shivered and whimpered, but wouldn’t uncurl.

“You said this is where we can fed our fedings,” Girdasaid. “You said so! Why do you say no
now? You can't do that! That’'s not fair!” shewas ydling at Magda now.

“You can share what you fed here, Girda. But for three nights running you'’ ve yelled and

stomped and berated Mabdl, and the only thing that seems to be changing is that Mabel is getting
smaller and smaller. We can't let that happen! You can’t threaten physically. Look at her,” she
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pointed to Mabe, still trembling on the ground. “Y ou’re scaring her, and you' re scaring me.
Shecan’'t even hear you. You'vereduced her to jdly, is that what you want?’

Girda scowled and growled.

“At least move to the other side of the circle so she knows you won’'t hurt her,” Magda said.

Girdagrowled again, but she moved. Sari sat behind Mabel and wrapped her legs and arms

around her.

“Now,” Magda said to Girda, “what do you fed?’

“I feel,” Girda snarled, “like SHE is a sniveling, cowardly, ratfaced little...”

“Wait!” Magda said. Shelet her truth-sense reach out to the giantess. Shelooked at Girda's red
face, the angry eyes glaring at her. “Girda, you're all focused outward. | can fed it. Y our anger
wants to hurt her and make her change. It’s acting out on her. Just feel what you fedl.”

Magda had no idea what she was saying, or if Girdawould understand it. Shejust knew
something didn’t fed right.

Girda stood absolutdly still glaring and snarling at them. Then she closed her eyes. They could
hear her teeth grinding. Her fists clenched and unclenched, and a great growling built up in the
back of her throat. Suddenly she burst out, “1 hate you!” and the explosion released a flood of
angry tears. She dropped to the ground and sobbed, “Kill you, kill you, kill you,” pounding the
ground with her fists. Her face got even redder and her eyes, streaming with tears, seemed not to
seethem. Shewas deep in her rage, moving quickly beyond coherent speech. She growled and
sobbed, and screamed and sobbed. She began to push on the ground with her feet and her back
arched, throwing her backward. Magda and Sari quickly moved behind her, bracing themselves
against Girda s large back and giving her something to push against. And Girda pushed, and
kicked, her feet digging trenches in the dirt while she cried her rage. Just as Magda and Sari
thought they couldn’t hold up anymore, she sat forward and shook her clenched fists at the sky.
“Kill you!” she screamed at some invisible enemy.
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When the flood finally subsided, Girda lay on the ground exhausted. Shetook several deep
breaths, filling her massive lungs and letting the air out again slowly in along sigh. She had
beads of swesat dotting her forehead and neck, and the red rage flush slowly faded from her skin.

“Ohhhhhhh,” she sighed. “I didn’t know how that would fed! | never was able ... | never ...
Ohhhh, | fed SO much lighter and ... fuller.” Shetouched a hand to her heart. She flopped over
onto her back and stretched out her arms and legs, letting all the muscles that had clenched in

rage loosen and unclench. “Oo0000, yes,” she breathed, “That’s good.”

After a minute she rolled back onto her side and looked at them.

“I'msorry,” shesaid. “I’'msorry | acted out. | didn’t know | was doing that. 1’ve never beenin
aplacewhere| could just fee what | fed. | always had to act, to try to change the situation,
defeat the enemy, DO something. This healing is very different. | feel different.”

She moved so she could see Mabe on the other side of thefire. “I’m sorry little one,” she said.
“My rage did want to frighten you more. It wanted to hurt you and punish you and blame you.

I’'m very sorry.”

Mabd looked at her and began to cry. Sari held her while she cried, little gasping sobs at first
and then wailing cries “I’m so afraid, so afraid, don't hurt me, please, please!”

While she cried Girda moved quietly to her side. “1 won't hurt you, littleone. | promise. I'm
sorry | frightened you. | won't let my anger hurt you, truly.” Mabel looked up at the warrior

woman's face and slowly, very slowly she uncurled and turned and cried in Girda's arms.

Something very important healed between them that night. They fell asleep curled together by

thefire.
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Desire

The next morning Magda found them still nestled together. Mabdl’s head rested on Girda's
chest, and it looked as if she had grown in the night. Or maybe the giantess had shrunk. Or
maybe it was a combination of both. Magda looked closer, drawn by a small movement near
Mabe’s head, and was amazed to see, half hidden beneath Girda' s tunic and tangled in Mabel’s
hair, a small, perfectly formed, glowing pink, woman child. She was curled on her side, a sweet
sleepy smile on her tiny face. As Magda watched, the tiny figure turned and stretched and
yawned, and from behind her unfurled two impossibly delicate pale pink wings.

Just then Mabel awoke. She saw the pink fairy child and gasped. Clutching her chest, she
started to wail. “Noo0oo, noooo, noooo...”

Girda, startled out of her deep sleep, bolted upright, fumbling for her sword and tossing thelittle
fairy to the ground. Mabel darted after the tiny figure, trying to recapture her, wailing all the
while, but Sari, now awake and aware what had happened, began to chase Mabd, grabbing arms
and legs and hair and anything she could snag. The poor little fairy, alarmed and having no idea
what was happening, ran willy nilly between their legs, until Mabe made a great lunge for her
and fear finally gavethelittlefairy flight. Shefluttered, surprised at herself, and cameto perch
on Magda's shoulder. Mabd was still darting and lunging; Sari was blocking and holding;

Girda, still half asleep, was batting at everyone and trying to find her sword.

Magda finally gave a great bellow, “STOP!!” and they all cameto ahat. Mabd collapsed on the
ground, clutching her chest and gasping. Sari was bouncing on the balls of her feet, fairly
thrumming with excitement and beaming at the little fairy. Girda, towering over them, rubbed
her eyes and scowled at them all equally. Thelittlefairy tried to hide hersdf in Magda's hair.

Taking a deep breath, Magda gestured for them all to sit in thecircle. Slowly and reluctantly
they all came and sat around the cold fire.
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“Ok,” she expdled the word on along relieved sigh. She gently coaxed the little fairy out of her
hair and placed her on Sari’s shoulder. Sari beamed as the tiny creature nestled behind her ear.

Magda said to her, “What is your name, little one?’

The little fairy frowned and shrugged.

“May we call you Desiree?’ Magda asked.

Thefairy smiled and nodded.

“Welcome then, Desiree. We'revery glad to have you with us.”

Mabd burst into tears and buried her face in her hands.

Magda moved around the circle and put her arm around Mabel’ s shoulder. “The burning was
real,” shesaid softly. “The poison hatred was, and IS real. We honor your fears, Mabel. But
we're safe here. In thisvalley we can heal. Around thisfire, in this circle we can tell our stories,
remember our past, fed our pain. We are protected here.”

Shekndt in front of Mabel and took both her hands. Looking deeply into her eyes, she said, “I
know you're afraid Desiree will endanger us. But we need her to bewith us. And she must have

been able to come out now because you fedl safer here. Don't you think?’

Mabd took a deep breath and clutched her chest. Sari came and sat next to her and said,
“Everyone has theright to live and be and fed whatever they fed.”

Mabd burst into tears again and Magda gathered her into her arms and held her. Girda started to
speak, but then changed her mind and sat back quietly and waited. Mabd’s body shook and
trembled and her sobs grew louder and higher. She was deep in her terror and the sound of it
brought tearsto all their eyes. When finally she calmed, Magda dried her tears and then coaxed
thelittle fairy down to Sari’s hand.
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“Shelives free now,” Magda said to Mabdl. “And we need her to be with us. We need to figure
out how to stay safe while we heal. Until we know it’s safe, perhaps we can ask her not to cast
her desire out beyond this valley.”

Mabel looked up, hopein her eyes, and they both looked at the fairy. The little winged woman-
child scowled, then shook her head, and then began to shake her fists at Mabel. She obviously
didn’'t likethis request. She began to jump up and down, her wings fluttering and quivering.

Magda sighed and felt a great sadness overwhelm her. “We haveto find away,” she said to
them. “There must be some way to find a balance between us. If wecan't...” her voicetrailed
off, choked with tears.

“Theenemy isredl, little one,” Girda said to the fairy, with unexpected gentleness. “Mabd’s
fearsaren’'t silly or frivolous. And she has kept you alive and safe al this while.”

Thelittle fairy fluttered her wings and raised her clasped hands to the sky in a beseeching
motion, then looked around at them.

Sari said softly, “What isit? Tel uswhat you fed, littleone. Thisis our sharing circle. Tel

US_”

Thelittlefairy closed her eyes and held her hands over her heart. Tears squeezed out her eyes
and down her cheeks. She opened her eyes and reached her hands out to them, pleading. Then
she flew to each one in turn and touched them gently over their hearts. They al felt it, the
moment of her touch, like an eectric shock, spreading warmth into their hearts with a soft pink
glowing. And they all felt what she was fedling...

Longing... Emptiness

Avision, adream—awarmlight, a glowing handsome lover.
He comesto her, noble prince.
They dance and snirl and make love.

Love sprinkles the air with music and stars and fire.
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Burning desire

For thisdream

A yearning so sweet and full...

Imagination filling every corner of the dream
...wrapped in hisarms
... feeling hiskiss
... knowing hislove

desire ... Desire ... DESRE
Growing, flameto fire
Filling to bursting
Aching

Wanting
Aching

Loving

longing to love
Loving

hoping to love
Loving

waiting for love...

They returned from the vision with adeep sigh. Thellittle fairy collapsed in Sari’s lap, her
cheeks still wet with tears. Sari sat, stricken, tears streaming down her face.

“I remember,” Sari said, looking down at Desiree. “I remember love and innocence. | remember
the beauty of us. Wewere so... full of hope and trust. Ah, god, so full of trust, and it was
shattered and soiled and ruined, and we' Il never be clean again.” She sobbed and groaned and
moaned and clawed at her chest and arms. Sheraised her anguish to the sky. “You ruined me!”
she screamed. “Look at me, look what you’ ve doneto me! Blackened and burnt and broken and

half-dead with fear. Look what you’ ve doneto us!!”
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She callapsed on the ground, sobbing and moaning. Thelittle fairy hovered, now and then
perching on Sari’ s heaving shoulder, or touching her cheek with delicate fingers.

The depth of Sari’s grief and rage touched a chord inthem all. They had all felt a stab of envy
for thelittle fairy’ s innocence, alonging for their own lost hope, although none of them could
really remember feding such hope or trust. They al felt permanently damaged in one way or
another by an enemy none of them could clearly remember. They each had a piece of the puzzle,

but it wasn't a complete picture yet.

Magda wondered if it would ever be possible to heal that much? To be as they were before the
many separations, before the great burning, before the many lives of pain and aloneness and
horrible death? Was it possible to re-learn how to trust? She didn’t know, but looking at them
al and seeing how much they had already changed, somewhere deep inside flickered atiny
flame of hope. She would nurture that hope in secret and wait to seeif it would grow. But until
they had all the pieces, how could they be truly whole?

She had a brief flash of avision — as if shewerelooking at a long forgotten scene, a series of
events... but as she watched from a place of wholeness, feding all the others gathered behind
and around her, the picture changed. The scene altered.

Was it possible that they could change the picture through their healing?

At any rate, for the present, she knew they needed to remain hidden and safe. The dark thing that
had pursued her so relentlessly was still out there. Convincing the little fairy not to call out for
love and heart’ s desire would be the hardest, and the saddest thing they would probably ever do.
And do it they must. If shecast her desire out into the world, Magda feared it would be a
brightly shining beacon for the dark thing to follow, and not even the V oice could keep them
safe. The enemy would find them and kill them all.

But she feared also, that holding back her long-oppressed desire might very well kill the little
fairy. Theredidn’'t seem to be any solution, and Magda was filled with sadness.
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The Raggedy Man

In the days that followed Desire s emergence, Magda watched carefully, always on the aert for
signs of imbalance and strife. By unspoken agreement, whenever it seemed the little fairy would
burst with longing, they gathered around her and stayed with her while she cried her love and
need and desire. And she listened to them while they remembered their pasts, while they cried
thelr fears and hurts and angers. Her tears flowed in empathy when Sari remembered dying at
the hands of an angry crowd, her hair shorn and clothes torn. She fluttered around Girda’'s head
while she raged at an invisible enemy who tried had to keep her captive. And she often rested
her head on Mabe’ s chest while she cried her terrors of the dark and formless dangers from an
enemy who wanted them dead.

They began to notice changes in their valley, subtle at first, and then unmistakable. One day Sari
and Magda, walking along a path that ran beneath a grove of trees, were startled to see great

clumps of nearly-ripe fruit hanging from previously barren branches.

“Oh!” Magda cried, “I always wanted a grove of fruit trees.” She paused, puzzled. “But these

weren't fruit bearing trees, were they?’

Sari shrugged.

Mabel discovered alush flowering garden growing where there had once been only adry brown
slope of dirt and rock. New green grasses and flowers sprang up all over the valley. Beautiful
birds of a kind they’ d never seen before came to nest in the trees and filled the valley with their
happy chatter. Wild strawberries seemed to grow overnight, which made Girda ecstatic. “I
LOVE strawberries!” she would mutter, grinning, her mouth and hands and pockets full to
overflowing with sweset red fruit. They began to fed they wereliving in amystical place filled
with hidden magic that fulfilled their heart’s desires before they even knew them.

One day Magda, Mabd, Girda and Sari stood admiring a beautiful tree with the most fragrant
blossoms that had grown up overnight near the mouth of the cave. Sari breathed in the perfume
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and sighed, “The cave will smdl so wonderful, it’s like something | dreamed about. It’s like

magic.”

“Themagicisinyou,” avoice said, behind them. “I canfed it.”

They looked around and saw what appeared to be a very old man stooped and weary, standing
beneath the trees. He was covered with dirty rags and his feet were bare and bleeding. Much of
his face was obscured by long, filthy, straggly hair, but his eyes, when he looked up at them,
were a bright piercing blue. They fet drawn in by those eyes, pulled into a deep well of
compassion and caring and soft, gently rocking waves....

“Who are you?’ boomed Girda, breaking the spell, one hand moving to the hilt of her sword.

“1 don’'t remember my name,” the man said. “1’m not sure how | came here. |I've been
wandering for so long. | was traveling with a companion who escaped with me from the dark
place. | ... | kept seeing a soft glowing on the horizon, but every time we seemed to be close, it
would disappear. My companion finally got fed up and went his own way, and all of asudden |
found mysdf herel” He paused and looked at the little group gathered on the grass. “What is this
place?’ he asked.

Mabe said, “Thisisour secret glen of tears.”

Magda and Sari looked at each other. “This companion,” Magda said, “who was he? Did you

know him well?’
“WEell, no,” the man said. “He helped me escape, but I’'m not sure who hewas. He never talked
about himsdf.” He looked around the valley in wonder. “Y ou’vefilled this valley with magic. |

canfed it. Themagicisinyou,” hesaid again. “In all of you.”

Magda said, “Y ou'rewelcometo join us. Thisiswherewe can tell our stories, remember our
past, fed our pain.”
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The Raggedy Man hesitated. “I don't really belong here,” He looked around at them sadly. “But
... I’ve brought these two... they need healing so much more than me and | think they do belong
here with you. | had to get them out of the dark place. Please, can you help them?’

He unfolded some of the rags and revealed two small figures. One might have been a young girl
once, before she had been so badly treated. She was gaunt, nearly skeletal. Only one arm
remained of her limbs, the others were more or less stubs, wrapped in dirty rags. A long jagged
scar marred the side of her face, permanently closing one eye and causing her mouth to droop.
Her one good eye gazed out at the world blankly. Blind? They couldn’t tell. She did not move
or respond to anything, seemed not to see or hear them.

The other figure appeared to be a very small child with a huge mop of tangled brown hair
hanging down over her dirty face. She snarled and growled and snapped at them like awild
animal when the man pulled back her wrappings, and they could just see angry brown eyes
scowling at them. She swiped at them with her hands like claws, and they could see marks that
looked like some creature had taken bites out of her shoulders and arms. There were similar
wounds on her bare feet and legs, and they all looked infected and raw. Therest of her was
covered with old purpling bruises, filth, and what looked to be old, dried, crusted blood.

“Ooohhhh” Mabel groaned.

“Bring them to the cave,” Magda said.

Girdatook the bundles from the man and went into the cave. The others started after her, but the

man hesitated and then turned to leave.

“Where areyou going?’ Sari called out.

“1 should go,” theman said. “I ... | don't belong here.”

Magda went to the man and touched his sleeve. “1f you found us, so you must belong here. And
we welcome you to stay and heal with us. If you want to. You don’t haveto be alone in the

world, you can stay here and be safe, for as long as you want.”
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He looked around the valley and then back at them. Tearswelled up in his eyes.

Just then the little fairy flew over the hill and swooped toward them. She was glowing pink and
gold and streaks of green were shooting out from her like tiny verdant bolts of lightening. She
hovered briefly above the Raggedy Man and then swooped down on him in afrenzy of ddight.
She darted in and around and up and down — into his raggedy jacket and out his raggedy Sleeve,
between his raggedy legs and around his raggedy head.

The others gaped in amazement and began to chuckle at Desiree’ s antics. She was moving so
fast she was almost a blur of light, and it looked to them like she was wrapping him up in green
and gold and pink ribbons of light. He stood in the center of this whirlwind, stunned at first, and
then he began to chuckle too. When she got tangled in his raggedy hair he collapsed to the
ground laughing and finally managed to get hold of her and gently untangle her. She sat on his
hand, eyes shining, and wings shimmering - she was still shooting out little bolts of green light.

Helooked at her and smiled. “Thank you for the lovely welcome, littleone.” His smilefaded as
he continued to gaze at her. His brow furrowed. “Do | know you? Or, maybe| knew someone
like you once, | think... long ago.” He frowned and shook his head. “I can't remember anything

very well.”

Magda said, “We reall still trying to remember too.”
Sari said, “That’s what we' re herefor. We share, we cry, we remember.”
Mabd said, shyly, “So, will you stay?’

“Yes,” hesaid. “Thank you, | would like to stay.”
This sent Desireeinto another flying frenzy, thistimein the air over their heads — swirling,
circling, dipping, dancing, and painting the slowly darkening sky with pink and gold and green

trails.

They all went to join Girdain the cave. She had begun to remove the wrappings from the new
arrivals and had finally given up on the feral child after getting scratched a few times. They
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talked it over and finally Girda took one arm and Magda the other and they plopped her into the
pool, rags and all. She hissed and snarled at them until the warm water touched her skin and
then she subsided, whether in shock or comfort, they couldn’t tell. Sheretreated to the far end of
the pool and sank her small sef up to her nosein the warm waters. She closed her eyes and
except for the occasional whimper, was silent. They thought maybe she had fallen asleep, so
Magda tried to approach her to examine her wounds. As soon as she sensed someone close,
though, the child’s eyes flew open and she snarled and threatened to scratch. So, they left her
alone.

The crippled one began to cry silently as soon as they put her in the pool. Sari and Mabe held
her between them and she continued to cry, tears streaming from her one undamaged eye as they
gently removed the dirty rags and washed her wounds. They could see now that she wasn’'t
blind, at least not physically. But she seemed to be able to “not see” at will, as if whatever
horrors she had witnessed had forced her to learn blindness, in an effort to block it all out.

The Raggedy Man sat on a stone ledge and watched.
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The Dark Place

The next few weeks were painful for all of them. They all tried everything they could think of to
coax their new arrivals into opening and trusting them with their pain. But the little cripple
seemed to shrink farther and farther inside hersdlf, no matter what they did. And athough the
wild child seemed to trust Raggedy Man to a degree, she wouldn’t let any one else come near
her, and she seemed particularly hostile to Mabd and Magda, which puzzled them.

What had they suffered? What horrors had they witnessed and lived through? Ther questions

went unanswered.

The Raggedy Man remained at a distance, always silent, watching, his eyes sad and weary. He
hadn’t been able to give them a name, so they continued to call him The Raggedy Man, and he
seemed content with that. He watched them as they tended to their new arrivals. He watched
from the base of a nearby tree while they sang and talked. He sat and watched and listened
during their evening sharing around thefire. But never did he come close and joinin.

Both Sari and the little fairy were totally enamored of him, old and dirty as hewas. And there
was an aura of mystery around him that Magda didn’t understand. His eyes, for instance. They
weren't the eyes of an old man, even though they were tired and hurt. He was a puzzlement. So,

she watched him too, and let her truth-seeker reach out to him.

“He s punishing himself for something,” shetold Sari one morning. “Hefeds bad, like he's
done something very, very wrong and deserves to be punished.”

“What could he possibly have donewrong?’ Sari asked, puzzled.

“I’m not saying he really has done anything wrong. But HE believes he has.” Magda furrowed
her brow. “Hefedslike... hefedsalot to melike... the Voice.”

“Y ou mean, like maybe he'sin disguise?’
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“No, I don't think so,” Magda chewed thoughtfully on along blade of grass, “More like they’'re
related or something. But he doesn’t want to say. Maybe he doesn’t remember.”

Sari frowned. “He doesn't want to talk about it or share his pain. Maybe he doesn’t want to
remember.”

“Hmm, you'reright,” Magda said slowly, “Hejust holds himself away, doesn’'t he?’
Sari said, “I think he'll avoid his pain as long as possible. | don’t think he's used to letting it out.
But, he' s seen us sharing. If he's holding something he's ashamed of, he' s got to know it’s safe

to shareit here He s seen that we still love each other, no matter what it is.”

“But maybe holding onto his pain is another way that he punishes himself.”

They let him hide and avoid himsdlf for another week, and then they decided to push alittle.
That night as they settled around the fire, Sari went to the Raggedy Man, who was sitting on a
rock alittle ways away. Shetook his hand and drew him, resisting, to their circle.

“Please, won't you join us? Wouldn't you like to share too?” Magda asked him.

He shook his head and started to back away, but was stopped by Sari’s pleading eyes and
Desireg sinsistent swooping around his head. Reuctantly he sat down.

“l don’'t know whereto start,” he said. “My memories are so jumbled...”

There was a moment of silence while they waited, then Girda suggested, “ Start with who you

are.”
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He bent his head. “I am the son of my father,” he sighed and then shrugged. “Well, so he told
me. And so | bdieved. Wdll, most of thetimel bdieved him. | tried to bdieve him.”

He paused and sighed again, and looked around at them with eyes that pleaded for
understanding. He must have been encouraged by what he saw in their faces, because he
continued, though his speech was punctuated by many pauses and much sighing.

“Thereweretimeswhen | felt like ... sigh ... likeHeand | were equal, the same. Brothers...
although he dominated me in many ways. But then there weretimes when | felt like | actually
knew better than Him. Asif | were the father and HE were the child ... pause... “Maybe that
was my true sin, my doubt of Him. ... sigh ...

He began to cry then, the tears streaming down his face.

“1t was my job to hold things together. Loving was my job, it’swhy | wasborn. So He
toldmeand so | believed. And I tried, | tried so hard. | did my best, but it wasn't good
enough. | brought love to bridge the gaps between warring peoples, love helped soothe
their angers, with love | comforted their grief and terrors. | thought | was doing well,
until 1 looked behind me and realized that fires | thought | had put out had sprung up
again as soon as| moved on. Little fires had sprung up everywhere — hatreds and
jealousies and fear and petty quarreling. Thelittle fires were growing and spreading
and | knew soon it would be a vast burning that no one could stop. | couldn’t take care
of themall! I tried, but | couldn’t! 1t wastoo much. | kept trying, even when | felt
overwhelmed, because He told me that was my job, my reason for being alive. | had
come into existence, He said, to help Him with these problems.”

He laughed, soft and bitter. “Fix it, that’s what he really meant. *Just go fix it and don’t bother
mewith it. Take careof it, so | don't haveto deal withit.” | grew angrier and angrier. Why
wouldn’t he at least give me some help? If He was the Father, and | was only the son, why
couldn’'t HE fix it2?

His voice grew louder as, sobbing and shouting, he cried to the night, “Why wouldn’t you help
me? Why wasit all my job? It was too much, and | couldn’'t doit!!”
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He stood and shook himsdlf, as if to shake off the anger and the tears, and began pacing around
thecircle. He began to speak again, softly, asif to himsdlf.

“1 tried to tell Him — something was dreadfully wrong in the fabric of things, and love
was not enough to fix it. He said if it wasn't working, it must be because they chose not
to let lovein. They were choosing wrongly. But, after all, he said, they were free to
choose. He began to get loud and angry. If they insisted on hanging onto their angers
and fears, he said, they were choosing not to follow His path, and maybe they just didn’t
belong with Him, and they should just choose to |eave.

“1 knew he waswrong! But | didn’t know what to say to Him, and besides, | didn’t
know anything elseto try. It all seemed so incredibly hopeless. But | knew | couldn’t
stop trying, | couldn’t just abandon them, | couldn’t do that!”

He squeezed his hands together as he paced, wringing them and moving back and forth more

quickly now.

“He said it was just like what happened with Her. She had doubted Himtoo. She had
constantly questioned Him and accused Him. She, too, had insisted on having and
holding onto angers and grievances and fear. And He said she always ignored his
attempts to educate her. He tried to get her to change, if not for Herself, then for the
Children. But she was obstinate, he said. All she brought to their world was dissent,
discord, demands, and doubt. They fought and fought and fought and finally she got
fed up and left.”

He stopped pacing and silently gazed into the fire. When he spoke again, it was in a soft, aimost -
whisper. “That’s what he said happened. But | saw, like a vague memory of a dream, the true

events. | saw Her, | saw themarguing. | saw Her and | remembered Her.”

He began to cry again, soft tears of grief as he remembered. “ | saw thelast fight, but | saw what
really happened. | saw Him leap at Her, | saw Him throw Her out, cast Her out, | saw Her
tumbling away into the dark vastness of space.”
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“sgigh ... | wasshocked at first. | had not believed Him capable of telling such alie, but then |
was redlly shocked when | redlized ... it wasno lie. He honestly believed she had left of Her
own accord. Hewas even feeling some hurt and abandonment, although it was well hidden. |
think some part of Him had jumped forward to get rid of Her and then jumped back and hid.
And He honestly didn’t remember doing it.”

He began pacing again. “| was devastated. Memories of Her flooded through me. | looked
around and realized we had ALL forgotten Her, in order to appease Him. By unspoken
agreement, She was no more. We had probably done it without even knowing it.
“| became aware how much was going on unconscioudy, how many lies-that-were-not-
lies were being told, how many of us had split or broken apart because parts of uswere
either unacceptable to Him, or were acting on their own.
“1 felt into myself and realized | was distinct from other parts of me. For thefirst time,
we — my other parts and me — looked at, and spoke to, each other. | thought of them as
my brothers then.
‘| want to go find Her,” | said.
‘The Father isRight in All Things,” one of my brothers said.

‘I can'tdoit,’ | said. ‘Loveisnot enough to fix all this. Maybe She can help.’

“Your doubt makes you weak,” another said. ‘We should be confident, head up,
march forward for Him, defeat the enemy or dietrying.’

“1t’syour doubt that isthe real betrayal here,” another said.

‘Yes,” said yet another, ‘your doubt works against our love. It must be your fault

we keep failing!””



He paused, both in speech and body, and sank to the ground. “They cast me out,” he said, his
voice breaking. “They cast meout asif | were ademon.”

~——

They sat with him in quiet empathy, his sobbing and the soft crackle of the fire the only sounds
in the deepening night. Desiree flew to his shoulder and rested her little head on his cheek. His
tears fell on her and rolled down her back, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“They cast me out,” he sobbed. “I didn’t know what to do, whereto go. | stayed near them for a
while, like a ghost, trying to get their attention. They wouldn't see or hear me. Every so often
they would toss out another small bit of essence, usually one that felt doubt or despair like me,
and | would pull it in to mysdf.

“1 finally decided to go look for Her. | followed Her trail, which by then had grown quite cold.
Nevertheless, She has quite a distinct scent, rich and sweet like honeysuckle, and the more |
followed the trail, the stronger my memories became, and the easier it was to follow Her.
Somewhere along the way, quite by accident, | discovered | wasn't the only one tracking her.
She was being followed by another, aswell. The dark enemy was stalking Her.”

They all gasped and shivered and moved closer to one ancther.

“Helivesin acorner on thefar side of the dark place,” he said, shuddering. “The Dark Place...
every inch of it reeks of him and his hatred. It’s like every nightmare ever dreamed, al rolled
into one. Every possible imagined horror. The ones who are trapped there are living what's in
thelr minds, recreating it over and over again, and he helps feed their fears. Torture and pain and
monsters and demons!” He shuddered again. “Theair isfilled with their moans and cries and

screams.”

He buried his face in his hands and was silent for a moment.
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“How do you know so much about him?’ Girda asked.

When he looked up at her his eyes were bleak and empty. “Because | went there. | followed
him and | watched him... And | was in the Dark Placefor ... avery long time. It was therethat |
found these two,” he said, gesturing to the two newcomers. Mabel held the little crippled one on
her lap, and the little feral child was huddled by hersdf on the far side of the circle. “But, that

came much later.

“1 followed the enemy from a distance. | watched him stalk Her. Several times| lost
them both, but always, She drew me, as She must have drawn him. And finally he
ambushed her. She was easy prey, lost and broken as she was with grief and self-hate.
He captured her and | heard him laughing as he dragged her off to the dark place. |
followed them there. He must have known | was following — he' s very clever. But he
paid me no mind. | suppose he didn’t see me as a threat. He has huge belief in his own
power. And besides, he knew about the Dark Place, and | didn't... not then.” He began
to cry again, anguished sobs strangling histhroat. “ The suffering!” he cried. * The
terrible suffering! Breaking my heart, wrenching... ah god and nobody to help them.”

Desiree and Sari both burst into tears. Magda felt her own throat clog with tears and she reached
for Sari’s hand.

“l saw,” hesaid, “ | sawasif through a fog. | saw himrape her and torture her. | saw
him toy with her. He held out hope like a carrot and when she reached for it he
dapped her down. She sank deeper and deeper into despair and there was no escape.

| was desperate to reach Her, but every time | thought | was near, | would turn a
corner only to find they were much farther off. | finally realized the enemy was toying
with me, showing me these pictures. He'sa cruel one, heis. Rage and terror warred in

my head, and | lost myself for a while. | don’t know how long. | wasin total darkness.

“When | finally came back to myself and looked around, | realized | was deep, deep in
the bowels of the Dark Place. Acrossawde chasm| sawHer. Chained and caged like
an animal. Beaten, bruised, broken. And She looked so much smaller than She had

before. The chains were not heavy, and the bars of the cage werewide. The enemy
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was nowherein sight. ‘Run!’ | shouted across the chasm. ‘Run and get out of there!’
She didn’'t seemto hear me, but we both heard a hideous cackle and | saw him then,
hiding in the shadows just behind her cage. ‘Run, run!” he mimicked me. ‘Look, help
ison theway!” he said to her. ‘Look, the little pipsqueak thinks he can save you!” And
he roared with laughter.

“ Rage filled my head and blurred my eyes and | leaped from where | stood, determined
to reach her, across the distance of thiswide chasm. | don’t know what | thought | was
doing. Rage made me leap, but terror made me fall. Down into the chasm | fell.
Faster and faster, and | knew | was going to die. Once again, | had failed and | would
dieafailure. Rage rose up again and there was a war in my head between rage and
terror and ... | blanked out again. | woke up standing in the chamber where | had seen
her. But the cage was empty. How long had | fallen? Wasthefall real? Wasthe
chasmitself real? How long had | been blacked out? | didn’t know, but She was gone,
and the enemy was nowhere to be seen. | had failed again.”

Tearsfilled his eyes and spilled over onto his cheeks. They al moved closer and murmured
reassurances and love. But he shook his head and shrank from them.

“I failled!” he shouted. “Don’'t you understand? | failed them both. | couldn’t do what He said
was my reason for being. And | failed Her, | couldn’t save Her. I... | should have died then! |
shouldn’t have continued to live and breathe asif | had aright to. The suffering went on and |
couldn’t do anything about it!”

Sobs wracked his body and he lay on his side, curled into a ball, crying and wailing and wishing
todie. Hisshame, hecried, was that hefailed and yet lived. Such a crime was unconscionable.
On and on he cried, growling and howling and rocking. They gathered closer round him, at the
ready in case his sdf-hate should make him try to hurt himsdf. At last, in the wee hours of the
night, his howling/growling sank to quiet gasps. Helay curled on his side and stared into the

fire

“For solong | stayed there,” hesaid. “inthe Dark Place. | don’'t know how long. |
stayed because it seemed fitting place for me. | wandered the dungeons and cesspools
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and stark barren wastelands. | saw many, many souls, tortured and suffering. | helped
where | could, when | was myself and could think to do it. Much of the time, though, |
was lost in the grip of a horror so deep and strong it was like heavy chains on my feet,
dragging me down into the bile and the excrement. I’'msure| drooled and stank and
raved like the rest of them.

“Then one day, came to my nose amidst the reek of decay and filth, the sweet scent of
honeysuckle... so brief and tantalizing, it woke me from some dark dream. | woke fully,
probably for the first timein ages. The scent was fading but desperation gripped me
and gave me enough determination to lift myself up out of the stinking muck and follow,
if I could.

“Under arock | found them, those two together. The wild one protecting the other, she
snarled and scratched at me, daring me to approach. Suddenly | realized what must
have happened. These were parts of Her, small parts that had broken off some time
ago. That’'swhy she seemed so much smaller when | saw Her last. Shewaslliterally
falling apart from pain.”

They all gasped and looked around for the wild child, only to find her sitting quietly near them.
She was listening intently, and from her eyes, raptly fastened on the Raggedy Man, tears were
spilling and rolling down her small face.

“There may be more there,” he continued. “More bits of Her, but | knew | had to get these two
out of there and quickly. | wrapped them in rags and hid them under my coat, although getting
near them was no easy chore.” He chuckled.

Thewild child crept closer and closer as hetalked. They al sat very still, and watched in
amazement as she nestled her little body into the curl of his belly, and covered hersdf with his
raggedy coat.

“Not so much of awild animal now,” hesaid. “Being here has helped.”

“So, how did you get out of there?” Magda asked.
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“I carried them hidden under my coat for days, looking for away out. They were much lighter
than | thought they would be. Inthat place everything feds slow and heavy and impossible.
Despair reigns supreme. But | think something was helping us ... helping them. Something was
reaching across the darkness and giving them a small measure of hope maybe, making them
lighter. And that same something was pulling at them. Once | realized that, | waited until our
little wild one here pointed the way. Sometimes it was along wait, but eventually she fet the
pull and showed me which way to go. Even so, it began to fed like we wouldn’'t make it. Along
the outer edges of the place, the enemy has great barriersin place to keep peoplein. | felt them,
dragging at me, whispering despair in my ears, goading me with my own failures, encouraging
meto give up. | refused to giveup!” he said angrily.

“Desperate, | kept on, though the going was so slow. Suddenly we came upon atall, thin man,
sitting on arock, looking very sad. He greeted us and said he was trying to escape too, and if we
all went together, maybe we would have better luck. And wedid. Innotimeat all wefound a
break in the darkness, alight shining literally from the far end of a tunndl. We followed the

light, through the tunnel and out into the bright shining day of this earth.”

“And then you followed this ‘pull’ into our mountains?’ Sari asked.

“Yes, at first it was just that... and | had to consult my little friend there,” helaid a gentle hand
over the small figure wrapped in his coat, “in secret. | didn’t want our companion to know |
carried thesetwo. I'm not surewhy, | guess | didn’t entirdly trust him. Then after we reached
the mountain, | could see a glowing on the horizon. We followed it for days and days, and never
reached it. | began to think it was another of the enemy’s tricks, but I couldn’t stop following it.
Finally, our companion got angry with my insistence and left us to go his own way. Shortly after
that we found this valley. This place of magic healing.”

Just then the sun began to climb over the rim of the earth and cast rose and gold fingers out into
the night sky, pushing the dark night back with gentle, joyful color.

“Inthisonething at least,” the Raggedy Man sighed as he sat up, “I did not fail.”
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“No,” Mabdl said. “You rescued them.” Her eyes were shining with tears of pride.

“I did, didn’'t 1?7’ hesaid. “I didn’t fail. | saved them from that place.”

He looked so pitiful and needful of reassurance that Magda wrapped her arms around him and
hed himtight. “You did wonderfully,” shesaid. “Truly. They couldn’t have got out of there on

their own.” She smiled and touched the little head, now sleeping in the folds of his coat. “We

areso very grateful,” she said softly. “To us, you are not afailure.”

70



kkhkkkkkk*k

Jether

After that, several changes took place. The Raggedy Man walked taller, his step was lighter, and
one day he decided to do some grooming. He washed his clothes first in the warm waters of the
pool in the cave, and then he gave himsdf over to the luxury of a complete soaking himself.
When he emerged from the cave, several hours later, they almost wouldn’'t have known him. He
had combed and braided his long hair, and they could see his face, shorn of raggedy beard,
shining in the morning sun. He was, without a doubt, the prettiest man any of them had ever
seen. He had those sweetly piercing blue eyes, and now, as he smiled around at them shyly, they
could see he had dimples! His mouth curved softly, but his jaw was strong. His hands, shed of
the dirty raggedy gloves he had always worn, were the hands of an artist, sensitive and gentle,
with long tapered fingers.

Needless to say they all gaped at him. After long moments of silence, Magda cleared her throat.
He was obviously feding alittle embarrassed by their responses to him, so she thought it best if
they not make a fuss about it. But Sari sighed and went all moony-eyed, and poor Desiree
couldn’t seem to stay still. She perched on his shoulder and leaned on his cheek, then swung
manically from one or another of his braids, then flew in wild circles about his head. And even
Girda admitted privately to Magda later that “he cleaned up right well”.

His second big change was that he asked them to call him Jether. They asked him about it, but
he couldn’t give areason or an explanation. It just felt right, he said, and they were al happy to
have a nameto call him.

And the third big change was that he joined them more and more in their sharing circle. He
seemed to embrace the sharing with an enthusiasm newly born, given how reluctant he had been
to share before. A few days later as he and Magda and Sari walked beneath the flowering trees,
he admitted to them that he had not believed the sharing would do much good. “Even though |
saw and felt the magic of thisvalley,” he said, “| had a hard time believing that it really had to do
with the healing circle. 1I’'m not sure what | thought it was, but ... well, the place | come from
doesn’t place much value on tears or sharing. The important things are thinking and discerning
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and knowing and rising above, that sort of thing. | guess| have a part of my father in me after
all, apart that thinks it knows better than others and doesn’'t want to admit that it might not know
everything.” Hesmiled at them a little sheepishly. “I want to apologize for that.”

They assured him that no apologies were necessary, but on second thoughts, Magda thought
maybe they were, because this admission from him felt so enormously satisfying. Shedidn’t
know why, but ... thereit was -- afeding of satisfaction, of having been proven right, after all
thistime. She said nothing more about it, but she smiled quietly to herself and hugged the
fedling to her chest.

“I guess | had to experienceit for mysdf,” he continued, “to really understand it. Maybeit's
something that can’t be taught or understood with the mind, no matter how smart you are or how
great or ... anything. How did you come to learn this, how did it grow that you do this sharing
here? Did somebody show you or teach you?’

Magda s face grew puzzled. Shelooked at Sari and they both laughed.

“No,” Sari said, “Nobody taught it to us. Well, Magda helped me when | first came here, when |
was so broken, when | was Miri and Sara both. It was my first experience of feding safe, of

having somebody who would hold me and listen to me and et me cry out all my pain.”

“It was sort of the same for me,” Magda said, “except that the safety of this valley is what
allowed meto cry at first. | had nobody to listen to me or hold me until Miri and Sara came, but
... itwas as if the whole valley was holding me, really. That’s how it fdt, asif the very trees and
hills and the poal in the cave were all holding me and cradling me and helping me to fed safe
and ... al the pain | had been holding just came pouring out. And then, little by little, | was able
to think better and words came, and understandings.”

Sari nodded her head slowly. “And since then, there have been so many changes, and it’s so
obvious to us that it’s because of the sharing and the healing! But | guess you'reright, it’'s
something you have to experience. And now, what do you think? Don’t you fed so very much

better now?’
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“I do,” he said enthusiastically, “1 really do. | fed lighter ... in places. Not al of me, thereis
still alot of hurting and ... the wound of having to leave my brothers and our home, of failing...”
he trailed off and they sat with him quietly as he grieved, his tears spilling onto the sweet grass.

After awhile, helooked up at them, tears still shining in his bright blue eyes. “I guess it will
take a while to heal some of these wounds,” he said.

“Yes,” Sari said as she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tightly. “We all have
wounds like that too. It takestime.”

He took a deep breath. “I fed such urgency, such fear about all the others, the Londlies, and all
the ones still trapped in the Dark Place. And my brothers, who don’'t understand. They don’t
know that they are so wrong. They think they’re so right, but they’ re actually making things
much much worse. | want so badly to DO something. It eats at me, this feding of urgency, like
if I don’t get up and DO something right now I’m going to bust! Only the feeling of being a
failure has held me back so far.”

“I have the same fedlings,” Sari whispered, burying her facein his coat. “It makes me ache, deep
downin my chest.”

“Do you think we should leave this valley?” Magda asked.

He considered this for amoment. Finally hereplied, “No, | don't think it’s time for that yet. Not
yet. But someday. Thereis something missing yet, something | don’t understand, and maybe we
just have to keep doing what we' re doing here until we do understand.”

“I have thought about this alot,” Magda said after amoment. “I have alot of fear about leaving
thisvalley. My memories of the enemy, sketchy as they are, make me bdieve the danger isredl.
And until we can go out there and somehow be protected, | don’t think it’s the right thing to do.
We need to pull all the parts HERE, whereit’s safe, where we are protected. Maybe after we

heal enough, and have enough ... substance ... we won'’t be such easy prey.”
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She paused and looked at Jether, his arm cradling Sari who was still hugging him and nestling
into hiscoat. “I don't mean to tell you what you should do,” she said, hesitantly, feeling how
awful it would be if he chose to leave them. How awful it would be if ANY of them choseto

leave.

Jether reached out and she took hishand. “I don’t want to leave. | have had my first fedings of
safety and forgiveness here. | believe now, in the sharing circle, and ... | bdieve thisis the most
important thing we could be doing. When it’s timeto go out into the world, if it ever IS time, |
think we'll all know it and it will fed right. 1 think ... | think you’'ll know it, when it’s time for
you, if it ever is.” He gave her hand a little shake and smiled, coaxing her to smile with him.
“Truly, | think thisis the best thing we can all be doing. It’s just, sometimes my fear wants to

explode into doing. But I'll wait, I'll stay, and share, and heal with you all.”
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The Wild Child

The Wild Child, as they continued to call her, began to open up more and more to them. She still
preferred Jether over all of them, she often followed him around, holding onto the edge of his
coat as hewent about. But in the evenings, around the fire, she would listen to them sharing,
looking directly into their faces, and often she would cry quietly along with whoever was
sharing.

One night, Girda was remembering being attacked by the enemy’swolves. The Wild Child crept
close, her eyes fixed on Girda, living every part of the story intently and punctuating Girda's
sharing with little snarls and growls. She hissed and growled when Girda described the beasts,
and her little hands turned to claws, which she swiped at theinvisible enemy. When Girda
remembered being dragged to the ground and torn apart by several of the foul creatures, the Wild
Child couldn’t contain herself. She burst into tears. She leapt to her feet and ran about the
circle, growling and screaming and moaning and clawing at the air.

As accustomed to sudden outbursts as they all were, this took them alittle by surprise. Only
Girda seemed unaffected. She got up too, and together they stomped and pounded around the

circle, making a great angry noise.

After that, the little one opened up more and more to them. She let Girda cut some of the tangles
out of her hair with one of her many sharp blades, and then Magda coaxed her into letting her
gently comb out the rest. With that great mop out of her face, they could finally see that she had
around, impish face, with beautiful, almond-shaped brown eyes and a slightly turned up nose.

One night she moved close to offer comfort to Sari, who was sobbing and grieving in some long
ago memory. As shereached out and hesitantly touched Sari’ s shoulder, Sari turned to her and
clung to her, crying, for afew moments. Thelittle one froze, her eyes wide and uncertain, but
then she began to awkwardly pat Sari’s heaving shoulder and a sweet-sad smile tugged at the

corners of her mouth.
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It wasn’t long after that that she began to speak — short words and brief sentences. And her first
words to them were“Me call Katya. Like cat, see?” She hissed and spat and clawed, and then
sat back and grinned at them so they could see she was making a joke on hersdf. They all
laughed, and Sari said “Katyait is.”

The more she healed, the more her language grew, as did her compassion and caring. She began
to express worry about her crippled sister, wanted to know why she wasn’t getting better. They
were all worried, infact. Mabd asked Katyato try to tell them what had happened to themin the
dark place, so they could know how to help. She told them what she could with her halting and

broken words.

Me ‘member dark and pain...

Pain, pain, more and bigger and forever
BAD pain,

With little minutes of rest,

Little minutes of quiet,

Then more pain.

We learn.

Even quiet is bad.

Even in quiet, pain iswaiting.
Even rest hides pain.

Dark. Lotsof dark.
Whispering.

Lies.

Screaming.
Whispering.

All us ... left behind.

No soft, no heart, no warm.
Only dark. Only cold.

We shiver and shake...
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We be together close and close and close,

We try to be safe.

In the little in-between minutes we breathe
We think ... maybe.

But then big noise and big pain,

And sometimes we run

And sometimes we fall and get |lost.

And we learn.

All is pain.

All isfear.

No safe place,

No safe...

Only whispers and lies.
Only pain.

She stopped then, breathing hard, her little faced all screwed up in a powerful scowl, but she
didn’t cry. Her hands were clawing at the ground, tearing up little fistfuls of grass, but her eyes

weredry.

They waited, but the silence stretched on, filled only by the raspy sound of Katya's breathing.
Finally she exploded. She jumped up and raised her claws at them.

“Not carel” sheydled. “Lies! Lies!!! Not care, not care!!” and dashed off into the trees.
Jether went after her and brought her back, but when she returned to the circle she seemed to
have reverted to her former wild sef. She wouldn’t speak or et them near her, and she hissed
and spat and clawed at them if they approached her.

Thiswas a mgjor blow to Magda. Their failure to reach the little crippled one hadn’t seemed so

hopeless because Katya had been opening up, but this setback filled Magda with grief and
hopelessness.
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Sari found Magda later curled up in the roots of her favorite tree, listlessly plucking at the grass.

“It’s not your fault,” she said, plopping herself down next to Magda. “Some of our sisters may
be harder to reach than others. And these two especially. After al, they werein the dark place
alone, probably for along time.”

“I don't think it’s just that, Sari,” Magda sighed. “There' s something else there in Katya, awall.
She'sangry, | know, and | don’'t blame her, but... Shedoesn’t trust me, or Mabd ether, and |
don’'t know why. Do we remind her of somebody ese, or is there something | did to her that |
just don’'t remember? It horrifies me to think that might beit, and | can’t stand not knowing!”
Shelaid her head on Sari’s shoulder. “There are so many things| can’'t remember. How can we
heal if we can’'t remember?’

Sari put her arm around Magda and hugged her tight. “I have no doubt whatsoever that whatever
itis, wewill get to the bottom of it. We'll just keep crying and talking and remembering until

every stoneisturned. We'll remember it all, and we WILL hedl it al!”

Magda smiled at Sari’s vehemence and certainty. “Ok,” she said, “Just let me lean on your faith
now and then, alright?’

Arms around each other, they returned to the cave.

78



kkhkkkkkk*k

The Enemy’s Tools

That night, asleep by the fire, Magda dreamed...

Looking into a narrow window on a dark night, the pale moon illuminates a large empty
room, bare walls, bare floor. No, not completely empty. In a corner is a blanket under
which the shivering bodies of several small children hide, clinging together for warmth
and comfort. They huddle together, waiting the return of their captor. They never know
when, but they are certain of hisreturn and he always brings pain of one kind or another.
Their silent terror fills the room.

He appearsin the room, a large dark shadow. He stands and waits, and the fear in the
room becomes thick and oily. He knows this. Heistoying with them. Then, suddenly,
Slent and swift, he smoops down on them and hammer s the blanket with a large wooden
bat. Over and over hisarmrisesand falls. The only sounds in the dark room are the
heavy thudding of the bat, and the heavy breathing and soft squeaks of pain fromthelittle
ones beneath the blanket. They know better than to cry out or try to move out of the way.

He disappears as swiftly as he came. The moon fades, the night is still.

In the way of dreams, Magda is now beneath the blanket, huddling with the frightened
children. The eldest of themistelling them a story, a tale of before-times, when SHE was
with them, and of future-times, when SHE will return to save them from this dark hell.

Suddenly from the darkness they hear a voice, very soft at first, then growing louder, and
they recognize it as HER voice. Hope flares for a brief moment, and they listen harder
for that sweet voice of home that even the very youngest of them remembers, and they
hear her, they hear her... but she is saying how she hates them, how she left them there
because they were weak and heavy, holding her back, weighing her down. Sheis saying
shewill never return and why bother, they are useless, a burden. The words beat down
on them, hammering as surely as the weapons their captor wields, melting away their
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strength and resolve, washing away that small flaring hope, like waves washing away the
sand.

Magda, the dreamer, outside the window again, moans and cries. How cleverly the
mimicry was devised, a cruel lie made to break their minds and hearts. She weeps for the
little ones, living in that dark hell.

The dream shifts again. Magda watches as the eldest girl, now older and harder,
performs a ghastly task. She is holding one of the young on€’ s arms, binding her,
tormenting her, trying to provoke fear. Their captor looks on, arms crossed. Then he
moves in abruptly, making both girls cringe. He takes up some sharp instrument and
dowly, methodically begins to snip off the young one’' sfingers. As he works, he instructs
the elder girl in methods and means of terror and torture. ‘Work slowly’, he says, ‘let
them see the tool and anticipate the pain. Let their fear build.” The elder girl turns away,
but he pulls her back, forcing her to watch, threatening her with pain herself if she shows

any sign of mercy or caring.

Magdatried to wake up. She struggled against her sleeping body, straining, horrified, bilerising
in her throat. Finally she woke, retching and sobbing, to find Katya pounding on her. Sherolled
away and gathered her blanket into a bundle which she held out in front of her for Katyato
pound on. Thelittle fists beat on the bundle, and her eyes seemed not to see Magda at all. They
were unfocused, staring at some inner horror, her teeth were bared in araging growl. “Liar!” she
hissed. “Liar, liar!”

Magda said, “Katya, hear me, it's the enemy who lies! I’'m sorry, I’'m so sorry for what
happened. Shedidn’t want to leaveyou! Katyal It'sthe enemy who lied!!”

She dropped the blanket and grabbed at Katya's hands now turned to claws to scratch and rend.
She pulled her close and forced thelittle oneto look at her. “Katyal” she said loudly, “I do not
lie! You are safe herenow. You will never ever have to go back to that place again, we will

never leave you alone, ever, never again, | promise.”
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Katya' s eyes slowly came into focus as shetook in Magda' s reassurances. They filled with tears
which spilled over and down her little cheeks. “Pain,” shewhispered. “Pain and lies.” She
collapsed into Magda’' s arms then, sobbing and clutching at Magda, “Don’'t go, don't go, please
don't leave me! Scared, oh! OH! I'm scared, oh! Oh I’m scared, ohimscaredimscaredim

Scaaaaaared!!!”

Magda held her and rocked her while she cried, whispering her promise again, never ever to

leave her or let her go to the dark place again. “I’'mright here,” shesaid. “Always, | promise.”

Over her shoulder she saw Sari and Girda and the others coming down from the cave where
they’ d been sleeping, apparently woken by the noise. They stopped short of the circle, staring at
something behind Magda. She shifted gently and turned to look behind her.

There stood a woman with short, nearly-white hair, and very pale skin, wearing greenish-brown
shirt and trousers. The moon glinted off her short bristly hair, but for that she woul d have been
amost entirdly invisiblein the dark. She was very thin, with a sharp jutting jaw and high
cheekbones. Her face, combined with her erect soldier-like stance, made her appear to be all
sharp angles and flat planes. In spite of the fact that she wasn’'t very large, she gave the
impression of being formidable, hard and cold as a blade.

“Pain and lies,” shewhispered. She blinked and looked around at them slowly asif confused or
just waking up from a deep sleep. Her face was almost completely without expression. Her eyes
were a shocking pale, ice-blue, cold and empty of feding. Hard. Magda shivered, remembering

her dream.

The woman blinked again, and turned her head to look at Katya, who began shivering in
Magda's lap. Shelooked down at hersdf, at her clothes, and drew a sharp breath. She looked
around at them again, one hand clutched at her chest as if a sudden pain had blossomed there.

Shetook a step back.

“Who are you people? Wheream |? What is this place?” Even her voice was thin and hard.
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Before Magda could answer, Katya hissed at the woman, then burst into tears again, clinging to

Magda and crying “No, nooooo!!”

The woman frowned, her hand began convulsively opening and closing on her chest. She stared.
Sheblinked. Then the cold eyes seemed to turn inward, and Magda knew she was only then

truly awakening.

“Oh my god,” the woman whispered, her voice barely audible. A flood of emotion swept over
her face. Shock. Remorse, shame, rage, confusion. Sudden fear. “Oh my god.”

She seemed about to flee, when Sari called to her with a soft, “Wait!” She hesitated, turned to
face them. Shetook another step backwards, still clutching her chest, and held up a hand.

“Stay back,” shewhispered. “Don’t come near me.”

Magda rose, and stood before the woman and looked at her for along silent moment. Katya
followed, hiding behind Magda as if shewere aliving shield.

Magda said gently. “I know you. | saw you.”

“Y ou saw me?’

“Inadream, | saw you. You were tdling the little ones stories, to keep them from losing hope.
And then, later...” She stopped abruptly, unsure how much to say about the last part of her
dream. It had been so gruesome. |If the woman didn’t remember any of those events, she didn’t
want to pierce the veil of her memory. At least, not in thefirst five minutes of meeting her. The
woman stared at her, reading her hesitation and recoiling from the truth-sense, as well as the

deep pity she saw there.
“I ... I don’'t remember.” The woman passed her hand across her brow. “I fed asif | just woke

up from along nightmare.” She turned to take in the faces of the little group gathered around the

circleof stones. “Isthisreal? Am| awake? What is this place, how did | come to be here?’
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Sari came forward, “We don't really understand how it works. But you belong here, otherwise
you wouldn’t have been drawn here.”

“Beong here?’ the woman laughed bitterly. “Belong here? | don’t belong here.” She dropped
her head and lifted one shaking hand to cover her face, the other hand still clutched her chest
convulsively. “I’ve donethings. Horriblethings. You don’'t know...”

“It doesn’'t matter,” Mabe said, reaching out a hand.

The woman pulled back from Mabel’ stouch. “It does matter. It does. If you knew... Oh my
god.... Thehorriblethings | did... thepain| caused ... All theyears | moved through like a
sleepwalker, committing horrible atrocities! | don’t know why! | don't know! | was a coward.

| should have been stronger, | should have resisted, | should have died rather than become...
this!” A wave of shame shook her from head to toe. She was still for a moment, staring into the
night, staring inward, remembering. “What have | done?’ she whispered. “What have | done?’

She collapsed so suddenly it looked as if her legs had been broken by unseen forces. They
rushed to her, but she held her hands up. “Stay back!” shecried. “Don’t come near me! Ah,
god, | shouldn’t be here. | should be caged. Please, for your own protection, lock me away!”
She began to shake, her body wracked with shivers and convulsions, but her eyes weredry. She
moaned and groaned through clenched teeth. “Oh my god. How can live with what I’ ve done?’

They formed a circle around her, sitting near enough for her to fed their presence, but not so
near as to touch or frighten her. Katya had stayed behind Magda, but now she crept quietly
around and planted hersdf close to the woman and looked at her, her earnest little face still
streaked from her own tears. The woman looked into Katya s eyes and saw the pain, but also
saw gentleness, and understanding. It was too much. She cried out, and sob after sob burst from
her. It was astrangled, choking sort of sound, as if she was trying desperately to hold back the
flood that wanted to explode from her, and was scraping her throat raw in the process. She
turned and curled into a fetal position, hands clawing at her face and chest.

“Ah, god, little one, | made you suffer. | madeyou die. | didit! Hateme! Kill me!”
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“We will not kill you,” Magda reassured the woman.

Katya reached out and awkwardly patted the woman on the shoulder.

“What am 1? Am | evil?’ she hissed through chattering teeth, turning her anguished face to
Magda. “What if | can't betrusted? | don’t know why | did thosethings. And | don’t know if
I’ll do them again! What if I'm like an evil animal, out of control, thirsting for blood? Put mein

acage, lock me away, keep me from harming you, please.”

She wept such hitter, helpless remorse and shame, it brought tears to all their eyes. The suffering

that these sisters had lived through in the dark place was beyond imagination. Magda, fresh from

the horror of her dream, had only tasted it. Part of her wanted to turn away, to keep the horror at
bay. But shewouldn’'t. She would share the burden of this pain, she would listen ... and

forgive, if that was needed.

“l don't believeyou're evil,” she said softly. “I believe you were abandoned and tortured and
brainwashed. But you are safe here now. We re your family, you're safe here now.”

The woman stifled her tears swiftly, and barked a short bitter laugh. For a moment her eyes went

blank. Then she seemed to come forward again and focus on them.

She blinks in and out, Magda thought.

“You're safe here now,” sherepeated. She saw the doubt in the woman’s eyes. “It’strue,” she
said, putting as much care and warmth as she could into her voice. “Evenif you don't fed it yet,
or believeit.”

“Who am 1? How did | suddenly cometo be awake, herein this place? How did this happen,
that | know I’ve done horrible things, but | only remember fragments of my life, my sef.”

“We all have broken memories. We re not sure how we cometo be here,” Sari said
softly. “But we seem to be drawn together, and by our togetherness, we are healing
many old wounds. Y ourswill heal too, just giveit time.”
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Rika

They had to overcome much resistance, but they finally convinced the woman to stay with them,
as afreeperson, not in acage. She asked themto call her Rika. She couldn’t remember having
aname before, and they refused to call her by the number she' d been assigned as a soldier of the

enemy.

“People aren’t numbers,” Mabd said adamantly. “Think of a nameyou like, any name.”

“What would you like to call me?’

“You haveto learn to think for yourself again,” Sari said. “Y OU choose. It’s up to you,
however YOU fed.”

They told her she didn’t have to decide right away if shedidn’t fed likeit, and then her facelit

up with a new awareness.

“If i’ sup to me, | can choose now, and changeit later, can’'t I? | mean, if | fed likeit?

“Sureyou can!” Girda chimed in from her seat nearby where she was busy sharpening a blade.
The woman looked at her dubiously. “Only for the enemy, don’t worry,” Girdasaid. “I liketo
always beready, just in case.” She patted her sword which lay nearby. She walked over and
pointed her finger at the woman’s chest, “Y OU have the right to choose, the right to change your
mind, theright to feel whatever you fed. And NO ONE,” shethrew her blade into a nearby
stump, “No one has the right to tell you different. So say I.” She sat back down and began to
work on a second blade.

Sari grinned, “So say | too!”
Mabd chimed in, “Metoo!”

“Aye, aye, |, 11" shouted Katya.
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Magda laughed, “So say all of us!”

“Ok then,” the woman smiled hesitantly. “Call me Rika. For now. Until | decide differently.”
And her smile broadened.

Shetried to hold herself aloof from the group for awhile, but she couldn’t stay entirely stiff in
the face of Katya's spontaneous affection, or Sari’s warm heart, or Girda' s infectious booming
laughter. Around the sharing circle she listened as they shared their rage and terror, but after that
first night she kept tight control on her own tears.

Katya at first seemed to blossom into the new space opened by Rika's presence. She began
sharing almost every night. She held nothing back, she let Rika see all the fear and distrust and
rage she felt for her, and though the tears burned like acid on her cheeks, she gained trust for
hersdf, and for all of them. But soon she began to fed angry that Rikawouldn’t cry and share
too. She stomped her little feet and pulled her mop of hair into greater disarray and growled
“GRRRRRRRR!” But Rikajust frowned and moved away.

They could see an imbalance forming, but none of them knew quite what to do. Katya began
watching Rika with a puzzled and concerned expression on her face. Her own sharing took on a
vell or shadow of some kind, and sometimes, in the middle of crying some big rage, she would
stop and look worriedly at Rika. She began following Rika around, trying to hold her hand, and
sitting near her during the sharing circles.

But Rika continued to hold her fedingsin. If they approached her or asked her about her
memories, she got that strange, distant expression on her face that Magda came to call “blanking
out”. If shegot closeto her pain, if atear threatened to spill, she gritted her teeth and seemed to
be trying to turn herself to stone.

Jether tried teasing her, “Don’t think you’ll be able to get away with not sharing.” He smiled. “I
tried it, it doesn't work.”

But Rika said nothing, and Magda, knowing the depths of the damage that must have been done
to her, and by her, hesitated to push past her barriers. Over time, Rika seemed to soften around
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the edges alittle. But it felt to Magda like Rika was holding an uneasy truce with her self-hate,
that she was walking a tight-rope every minute of every day, or holding reign on aflood of pain
that threatened to burst out and engulf her. She listened attentively to others, though she never
approached anyone physically, never offered a hug or a pat on the shoulder. Shelistened. She
watched. But she didn’t seem to want to say anything more about herself.

She did worry alot about the little cripple, who for the most part stayed curled up, breathing

shallowly, refusing to open her one good eye.

“I fed her shrinking away from me,” Rikatold them. “It breaks my heart to know how she fears
me. But | can’'t blame her. Thethings hedid to us ... and thethings | did ... must have done ...
to her ... and | only remember bits of it! How much moreistherethat I’ve donethat | can't
remember? How can | live with mysef, knowing how much pain I’ veinflicted, seeing the
evidence of my heinous acts here day after day! How can | live? How can you continue to have

me here?’

Round and round Rika spiraled, sinking into deep sdf-hate and lashing hersdlf with guilt. 1t was
al her fault, she was a coward, weak-minded. “I should have been stronger,” she would mourn,
“I should have done something! | should have been braver. Even death would have been better
thanthis...”

On and on she went, until finaly Sari, who felt a close kinship to her, took her hand one night,
interrupting another endless flow of self-recriminations and shoulds.

“Rika,” Sari said, giving Rika s hands a little shake, “Y ou werein a horrible situation. Nobody
could have withstood those tortures. Y ou can't change what WAS. But you can cry the pain and
fear that caused you to do those horrible things. Y ou can promise never to do them again.

That's al you can do, all these shoulds just go round and round in circles...”

“But what can | do?’ Rika barked, “How can | reach her, how can | makeit right?’

“Maybeyou can’'t,” Girdasaid. “How can | make right the killing of enemies who were not
really enemies? How can | ever make that right?’
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“l don’'t know,” Magda said, “But there must beaway. There must be away for usto find
forgiveness and healing. | refuse to believethisis adead end!” She grew angry and she stood

up and stomped around the circle for awhile. “We know this sharing works, we KNOW it. If it
works for some things, it must work for other things, no matter how bad they are. | BELIEVE in
it.” Shelooked around at them fiercely, her brow furrowed. She walked the circle once more,
determination and strength filling her. “It’s just a matter of getting to the bottom of whatever it
iS.” Shestopped, stood still for a minute, then turned to face Rika. “Yes. Ok. It'slikewhen
Girdawas spinning in her rage but not getting healing. Rika, it feds like you' re endlessly
punishing yourself and not getting relief or healing. Spinning on thetop of it. Your sdf-hateisa
walled prison that won't let in love or forgiveness, and it won't let the pain out to be healed

ather.”

“Weforgive,” Sari said, giving Rika s hands another little shake. Then she stood back and
waited, letting love and understanding flow out of her eyes for Rikato see.

Katya came and stood beside Rika and wrapped her little arms around her. “Weforgive,” she
said.

Rikalooked at her and saw the love, and something shifted in her. She opened the door of her
sdlf-imposed prison, the tiniest crack, the very minutest opening, but it was enough. Thelove
they surrounded her with penetrated her armor of guilt. She began to cry. Softly at first, she
wept bitter tears, shaking her head back and forth, back and forth. She pulled away from Sari
and Katya. She began to pace around thecircle. “I don’t deservelove,” she sobbed, “I don’t
deserve...” Her sobs grew louder and several times she beat her chest and legs with her fists.
Once she reached a pleading hand out to the little cripple laying in Mabe’s lap and howled
pitifully, imploring and begging through her tears for forgiveness.

For a brief flicker of a moment there seemed to be aresponse. A small lifting of a hand, barely
discernable. And then asingletear slid down her scarred cheek.

“It'shopeless,” Rika cried.
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“Hopeless.”

They all gaped. That harsh, croaking whisper had come from the little cripple.

“Hopeless,” she whispered again. Asthey stared at her, another tear trickled from beneath her
tightly closed eye and then she turned her face away and ... went away again, withdrawing
behind her invisible wall.

This made Rika “blank out” for aminute. Magda, instead of staying back and waiting, moved
forward and took Rika s face in both her hands. “It’'s safe here,” she said low and steady, “It's
safe here, you're safe here, we' re safe, all around you, he can’'t hurt you anymore, it’'s safeto cry,

herenow. Seeme, seeus, it's safe here. Where are you Rika?’

Rika' s eyes, out of focus and distant, showed no sign of recognition. In avoice distant and cold,
through teeth clenched and a jaw frozen, sherecited alitany. “Show ... no ... sign. Show ... no
... weakness.” Thentears welled in her eyes and she shut them, squeezing them tightly against
the tears, trying to block out the flow.

“Rikal” Magda said, gripping her face and trying to get her to come back. “Rikal”

Suddenly Rika's eyes flew open wide, stark terror could be plainly read in her face. Terror
beyond terror. One hand flew up as if to ward off a blow. She sucked in her breath and shook
her head, her eyes pleading now with some invisible tormenter, “No, no”. Sheflinched. Then

she cried out in agony.

“Rikal It's safe here now, with us, we're here with you. Your family. You'renot alonetherein
that hel, you're here, safe, with us. It's ok to cry the pain. It’s safeto remember. Now. Here.

Hecan't get you here.”
Slowly Rika s eyes came back into focus and she looked deeply into Magda' s eyes and she

finally seemed to really hear thewords. Her eyesfilled with tears and she groaned. “If you only

knew... how hard it is.” she choked. “Thepain. The punishment for tears, for any sign of
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caring. How easy it isfor you to let your tears flow. You don't know how it isfor me. You
don’'t understand how it was for us, how much we suffered for any weakness.”

Magda released her face and taking her hand, drew her down onto the grass.

“Tel us, shesaid. “Tel us what you remember. Let it come, and if it’s not in words, so much
the better.”

Rika closed her eyes and was silent for afew minutes. Then, tears streaming down her face, she

whispered...

| watched Her leave. | felt Her pulling up and away. | tried to move, | tried to rise, but |

was so heavy and so small, and | couldn’t go with Her.

| cried and called to her, “ Don’t leave me here!”

| thought | heard her promise to return for me. Maybe | dreamed it. Then she drifted out
of sight.

| became aware ... | was more than one. We were many. | had sisters. We huddled

together, trying to comfort each other.

| remember the pain, the constant pain. The moaning and screaming. The searing,

burning, bone-crushing, breathtaking pain...

The only thing more omnipresent than pain was fear.

| remember the Tormentor. How cruel he was, cold, and hard. Without pity.

Our bodies always ached. We were always afraid. We broke apart and grew smaller.
And smaller. Some of us disappeared into the dark, snatched away screaming.

He tormented us for sport. He made us pay for her escape.
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We tried to remember her voice, her promise. We held onto that tightly in the dark of the
night, in the dark of the pain. We held onto the promise and the hope, and it helped us

live one more day.

Then he devised a cruel torture, a clever mimicry with which to break our minds and
hearts. We heard her voice, asif from a nearby room, saying she would never return. We
were a burden, she said, and she had to leave us behind. We knew then that she would
never return. Hope of rescue died. We broke, in slow painful ripples. We began to
forget who we were.

All these tortures — of mind and body — he did to bind usin his spell, his dark magic.

| remember waking up suddenly in the dark, surrounded by tiny beings. They seemed
familiar, but | couldn’t remember who they were. They were like little shards of broken
glass, frightened baby goslings clustering around me, with sharp, cutting voices. They
scuttled around my feet and plucked at my deeves and made the most horrible squawking
noise. Higher and louder, their voices grew and grew, cutting me, piercing me, and the
darkness pressed all around, and | couldn’t remember why, but | was terrified! And they
plucked and scurried and | couldn’t move and finally | exploded in rage and shoved one
of them away...

Away and down into the darkness she fell.

Then, ah god, we heard the sounds, we heard the screaming and the growing and we
knew the monsters had fallen on her and were tearing her apart. My mind went red and
then black and then | lost consciousness again.

He tormented me with the horrible guilt that my rage had killed one of my own... one of
the littlest ones. Hetold me | wastruly a killer at heart and very much like him. He
tormented me that my rage was to blame, and yet, he fed our anger. It was so confusing,
andwe... | ... didn’t know what was real, or what was true. He fed our hate for Her. He

broke us and then rebuilt usin hisimage. Soon we forgot having loved Her, we only
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remembered She left us, and we hated Her for leaving us. He taught us to use our hate to
make us stronger, and soon we believed She was the enemy and he ... he was our father,

our master, our only friend.

Then... | ...don't know. There are so many things| can’'t remember, or don’'t want to
remember. Huge, long stretches of blankness. What are these dark places filled with? |

don’'t want to know.

| sensed him always. He moved us about like chess pieces, killing and maiming her,
wherever we found her. He must have laughed at the irony of this cruel joke, turning us

against her.

She laughed a hitter laugh that choked her, and they could see her fighting back tears

again.

Katya inched close and lay down with her forehead touching Rika's forehead. “It’s ok to cry,”
shesaid. Rikalooked into her eyesfor along moment and then burst into another flood of bitter
tears. They lay together like that, nose to nose, while Rika shook and moaned and wept her
bitter self-reproach. After along time, Rika slowly reached up her hand.

“I’m sorry,” shewhispered. “I’m so sorry.”

Katyatook the hand in her own and cradled it against her heart.
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The Sensitive One

After that, Katya and Rika were inseparable, and Rika seemed to have opened her heart to
Katya' s love and forgiveness in a new and deeper way. Together they walked the path to
healing. They often cried in tandem, working together through the layers of their pain. Katya
would cry alayer of terror and rage, and then she listened while Rika cried her sdlf-hate and fear
and rage. And together they continued to worry about their sister, who refused to give any more
response after her croaked whisper. Rika said she could fed her pulling farther away,

withdrawing to deep placesinside. It seemed she was frozen and drowning in the deepest of

despair.

“Tryingto die,” Katya said, nodding her head sadly. “Everything hurts. No skin.”

“No skin?” Mabd gasped.

Katya nodded.

“What does that mean, Kat?” Magda asked.

But Katya, after much brow furrowing and twisting of mouth, couldn’t come up with any words
to explain it better, and she just shrugged her shoulders and said again, “Everything hurts. Like

having no skin.”

Sari grew anxious at this, but she refused to despair. She and Rika made a sort of sling so they
could all take turns carrying thelittle cripple. Sari said she thought it would be best if she could
travel everywhere with them, one ear pressed to awarm loving heart at al times. Rika carried
her most of the time, whether in love or guilt, they couldn’t say. Magda worried that she was
doing penance, but she seemed to be more peaceful and less sdf-hating.

They couldn't tell if thelittle cripple was reassured by their touch. Most of the time she held
hersdlf stiff and aloof, although she cringed at any quick movement, and was incredibly sensitive

to any small pain. A quick jostle made her flinch and grimace. Even the air seemed to hurt her
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sometimes, and a puff of breeze made her face contort in agony. Most of the time she would curl
into the breast of whoever was carrying her and then go back to her inner world. Every now and
then she would cry alittle with the others when they shared. But it was atrickle, where an
avalanche was needed. And in between the rare moments of tears, she would lapse again into
frozen silence, staring out of her one good eye.

Rika and Katya knew some of the pain buried and frozen there, but most of it they could only
guess at. Nobody knew for sure what horrors she had endured in that dark place, and they all
waited, hoping that each night around the fire would be the one when her silence would be
broken and healing would be found.

One night Rika woke them all with tortured screams. Girda reached her first, and then heaved a
big exasperated sigh when sherealized it was only a nightmare causing the screams. She
grasped Rika gently with one big hand and gave her alittle shake.

“Wha?’ Rikawoke with a start and jerked up on one ebow, looking around at them all.
“What?’

“You weredreaming,” Girdasaid. “And it must have been something very bad.”

“Y ou were screaming the most blood-curdling screams,” Mabd said, her eyes big.

Rika closed her eyes for a minute and then flopped down onto her back again. She began to
speak slowly, and as she spoke she turned to look at the little cripple who was — incredibly —
wide awake and staring hard at Rika through her one good eye.

We were together then, Katya, and |, and ... all of us, sistersin sorrow. We were
not yet the scattered, shattered godings that we became. But the torment we were
required to endure in that place was unending and unthinkable. There are no
words to express how horrible it was, pain after pain, day after day. No relief in
sight, no hope of rescue. Wetried to die, but we couldn’t. | don’t know why.

Surely no one should be required to live with that kind of torture and fear ...
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forever. But wewereliving with it, and release through death was apparently not

an option. So we began to shatter.

Some of the shattering was ... accidental. We became like containersfilled past
full, and when we could no longer stretch to hold more pain, we smply broke under
the strain. But some of the shattering was more or less intentional.

She stopped and looked at the little cripple, and her eyes filled with tears. She shook her head
and reached out her hand, but the little cripple only stared.

| dreamed it, and it wastrue. | remember pushing part of me away... trying to get
away from the endless pain, | tried to remove the parts of me that suffered, that
FELT the pain. | was punished for caring, for hurting, for showing any sensitivity
at all, and so | pushed my sensitive parts away. It hurt them to be pushed away like
that, and | knew it, but | couldn’t stop myself. | knew a measure of relief with them
gone, and so | kept doing it. More and more of the bits of me that hurt, that could
feel hurt, that could feel anything, were shoved out, away, gone fromme, and |

never looked again to see what they might be suffering without me.

| didn’'t know. | didn’t want to know. But | saw, in my dream, the extremes of
mindless pain. | saw ... | thought it couldn’t get worse than the pain | had
experienced, but for these parts, alone and cast out, it was much, much worse. For
they had nothing else within them to balance, or distract, or help them survive.
They only had sensitivity. And with each bit | shoved out, their sensitivity increased
and was compounded by a new pain - that of having been rejected. They arelike
exposed nerve endings, raw open wounds, and they truly have no escape from the

pain. Itislike being without skin.

Rika buried her facein her arms and wept. “I have been so angry for having to remember all this
pain. | haven't wanted to fed it. I'veresisted feding it. But, how much worseisit for this little
one?’ Shelooked up and saw thelittle cripple was weeping too. “I am so sorry, littleone. |

can't ever makeit up to you, for you hold so much of the suffering | didn’t want to fed. What
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must it be like for you? | will sharethis, if | can, it ismy burden aswell. Can you trust me with

your pain?’

But the little cripple closed her eye and turned her face to the wall.
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Part Il - THE CROSSROADS
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The Gardener Man

Weeks passed with no changein the little cripple, and no new arrivals to prove their progress.
Despair seemed to infect them all, slowing their heartbeats, making their steps heavy and slow.

They sat around the fire and talked of possible ways to reach the little cripple - who Katya had
started calling Dhalla - and to bring the other lost ones hometo safety. Sari cried endless tears of
heartbreak and longing for the Goslings and the Londies. Girda began having angry tearful
nights, wanting to smash something, go out and break the enemy’s camp, DO something,
anything! Even little Desiree found it hard to keep hope alive. Her bright wings began to droop.
Magda became more and more depressed. Rika began to spin in self-blame again.

Sari began having nightmares, and often during the day she would suddenly gasp and clutch her
chest in pain. “My heart is breaking,” shetold them. “I dream such horriblethings. | see my
sisters, but elther they don't seeme at all, or they turn from me. Last night | dreamed | was
being tortured and killed, my sisters had betrayed me to the authorities, they denounced me for a
witch. And they really believed | was evil! They turned from me and embraced a cold and rigid

religion.”

“Don’t you see?” shecried. “The enemy can use our pain for hisown ends. He has no heart at
al. Hecantwist our pain around until we believe his lies and now we are faced with sisters who
are our enemies. Blind to our truth. How many of them out there won't feel our pull, because the
enemy has them brainwashed worse than Rikawas? Or because they’re frozen in despair or

terror like our little cripple here? How can we fight against that? How can we reach them??’

Sari burst into tears, clutching her chest and sobbing. Magda went to her and held her while she
cried.

“Maybe we don't fight,” Mabel said. “Maybe they’ [l come here when it’s the right time,
regardless of the enemy. Like Rikadid.”
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“But the very littlest ones in the dark place,” Girda spoke up. “they probably can’'t get out of
there by themselves. Like our Dhalla here, she would never have made it out of there without
help! We should send out a search party, we should go in there and get them! We can't just sit
here and do nothing!”

“1 thought you believed in what we re doing here?” Mabd snapped at Girda. Shamefaced, and a
little shocked to be barked at by Mabel, Girda grimaced and admitted that yes, she did, but ...
and then she stopped and let the “but” hang in the air.

“Metoo, sometimes | fed like we ought to be doing something,” Katya said.

“We ARE doing something,” Mabe scowled at her. “I don't want them left out there another
minute either, but what we' re doing hereis avery powerful thing. Do you doubt the healing?
Do you doubt the magnetic power we' re finding here?’

“No,” Katya shook her head and looked down at her feet. “I know it’strue. But ... sometimes|
fed like Girdadoes. | want to DO something, | want to go out there and pound somebody!” She
banged her fist into the palm of her other hand.

“l want action too,” Jether said. “I fed so guilty sometimes being here, being safe, and knowing
how many are out there still suffering and without help. But, you don't know what you're
suggesting. If you went in to the dark place, you might never come out again.”

“You did!”

“Yes, hedid,” Rikaleaned forward into the light of thefire, her lean features reflecting the glow
in angular planes. “But... no offenseto you, Jether, but | don’t think it was your skill or

cleverness that got you out.”

They al turned to her, questionsin their eyes.
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“It was probably intentional”, she said. “The companion he had with him was probably one of
the enemy’sminions in disguise.”

Magda nodded. That had been her thought too.

Rikaturned to Jether. “Y ou were allowed to leave. He wanted you to lead them to HER.”

“Wéll, thanks be to the protection of the Voice.” Sari said, waving at the dark sky above them.

Rikasnorted. Shedidn’t have much faith in the VVoice, though they’ d told her about how the
valley was protected. Even Mabd said that, although she' d been mightily afraid at first, she had
cometo trust his protection and the safety of the valley. “And at least he keeps his promises,”
Mabd said. “He agreed not to come here unless we invite him, and he has kept that promise.”

“Yes, he has kept that promise,” Magda said softly. She sat quietly for along moment, thinking.
Finally she said, looking around at all of them, “I think we ve come to a crossroads where we
can't go forward without some help.” She paused, not sure she hersdf was ready for this step.

She took a deep breath and said, “What we're doing hereis powerful, | don’t have any doubt
about that. But we're all feding this overwhelming hopelessness. | think it may be timeto ask
him for help. Otherwise our despair might eat our hope.”

She looked at each of them, waiting while they considered. Sari nodded enthusiastically.
Desiree did alittle swirling dance in the air above them. Mabe’s eyes were wide and frightened,
but she nodded slowly. Girda nodded too. Rikalooked back and forth between them, then
nodded too, willing to let herself be guided by their decision in this. Jether was the only hold-
out. He pulled back into himsdf, drawing his coat up around his chin. When Magda pressed

him, he grunted and gave a short nod of his head, which she took to mean assent.
Magda took another deep breath and called to the Voicein her mind. Therewas no answer. She

called aloud, “Helo? Where areyou? We need your help. We ve all agreed, we want you to

come.” Still therewas no answer.
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“Now what?' Girda asked.

“I don't know,” Magda said, shrugging her shoulders. “I fed something from him. Sort of like
... shock. Maybe... maybe we just wait.”

And so they waited, sitting around the fire, until finally the flames died down to embers, and one
by onethey drifted off to sleep.

e e e e e e e s

Sari twitched and moaned in her sleep. She was deep in a nightmare from which it seemed there

Was No escape.

She saw herself as nearly a wraith, pursuing parts of herself through the world as
they lived their daily lives. She followed them and tried to get their attention, her
need for them was a gaping screaming wound, asif her limbs had been torn and
the pain of the severed places ached and throbbed. Some of them scorned her
need, pulled away from her asif she were diseased. Some of them drew away,
confused, so far from her that they had no memory of ever having been sisters.
Some of them cursed her and called her evil, denying vehemently that they were
anything like her, or were in any way related, even remotely.

Despair overwhelmed her and she floated like a cloud above the earth, ready to
give up and die. Far below her she saw a spark and felt herself drawn down till
she stood beside a woman with long blond hair. The woman was beautiful but
cold. Even so, Sari could feel the tie between them, a cord running from heart to

heart, binding them together.

For a moment hope rose. |If therewas a similar cord connecting her to all her
sisters, perhapsit wouldn’t be so hard to pull them all together. But then the
woman turned, and Sari could see ... attached to the woman’ s back, reaching up
and covering the back of her head, was a large, simy, black leech.
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Sari cried out and jerked, suddenly wide awake. She sat for a moment, breathing hard, the horror
warring with the need that throbbed through her entire being. Shefelt a sharp painin her chest,
and clutching her heart, she rose and ran from the circle of slegping figures out into the dark.

She ran across the meadow and under the trees, and there she collapsed, crying and gasping.

“I can’'t,” shecried. “l can’t stand it. My heart is breaking.”

“You don’'t haveto bear it alone.”

She looked up to see a man squatting beside her. He had on along tattered brown coat nearly
covered with pockets of varying shape and size, and slung across his shoulder was a sort of bag.
In one hand he held along stick. Helooked at her sadly with deep brown eyes shadowed under
gray eyebrows. He seemed to be waiting for her to reply.

“Who areyou?’ she asked.

“I know your heart is breaking,” his voice was soft and comforting. “I want to help you bear the

pain.”

“l don’'t know what to do,” she said, tears flowing down her cheeks. “I hurt, | need them, | want
them so badly, and they won’t hear me. They turn from me, some of them even hate me. |
dreamed that | called to them and they rgjected me, they accused me of trying to overpower

them. And that one, the leech, oh god, how can | bear it?’

The man sat on the ground next to her and she collapsed into his arms and sobbed. She cried and
cried for what seemed like a very long time, and he held her and rocked her and murmured
soothing sounds. Once or twice she thought she felt him crying with her. When at last her
sorrow seemed to lift, she drew back and looked at his face. He pulled a handkerchief from one
of his many pockets and handed it to her. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose, looking at him
all thewhile.

“I know you, don't 1?7’ shesaid. “You'retheVoice.”
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“Wel,” he hesitated, “sort of.”

Sari looked at him, puzzled. “What do you mean, sort of ?’

“WEell,” he scrubbed one finger on the ground, seeming to be looking for words there. “Wall,
I’m sort of ... another part of Him.”

“Y ou mean, kind of like Jether?”

“Yes, but adifferent part. | don't exactly know how to explainit. I’m apart that is more able to
beinabody. Infact, that’s wherel’m most comfortable. My realm is the physical, manifesting
life. | liketo make things and do things and do magic with ... stuff.”

Sari thought silently for a minute, trying to understand this. “Y ou mean, likethe VVoicecan't be
inabody?’

“Not exactly. Well, I'm not sureif he can bein abody besides me. All | know is that sometimes
heand | aretogether, like he'sin my body with me, and sometimes it’s just mein here.
Sometimes he talks through me, but sometimes | won't let him. We're not exactly a hundred
percent in agreement about things.”

Sari laughed. “1 know how that is,” shesaid. “But how will I know if it’s you talking to me or if

it'sthe Voice?

“l don’'t know,” he said, scratching hishead. “I can try to tell you how it fedls from the inside,
but maybe you' Il be able to tell me how it fedls, or sounds, or looks, from the outside, eh?
Maybe you can help me understand too.”

“Magdais better at the understanding, she's got the truth-sense.”

Sari hesitated to ask the next question, but it needed to be asked. “Why didn’t you answer us
when we called before? Did you hear us when we called?’

102



“Yes, we heard you.” He hesitated, looking at the ground. He gave his head alittle shake, and
said, “Truthfully, I don’t know why He didn’t respond. We were both so surprised that you
called. But morethanthat, | ... wewere both afraid. So many times we vetried to approach
you. And so many times we' ve only succeeded in frightening you off. So you see, | really do
know how you fed. | know how hard it is to want to reach someone and not be able to get them
tolisten to you. It hurts my heart. And yet, | didn’'t aways listen to my heart, or my head, |
didn't dways know what | wanted and | ... | caused alot of hurt. | don’t blame any of you for
being frightened of me, or for hating me. 1... we both just want to be very, very careful this
time. I'mtrying very hard to listen, with Him, we're both trying to listen and fed where thereis
resistance or fear. We are trying not to go barging in like we have in the past, because we ve
caused so much harm that way. And thereis still resistance to us coming here, somewhere, in
someone, | could fed it. Probably morethan one. You are not all fully agreed or wanting us
hereyet.”

He paused and blew his own nose. “We had along talk, Heand I, and decided | should come
and try, and that | should use a form that wouldn’t be too scary or intimidating. Thisformis
pretty harmless looking, don’t you think?’

She looked him over, taking in his wrinkled face, gray hair and shabby clothes. Even his shoes
were old and scuffed. He stood and speared a leaf with his stick and tucked it into his bag, and
she saw that he had chosen a sort of gardener or groundskeeper for his form. He was looking at
her shyly and hopefully, waiting for her response. And her judgment. She smiled and nodded.
“Yes, very harmless.” His concern touched her heart, and at that moment she wanted nothing
more than to bring him to the circle and introduce him to the others, to reassure him that all was
forgiven. But, asif reading her thoughts, he took a step backwards and shook his head.

“Not yet,” hesaid. “Not yet. I'll hang around on the edges of things, pick up and do a bit of
gardening here and there. Until you are all in agreement about wanting me here, I'll be ...” he
paused, searching for words. “I will bea... Silent Witness. Yes, I’'ll be a Silent Witness to
your pain and your healing. Maybe | can meet you one at atimelikethis, if it fedsright, that

way it won't be too overwheming. It's hard for metoo. | need to let you al fed your fear and

103



anger at me, but sometimes it’s awfully hard to take. | have such hugeremorse. It beats meup

sometimes and | fed likel can't live one more minute.”

“Qur Rika sure understands how that feds.”

He drew aragged breath. “But in response to your request for help, | want to tell you this — it
may give you hope. Things are moving and shifting in the world. The healing you're doing here
is affecting everything, even though you can't fed it from here. It won't be long before the very
fabric of this reality will melt and change. Don't give up on your sisters. Know that in time, you
will ALL be drawn back together. No one can sever the cords that bind you together, and it
doesn’t matter how far apart you are, emotionally or physically. Y ou will always be attached to

each other. Always.”

Sari clasped her hands together and her eyes filled with tears.

“Takethat with you as reassurance. Even your sisters who arein the dark place can be drawn
out. Just keep doing what you'redoing.” He gave her alittle pat on the shoulder and turned
from her then, shuffling off into the darkness. At the edge of the trees he turned and smiled at
her in the moonlight.

“Thank you,” he said.

Puzzled, she stood there for a moment watching him leave. But then she felt her heart swell and

fill with hope and joy. She spread her hands across her heart and closed her eyes, and fet the
cord stretching out from her to al her sisters. And she knew it would be al right.
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The Need

Many days later, Magda sat watching Sari and Desiree dancing and frolicking around Jether on
the grass. She could hear their laughter and song rise and fall. The grass was sprinkled with
white and yellow flowers shaped like stars, and Sari had woven these into garlands and wreaths.
Shewore onein her hair and her laughter floated on a breeze as she placed another on the
Jether’s brow. He seemed much younger now, more at ease, and quicker to laugh. Hewas

laughing now, as Desiree flew in circles above him, draping him with along flower chain.

Since Sari’ s visit with The Gardener Man, as she called him now, Magda had felt a heaviness
and confusion that she couldn’t name. She had listened to Sari excitedly telling them about his
visit. And of all the things she told, the reassurances and his being a Silent Witness and how
they are connected to their sisters... of all those good things, she only heard the words echoing
round and round in her head that there was some resistance to him still. She turned her truth
sense turned inward on hersdf... and there she saw a darkness, places within her that resisted
and withheld, and she couldn’t hide from the truth of it.

She was filled with conflicting fedings. One part of her longed to be ableto call to The
Gardener Man and the VVoice, but there were still many parts of her that were angry and doubtful.
And, she had to admit, she was jealous that he had appeared to Sari and not to her.

As Magda watched Sari and Jether from her perch on a nearby rock, she fdt the heavinessin her
grow. It was an edgy, poky, ragged sort of feding. Shetried to ignoreit, but as she listened to
therise and fall of Sari’s voice, that beautiful and beloved voice, she fdt a sharp stabbing pain
right through her chest.

She gasped and clutched her heart, for suddenly it seemed she saw Sari and Desiree lying on the
grass, their bodies covered with blood pouring from many jagged tearing wounds. Hovering

over them was a small, deformed gnomish-looking creature, brown and bony and bent, no more
than 2 hand spanstall. Its eyes gleamed with hateful glee. It opened its mouth to hiss at her and
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she saw a dark gaping hole where a tongue should have been. Horror rosein her throat like bile,
and she jumped to her feet, a scream forming on her lips.

Just as quickly as it came, the vision vanished. Magda stood and stared in shock. There were
Sari and Desireg, still laughing and alive and dancing on the grass. Her relief was overwhelming
and for amoment she couldn’t breathe. She sank back on the rock and pressed one hand to her
wildly beating heart. What was that? What had she just seen? An hallucination? A product of

her own fedings? What was that small brown creature?

All therest of that day Magda felt asif all her senses were hyper-alert. She told no one what
she’ d seen, but she kept close watch on her fedings, and one eye at all times on Desiree and Sari.

Fortunately, they were usually together, and they could usually be found somewhere near Jether.

That night around the fire she couldn’t stay still. Shefet the tension and the heaviness building
and she began to pace, trying to ignore the fedings, and listen to what Sari was sharing. She
looked across thefire at Sari’ s tear streaked face, and then at Jether, whose expressive blue eyes
held such sympathy and love...

Suddenly there was a streak of brown, and a flash of sparks and ashes flying as a small brown
body tore heedless right through the fire and lunged at Sari. Brown bony fingerstore at Sari’s
hair, and one knobby fist pounded on the side of Sari’s head. A snarly, growly sound burst from
the creature and Sari screeched and flailed her arms, trying to protect her head.

It took all of them to pry the gnome off and they all came away scratched and bruised. Sari’s
tears were pain and shock now, and she nursed a good sized bump on the side of her head. Jether
and Girda held the struggling gnome down on the ground, and Magda took a blanket and
wrapped it round and round, pinning the little brown arms to its sides and preventing any more
scratches. She held the gnome out in front of her and none too gently, gave it an angry shake.
The gnome just hissed at her.

Sheturned to Sari and cried, feeling somehow responsible for the hurt caused. “1’m so sorry,

Sari!” shecried. “I don't know where this came from! Areyou alright?’
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Sari nodded, gingerly rubbing her head.

The gnome began struggling again, its hissing and growling grew louder and louder and Magda
tightened her grip. As shelooked into the little creature’ s angry eyes, Magda was taken aback.
There was a frozen moment of silence as she felt a connection being made. Then, suddenly the
creature stopped struggling and hissing and began to sob. Magda sank to the ground and held it
closdy, rocking gently asits tears flowed, streaking the little brown cheeks. The others settled
around the fire to wait, alittle warily, not sure what this new arrival was all about. Magda
loosened the blanket, and the little hands reached out to frantically clutch at her. Suddenly it
screamed, athin, high pitched screeching, mouth wide open and eyes streaming with tears. The
scream seemed to go on and on forever, but then finally the little body relaxed, curling into a ball
nestled against Magda's chest. She moaned and wrapped her arms around it, still rocking, and
began to cry hersdf.

“Oooh,” shemoaned. “What isthis?.” Rocking and moaning, “I need,” she cried through
clenched teeth. “Aching. Empty. Hurts.” Rocking and rocking and rocking. “I need!” she
screamed to the sky.

Visions flashed before her...

Formless dark...
Floating...
A dow building awareness of ... LACK. Hunger, Emptiness... NEED!.

A light, warmly glowing, pulsing.
Hope flares. Need aches. Desire burns,
Fanning the flame
The burning
Thedesire
... until emptiness becomes action.
Shereaches. Shecalls.

Open mouthed, opening opening wide wide open
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Feed me, calling, desire, wanting HUNGER ...

Suddenly ansnered

Suddenly

Swooping down upon her

Filling her open mouth

Pounding down into her throat

Pounding and receding and pounding and receding

Filling her ... not with love, not with food, not with comfort.

With hate.

Punishment.

How DARE you make demands of me!!! She hears.
I’ll teach you, I’ [l show you.

Pounding pounding pounding

Relentless, suffocating, smashing, smothering, choking ...

Suddenly ceasing.

Left alone again.

Darkness, cold, hunger now fed by hatred of self.

Great wrongness, a seething furnace of death, alive in her belly.

A long blankness... dark forgotten stretch of time...
Then a voice, whispering in the darkness.

“Your need brought you to this burning pain.

It's YOUR fault.

You don’t love... You NEED.

You only pretend to love.

Selfish need.

Greedy, insatiable need.

You know nothing of real love.

You are a Liar, a manipulator.

You brought this on yourself...
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YOU areto blame...”

Then searing pain, screaming in the dark, endless pain...
Endless hungry grinding teeth-gnashing need...

No relief

No comfort

Endless hungry no-death

Magda struggled against the emptiness for a brief eternity, hovering on the brink of the fearful
abyss, and then she and the little onefell into it together. Heads thrown back, mouths open wide,
they screamed and howled, like lonely dogs howling at the moon. Gaping need, emptiness
unfilled, hungry hungry hungry! In between the mournful howling, they cried little gasps of
mewling shame, trying to stifle their own need, but then it would erupt again, and again they
threw their heads back and howled and howled.

When the tears finadly subsided, Magda whispered, “1’m so sorry, Sari. | didn't know ... | didn’t
want to fed thisneed. | won't let her hurt you again.”

Sari cameto sit next to her and gently squeezed her arm.

“Who is she?’ Mabe asked.

“She’s one of us, sister to Desireand Love, | think,” Magda said. “Sheis Need. All my needy
baby fedlings - longing, emptiness, hunger, desireto be loved. She was condemned and blamed
and cast out and ... left empty and alone with her need al this long time. No wonder she's so
angry. And jealous. | didn't want to know her. | didn’t want to fed these things. | wanted to be

loving, | didn't want to be petty and jealous.”

Sari said, “It’s ok, no matter what it is. Whatever we fed is ok here, right?’ Shereached out a
hand, and Magdatook it and held it to her cheek.
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“I remembered, Sari,” she breathed. “I was there too, long ago, when we reached. I... We
blamed the need, and the desire.” She began to cry again, “I’m so sorry, for her, for you, for all

of ugl”

Magda dropped her head. Soon she was sobbing deeply and clinging to Sari’s hand. “I’m so
jealous that you met Him, the Voice... and the Gardener... and | see you and Jether together and
| hateyou. | want to hurt you. Heloves you and not me and it hurts so much,” she cringed away
from Sari, but Sari hdd Magdatightly. “I hate my need,” she shouted. “I hate you for being
abletolove! Sometimes| fed like |l have no heart. | want to be able to be affectionate and
warm like you. | want to be loved, | need that love. And | hate my need!” Sari held on tightly
and Desiree came to land nearby, her wings fluttering a little in distress. The others gathered

close, wrapping Magda and the little gnome in a safe cocoon.

There, safein the circle of their arms, she broke through the locked door to another room full of

memories. She found herself screaming “1 hate you!” to along ago lover...

... alover who was also the Voice, sherealized. Yes, the Voice, but not the warm Voice
she knew now... a colder, more heartless version. In some long ago time she loved him
and he rgjected her. He was so cold, so hard. Lord of Ice and Sone.

Hatred mixed with her heartbreak. She saw him standing over her, glaring and
sneering, indifferent to both her love and her pain. She felt like a bug on a pin, the way
he looked at her so coldly. Then he turned from her, his eyes released her, and she felt
her heart breaking, shattering into a million pieces against the cold wall of his back.
There was nothing she could do to gain hislove. There was no way to reach beneath
the impenetrable coldness to touch his heart. Perhaps he had no heart.

In the swirling eddy of her pain, she vowed never to care like that again. She pushed
the remnants of her broken heart away, not heeding where they fell or how they hurt.
She would become just like him, and then (said a secret whisper she barely heard) he
would admire her and desire her. She turned herself to stone, shed every color, every

warmth. She became a marble replica of a once vibrant woman.
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“My god NO!” Magda cried, grieving for her broken heart. Love and hate broke free and flowed
in tears down her face for the Ice-Man-Ex-Lover... “Heartless,” she sobbed. “What a crud,
cold, heartless bastard. | pleaded, | groveled, | made afool of mysdf in a hundred ways, all for
nothing. | threw away parts of mysdf, | threw away my own heart, all for nothing! I’'m so
ashamed.”

Sari squeezed her hand. “Ther€ s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I fed so stupid!” Magda cried. “How could | be so stupid? How could | love someone who
was so heartless? How could | demean mysdlf like that for someone so cold and crud. He
didn't loveme!” She ground her teeth together and growled, “1 will never, never, ever, lovelike
that again. Never will | need someone' s love like that, never! | hate him!” She shook her fist at
the sky. “You wereright, the more | remember, the less | like you!” she shouted to the VVoice.
Whether he heard or not, shedidn’'t know. The sky was silent.

She blew her nose and was quiet for a moment. “The really stupid thing is,” she said softly, “I
thought if | got rid of my need, | wouldn’t be so stupid and vulnerable anymore, but it didn’t
help. 1 still loved him. And | still want and need his love even now. It was buried really deep,
but I guess you can't entirely kill love, no matter how hard you try. So all | succeeded in doing
was casting out this little one, and leaving her to cold and hunger. 1I’'m so sorry.” She began to
weep again, big crocodile tears rolling down her cheeks. Slowly, hesitantly, a small brown hand
crept out from the folds of the blanket, and gently patted her cheek. And they all held her and
rocked her while she cried.

Suddenly, they heard from deep in the darkness around them, a horrible scream. It started as a
long mournful wailing, then became a shrieking kind of sound. It seemed the owner needed no
breath, for the sound went on and on and on. Girda jumped up and shouted, “Begone, foul
wraith!” and shook her sword at the sound, but the voice just shrieked with laughter. They
shivered and huddled close together, peering into the dark night, but they could see nothing.
Finaly, after what seemed like a very long time, the shrieking died down and faded away, and
the night was silent once more.

“W-w-was that the enemy?’ Mabd stuttered.
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“One of the enemy’ s servants, perhaps,” Girda said, her sword still in her hand.

“No, I don't think so,” Rika said. Shelooked at Magda who was staring off into the night.

“No, | don't think it was the enemy,” Magda said. “It didn't fed like the dark one. It fdt like...
something familiar.” Shelooked back at them. “Anyway, remember, none can come here but
that they belong.” She stared out into the dwindling night. Dawn was just stretching ddlicate
fingers out along the horizon.

Girda stood and stretched. “Wadll,” she said, “1’ll keep a watch for awhile. Whatever that

screeching was, it didn't sound friendly. Y ou all go ahead and get some rest now."

Sari yawned and gave Girda s big hand a grateful squeeze. Sheturned to Magda. “Areyou
aright?’

Magda threw her arms around Sari and held her tight. “Yes, I'maright. Thank you for not
hating me.”

Sari hugged her back and laughed, “Even at my maddest, | don’t think | could HATE you. Wéll,
maybe | could, but if | did, | promise | would cry it away.”

They both laughed and hugged each other again. Jether came over and wrapped his arms around
both of them and Magda rested her head on his shoulder. Katya squeezed in and hugged Magda
around thewaist. And then Girda grabbed them all and squeezed until they were al laughing
and out of breath.
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Frozen Caring

The others, exhausted, went back to the cave to sleep the day away, but Magda felt the need to
walk aloneinthevalley. Holding thelittle gnomein her arms, she meandered aimlessly, lost in
her thoughts. She crossed the valley and passed silently through the trees on the far side. She
stood beneath the thickly flowered boughs, breathing their scent, and remembered when shefirst
cameto thisvalley. How different things were now. She followed her feet across a grassy
meadow and up awinding path, and finally, on an outcropping of rock, she sat and closed her
eyes. Shefdt thelittle gnome stir, held very still as the little brown hand reached up and closed
gently around her ear lobe. A great gentleness grew in Magda' s heart, and she kissed the top of
the little brown head.

Suddenly she fdt a sharp twingein her chest. It pinged brightly, hung suspended for half a
moment, and then began radiating outward from her heart to her shoulders and arms and
downward to her belly. It wasn't exactly painful, but it scared her. She stopped breathing for a
moment. She followed the sensation as it radiated through her, like waves on a shore, outward
from her heart and then back again. It settled in her breast and grew there, resolute and stern,
and yet .... soft as butter. Fierce and reckless, yet rich and warm. Shetasted it on the back of
her tongue, sweet and thick like honey.

Tears sprang to her eyes. She knew at that moment she would fight the fires of hell itself to keep
this little one, or any of the others of her little family, safe from harm. She would do anything in
her power to keep away hunger or hurt or fear. The fierceness of the feding, its very
determination frightened her alittle. 1t was the kind of reckless caring that would heed no
personal danger. It filled her body, expanding her heart and making her fed bigger, huge in fact,
and strong, capable of anything!

Thetears streamed down her cheeks and fell on the little gnome' s head. She whispered, “I

promise to keep you safe, | promise.” She cried to the Voice, “Please, help me keep her safe,
help me. Let no harm cometo any of us!”
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She felt a rumbling from the ground beneath her feet and she thought at first it was the Voice
“answering” her. But then from far below, deep under the rock, she heard a noise like the
howling of the wind, but more human sounding. Louder and louder it howled and shrieked. It
pierced her eardrums and filled her heart with terror, wrapping her in dark bitterness and turning
the tears on her cheeks to acid.

“No,” shecried out. “No, please, don't let it be so!” she sobbed, and yet, she had no idea what
she meant or what she was crying about. Shelaid herself and the gnome on the ground and
pressed her ear against the cold stone.

“Who areyou?’ she called to the voice deep in the stone. A low rumbling moan answered her,
shaking the rock beneath her cheek.

“Please, come and be with us. Come up and heal!”

Silence.

And then a short bitter laugh, that grew into another bone-chilling howl.

“Please,” Magda begged, “Y ou don’t have to suffer there all alone!”

Images and fedlings surged into her then, swift and huge and unstoppable. Nameless, formless
horror. Terrible, terrible guilt. Blood, and death. Endless screams, severed limbs. A series of
brief meaningless images, children with hollow eyes, a dark winter sky hovering over a smoking
battlefield littered with bodies. The feeling of being responsible for all this suffering
overwhelmed her, it clutched her heart in a deadly vice and sent her mind spinning into madness.
She heard her own voice whimpering, then rising, matching and melding with the voice in the
earth, together their voices rising, blending in a scream of horror and suffering and guilt and a
longing to die, rising and rising to an unbearable pitch. And then all went dark.
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She woke to the sound of her name being called over and over again. “Magda, Magdal Magda,
please wake up!” The voices were distressed, and she tried to answer them to let them know she

was al right, but she couldn’t seem to speak or open her eyes. She was so tired!

She felt someone lift her and shake her, which made her head wobble, and when she finally
opened her eyes a crack, seemed to see 3 or 4 of everybody.

Something was very, very wrong. She was having trouble taking a breath. With a greet effort,
she struggled up from the depths of some dark, cold place and was able to raise her hand just in
timeto prevent Girda from slapping her. Shelooked around at their worried faces.

“I’'mok,” shesaid. Her voice sounded slurred and slow, even to her ears. “How long have |
been sleegping?’

“Oh, thank god,” Sari cried, tears shining on her cheeks. “Wewere so worried! A night and a
day since we found you.”

“When you didn’'t cometo the circle last night, we got worried,” Rikasaid. “Wefinally went
searching for you. You were pale and cold and we couldn’t wake you.”

“We brought you back here,” Girda said, and Magda realized they were in the cave and she was
naked and shivering, even though she lay under a pile of warm blankets. “We put you in the
pool, hoping that would help, but ...” shetrailed off and turned her head away, but not before
Magda saw tears on her cheeks too. It must have given them all quite afright, to find her like
that. She shivered again.

“We were so afraid!” Mabe said. “We didn't know what to do. We thought maybe the enemy
had cast a spell onyou.” She reached out and shyly took Magda’'s hand. “Y ou’re still so cold!”

“I’'m freezing!” Magda said. “Help meinto the pool, I need to get warm.”

They helped her walk the steps to the pool and with each step she felt the blood moving through
her, stronger and warmer. She sank gratefully into the steaming water, thanking the valley and
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the mountain for producing such a wonderful cave with blessed warm waters to soak in. They all
joined her, eager to reassure themselves she had fully recovered. Even Jether sat on aledge and
dangled his feet in the water.

Magda let hersdf drift for along moment, fedling the heat soak into her bones. Suddenly she
opened her eyes and asked, “Did you hear the woman in the stone?’

They looked at each other. “What woman?’ Sari said.

“1 think it was the same one we heard around thefire. She'sthere, | heard her, deep under the
ground, | felt her there. | fet her pain. It was awful, we have to get her out of there, we can’'t
leave her to suffer there alone.”

They looked at each other worriedly, then back at Magda.

“We haven't heard any more shrieking,” Girda said. “But we haven’t gone out much today,
we ve mostly stayed in here since we found you lying there, cold as the stoneitsdlf. What
happened to you? How did you come to be there so cold and deathly asleep like that?’

Magda frowned and tried to remember. “I heard her beneath the earth. | spoketo her and then...
| don’t remember, | must have fallen asleep. | thought | was dreaming. Such avivid dream...”

There wasterrible pain. A great emptiness, a need greater than any I’ ve ever

known, greater than our little gnome showed me.

Drifting alone in some vast cold dark void. Alone and cold and starving. Ah,
such hunger, such need, the horrible endless emptiness! A need that finally turns

inward and begins to eat itself.

Oh, and the horror and guilt. | saw horrible things, images flashing by. Death
and destruction and blood and disease. Guilt... strangled shamed love ... and
then madness. And then a great heaviness came over me, a longing to just give
up. | felt her... someone ... singing her siren song to me, lulling me to sleep,
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whispering promises of relief and cool forgetfulnessin earth and stone ... freedom
from burning guilt and horror and useless caring.

| drifted with her, growing more and more still with the low breath of the earth.
| felt her wrap her arms around me.

Then | began to hear them. The voices, the voices of hundreds of broken hearts.

Mere whispers at first, then louder and louder and all speaking at once.

“ Have you seen my babies? The soldierstook themaway. They told meif |
cooperated... but they lied! Where are they, what did they do to my babies?
Please help me find my babies!”

“They killed my boy before my eyes, dit histhroat. The soldiers were starving and
the winter was bitter. | watched them feast on my child like they were eating
rabbit and | knew what it was to want to kill. | couldn’t stop them, | couldn’t save
my boy. Useless, helpless, miserable failure of a mother. If | could, now, | would
kill themall!!”

“Hekilled my lover, he killed himin the night, like a cowardly thief. My lover
and all hisfamily. And then he took me. He raped me and beat me and used me
until there was nothing left.”

“1 could smell their burning flesh. Ah god, they tortured them and made me
watch. A curse ontheday | wasborn, | brought this on them! Such cruelty, such
heartlessness!!! | have no secretsto tell you! | cannot save my loved ones!!”

Their voices crowded in on me, plucking at me. Their pain, the pleading, the
grief, overwhelmed me. | felt such despair squeezing my heart like a vise. ‘What

good isloving? | cried. ‘What good is this puny, useless caring? It does nothing
but ache and throb and hurt and break your heart.’

Magda paused and took a deep breath. “Usdess caring...” she murmured.
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“No,” Sari said. “Caring is never usdess.”

“But it had no power,” Magda shook her head mournfully. “They were helpless to stop the
horror. We... they, couldn’'t protect their loved ones. What good is loveif it has no power to
save or head?’

Jether nodded sadly and clutched his hands together. He shuddered, as if some private memory
shook him.

“It'Il be ok,” Girda said, awkwardly thudding Magda s shoulder.

Desiree flew to Magda and gently touched her heart, then perched lightly on Sari’s head,
fluttering her wings in distress.

Magda lifted her head and looked at them. “Just before | heard her, | felt something odd in my
chest... likeapinging in my heart, and then asort of ... BIG fedling. BIG caring, reckless
caring. It felt really powerful, really good.” She spread her fingers over the center of her chest,
asif fedling the sensation there again. “I wonder if that ... woke her up?’

Mabel said, “But, then she pulled you into her world. She froze you! We couldn’t wake you
up!”

“It was aclosething,” Magda said. “I'msorry | scared you all. 1’m so grateful for all of you.”
She was silent again, remembering. “It wasn't adream,” she said, “1 was there, shetold me so
many things.” Sheyawned. “I haveto tel you all of it, but I’'m so tired. Just let me sleep alittle,
just until it’s dark. Then wake me and we Il have our circle.”

They followed her to the bed and wrapped her in warm blankets again. “Where' s our little
gnome?’ sheasked. Sari brought a small bundle and laid it in Magda's arms, but to her surprise,
when she pulled back the fold of the blanket she saw not a deformed, knobby gnome, but a
beautiful brown, perfectly-formed girl child, sleeping peacefully, a contended smile on her small
rosebud mouth.
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She looked up, astonished. They all smiled and chuckled. “Surprise!” Jether said.

“Ohmy,” shesaid, “oh my...” and she gently kissed the top of the little head. “She's still too
thin, undernourished. But she's not a gnome anymore. She needs aname! | think we should
call her... Nora.”

“Nora,” Sari smiled, “Yes, that’s a beautiful name for her.”

“Thank you, all of you,” Magda said, and then she drifted into sleep. A natural sleep, thistime,
to their relief.
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Ghash

The sun was just setting as they gathered around the fire. Magda shivered beneath the blanket,
and drew it closer around her shoulders. She nestled little Nora closer to her heart and drew
comfort from the warm little body breathing quietly in her sleep, so trusting. Taking a deep
breath, she began to tell the story of going underground with Ghash ...

“It wasn't adream. She pulled me down underground. | remember wandering through
caverns and tunnds, feding her in the stone all around me. The voices whispered and
cried out with each step | took. It was as if my footsteps were jarring them awake, to

remember their pain.

At the end of along dark tunnel | found her. She was sitting in a corner, huge, hideous
and heavy, like an enormous stone that has compressed and compressed to impossible
density. As she breathed, she made a painful, rasping sound — ghash... ghash ... asif
her own internal gravity made it difficult for her to take breath. At first | thought she
wasn't human. Shefilled the passageway, even sitting and slouched as shewas. She
turned her head from me.

‘Don’'t look at me,” shewhispered. | barely heard her, her voice was so soft and
cracked.

She glanced at me and she must have seen horror on my face, for she turned away
again, and seemed to be trying to curl herself away fromme. | couldn’t believe
someone could be so wounded and yet live. At first | thought her skin was red, but as |
looked closer, | saw that she glistened slightly, and where she glistened ... she had no
skin.”

Magda paused and looked over at Dhalla, lying motionless in Rika's arms. She took a deep

breath. The others drew close. Sari moaned. When Magda began again, her voice was thick
with grief and horror.
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“Where she did have skin, it was covered with boils and sores, and she oozed pus and
blood from a thousand wounds. 1t looked like someone had gouged her flesh with their
teeth, or claws... or both.

Shetried to turn hersdf and hide from me, but her enormous bulk madeit hard for her
to move, and her breath was labored and gasping — ghash... ghash...

“Why do you disturb me?’ she croaked. “Why don’t you leave me alone? GO! Leave
me bel!”

When | didn’t move, she began to tremble, her large pendulous breasts heaved and

shook. She turned to me then, and her face was contorted with rage.

“Leave me! Leavemeaone!” she bellowed, and this time her voice rang loud, and
echoed down the corridor. “Let medie, let me sleep! GO!!!”

She stopped, gasping for breath. Her eyes filled with bloody tears. Shetried to lunge
at me, but she was slow and clumsy; | stepped back quickly, and the hand that lashed
out at me —whether to grab, or hit, or claw, | don't know — missed by awide mark. She

screeched at me, and finally grew silent again, except for the rasping of her breath.

“Why don’t you answer? Why do you disturb me again and again? Why don't you let
me sleep? It’sthe only peace | know, and you stedl it from me.”

“I’'msorry,” | said quietly, and my heart was filled with pity. “I don’t want you to
suffer. | want you to be with us. For your sake and ours. We ... need you. | don't
know how | know that, | don’t know WHY we need you, but we do. We need you. |

want you to live.”

“And | want only to die,” shewhispered. And then she began to cry, her tears running
red tracks over the hills of her cheeks. Her rasping sobs were torture to hear.

“I know,” | said, trying to offer sympathy.
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“You don't know,” she hissed at me. “Y ou know nothing, al you who live above. You
draw me upwards and force meto live. Y ou use melike a beast of burden, a houseto

livein for atime, and then you toss me aside like so much garbage.”

“l don’t understand,” | said.

“No, of courseyou don't, you puny crud, ignorant lifding. | hateyou. | hateall of
you. You care nothing for my pain, for my long years of aloneness and hunger. You
care nothing for the dark times when | had no home but the dry corpses underground.
You are al the same, al of you! | want you dead!”

She growled then, and the sound grew, louder and heavier, until it rang in my earslike
huge boulders being smashed together in some great underground cavern where the
sound echoes off miles and miles of tunnds. Tears spilled onto her clenched fists. She
raised them and shook them at me.

“Diel” sheydled. “I want you to die, all of you, everything that lives! DIE!”

| waited quietly, holding the space, while she raged within it. Her tears formed a
bloody puddle at my feet. My heart was breaking, and | felt my own face, wet with
tears.

Finally her growls turned to gasps. | heard her whisper “why, why why?’ and she
began to rock back and forth as she sobbed quietly. She clutched at her chest asif her
heart pained her. Then shefdl darkly silent.

“Each time| was pulled into life,” she spoke again after along time, “Each time, |
vowed not to care. But | couldn’t stop my heart from loving... a husband, achild, a
sister... And each time, | saw them die, horrible crud desths, again and again, and |
could do nothing to stop it. | could do nothing to protect them. And then, one day, one
black day, | looked — really looked — and realized that the death was following ME.
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Death was trailing me, and, not satisfied with merely killing me, it made me suffer by
torturing and killing all those | loved. | was the cause of all the suffering!”

She began to cry again, deep grief-stricken sobs wracked her huge body.

“My fault, my fault,” she cried. “Usdess love, usdess caring. And then | remembered
my hunger, my deep unmet need from the long ago days, theroiling in my bely that |
tried so hard to forget. | remembered, and | heard the whispersin the dark that told me
thetruth | had tried to hide. Thetruth —that my lovewas alie. | only needed. | had only
sdlfishness and greed, and my love was alie, a poison, a magnet of death that drew death
to al thosel gaveit to. What | had thought was caring, was a death kndll. And | was
powerless to help them or change anything!

“I tried to diethen. Again and again | tried to die, but | failed at death too. It seemed
there was only one answer - to hide myself deep in the earth. | learned to sink down,
become one with the cool stone. To sleep, deep beneath the earth, deep down where we
can draw no harm, cause no death, fed no pain. But my sister refused to stay. She says
she will not give up and sleep. She cursed me and raged at me and called mefool. She
tore herself from me with a great wrenching, and fled to the aboveground world, vowing

vengeance and seeking power.

“At first | was glad to have her gone. It was so much easier to still my breathing and sink
down into death-sleep without her. Her restlessness and rage and insistence on LIFE
were a constant source of pain to me. No matter how | tried to quiet her, she would not be
still.

“But then | became aware of the damage she has done aboveground... it has been
enormous. She has become most crud in her rage. She will not hear me. Again and
again she has tried to find a place in the world for hersdf. | watched her for along time,
waiting for her to see, waiting for her to realize how hopelessit was. At times, when the
pain drags her down, she returns to me, but she cannot stay and rest. She simmers and
seethes and it isn’t long before she explodes and has to seek life aboveground again. But
each time she leaves with less and less of her heart. She leaves her heavy, broken heart
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behind for meto tend, and she goes into the world to fight and try to gain power and
wreak havoc. Ach, and these broken parts, they cry such terrible grief, it is so horrible to
hear. | sing them to sleep, as | sang mysdlf to sleep, | sing the song of the earth and the

stone, lulling us al to stillness and forgetfulness.”

| sat down and cried with her. Together our heartbreak poured out and filled the

darkness.

After awhile, she seemed to become aware of me.

“You care,” she whispered.

“Yes,” | said.

“But you'll leave. You always do.”

“I can't livedown here,” | told her sadly.

“I can't live,” her voice dropped heavily.

“Come up with me, live with mein our valley.”

“l can't,” shewhispered. “I can barely move. | have spent all these eons trying to find

the sleep of stone, and | had nearly succeeded when | felt you all in my dreams.”

“Y ou dreamed us?’

“1 am so dense now, my thoughts are so clouded. | do not know any longer when | am

dreaming and when | am awake.”

She gazed at me and was silent for along while. “Stay with me,” she whispered. “Let
us sleep here together and dream a while.”
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“I can't stay,” | said, “but | will come back, | won't leave you here alone and
forgotten.”

“Stay,” shesaid again. “Sleep, rest. | know you aretired. Thereis peacein the stone.”

| felt my limbs growing heavy.

“Slegp and rest,” she said again, “Sleep and rest. Thereis peacein the stone.”

My legs grew heavier still and my eyeids began to droop. | felt mysdf beginning to

nod off...

“... And that’s when | heard you calling me,” Magda said, taking a deep breath and looking
around thefire.
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The Promise & The Gift

For many days the little group watched Magda cautiously. There was something different about
her, but it wasn't something they could name. She seemed to have taken no ill effect from her
long frozen sleep. She moved about normally in the valley, she slept normally, but ... there was
something different.

“It'slike aheaviness,” Jether said. “Her movements are slower and ... heavier.”

“Shedidn’t sharein Circle last night,” Mabe remarked. “She listened as always, but she didn’'t
share. If something was wrong, wouldn’'t she share it with us?’

“She may not know, hersdf,” Rika said from behind the tree. She still sometimes felt the need to
be removed from the group; they were al sitting in the shade of a large flowering tree, but she
stood a little apart, behind the trunk of the tree. “Sometimes things are hidden, shadowed. She
may be living in one room of her mind and believe sheis fine and normal, while in another

room, something else is happening entirely.”

They al sat quiet for a minute, considering.

“I think it's Ghash,” Sari said, plucking a blade of grass and twirling it between her finger and
thumb.

“What do you mean?’ Rika came around the side of the tree and stood leaning on it, facing

them.

“I think she brought some of Ghash’s heaviness up with her, and it’s frozen there inside her, just

like it was frozen there underground.”

“That would explain why she didn’t sharethe last few nights,” Girdasaid. “I am not liking this
Ghash! It’s not right to overpower another person that way!”
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Sari smiled alittle at Girda's protective anger. “1 don't think it’s evil intent, though. Not
malevolent.”

“Not malevolent!? Didn’'t you hear what Magda said? This Ghash creature wants to kill all that
lives!! And she doesn’t fight to live, she has just given up!” Girdajerked her head in disgust

and spat on the ground. Giving up was not in her vocabulary.

“But she’sin such huge pain. And | don't think we even heard a fraction of the story, or the

pain. She needs our acceptance.”

“And our compassion,” Mabd added, nodding her head and rocking slightly.

“And our hep!” Katya chimed in.

“For hersdf it’s bad enough!” Girda growled. “But she wants to drag us al down with her!!”
Rika said softly, “It’s the pain and the rage that makes her that way.” She looked down Dhalla
who was curled into a ball in the grass next to Katya. “She said Ghash had no skin in places.
Like our sensitive one here. Think how hard it must be for them to open up, to find healing,

what they must be holding frozen inside!”

“Well, then, we need to find away to get this Ghash up here with us, get her to share and heal.
But if shecan't shareor cry the pain, if she stays frozen like that...”

“If they both stay frozen...” Rika said, nodding sadly.

“We need to do something!” Girda said.

But nobody could think of what. Another day went by, and another, and still Magda did not
shareor cry. She grew more quiet and heavier. By thefifth day, they were all beginning to fed

the heaviness. It was like a sickness, cregping over them, filling the whole valley with gloom
and despair and hopelessness.
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And nobody knew what to do.

e e e e e et e et

Magda sat in the grass under her favorite tree and let her mind drift. She knew something was
wrong, and she knew the others were worried, but she couldn’'t seem to lift herself up out of the
lethargy shewas in. She kept trying to maintain a normal appearance. She walked with the
others and listened to their stories and songs. But more and more she came to sit under this tree.
She sat and watched the breeze blow the branches back and forth. She listened to the birds
singing, and she let hersdf drift.

She felt so tired, so usdless, so incredibly hopeless. Some small voice in her head kept trying to
get her attention, she fdt it asasmall irritating gnat, buzzing around her. “Wake up,” it said,
“Don’'t despair! Look at how far you've come!” But she brushed it away. The other thoughts
were much stronger, and so much easier to believe. These other thoughts told her that she was
not needed here. That the others would be fine with or without her, she had no value, no
importance, no use. She would listen to them sharing around the fire and long with all her heart
for the days when she felt a part of the group, when she didn’t fedl so estranged and ... not
needed. And what good was the sharing doing, anyway, the voices said. What good was any of
the remembering? Had they really come as far as she thought, or was it al just pretend? What
was the point of any of it?

Sherealized her gloomy thoughts were taking her further down the road to despair, but she
couldn’t seem to stop it from happening. Sheidentified more and more with Dhalla's
withdrawal, with Ghash’s desire to stay underground. It would be better there, she would be out

of theway. And if she could sleep, at long last she might not fedl any of the suffering.

But what about Sari? What about the others? What about her little Nora?
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That thought brought her awake. She sat up and clutched the ground. Shame and remorse
overwhelmed her when she realized she hadn’t thought of Nora for days. Someone else must be
caring for her!

Then the gloom threatened to overtake her again. What kind of person was she, to forget her
charge, and so soon after promising to protect and nurture? What had happened to al her
resolve, all her reckless caring? She could find no excuse, and shame overwhelmed her.

She began to cry then, and after so many dry days, it fdt like atiny trickling crack in the dam,
which grows and grows, and finally bursts. She sobbed and sobbed, clutching and pounding the
grass. “Usdess!” shecried. “Usdess!” Shepounded her chest with her fists. “Garbage! | am
nothing but garbage! Why am | alive?’

Sari had been walking nearby, hoping to find Magda at her favorite tree, and heard the blessed
sounds of Magda's crying. With great relief she ran forward and saw her there, beneath the tree,
pounding her chest. Sari ran to her and caught her fists just as she began to beat her face and

head.

Magda' s rage turned on Sari. “Let mego, let mego! Why do you hold me! I’m usdless, ought
to be dead, let me go!!!”

Sari thought her heart would break, but shedidn’t let go. Magda struggled with her for awhile,
letting her rage spin outward and then finaly, the fury dissipated and she collapsed, sobbing, into
Sari’slap. Sari held her and cried with her, tears of relief and love and grief.

The dam had broken, and the heaviness had lifted, at least alittle. Perhaps there was hope.
When the flooding tears finally slowed to atrickle, Sari said, “It’s Ghash, isn't it?’

Magda sat up and nodded. “I think so.”

“Are you feding alittle better now?’
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“I think so. Yes, some. But not completely. | can still fed the heaviness inside me, trying to

drag me down. Oh Sari, what are we going to do?’

Sari wished there was an answer, a solution, some magical thing to happen that would make it all
clear and easy. She gave alittle laugh and shook her head. It had never been easy. Why was
she hoping it would be now? Shefét in her heart they were on the right path, she believed heart
and soul in the healing they were doing. But she also felt Magda had been right when she said
before that they were at some kind of crossroads. They needed some help, and she didn’t know
what to do. Shefdt the air grow heavy around them again, and everything seemed to move

slower.

Magda began to cry again. “Help me, please help,” shecried. “I can’'t do it alone, | don’t know
what to do. Please help us.”

Suddenly they heard arustling sound. They looked up and saw Him standing there, the Gardener
Man, clutching his stick in front of him. His coat hung below his knees, his mop of gray hair
hung down over his forehead. The bag slung across his shoulder was filled with leaves and

weeds and branches.

For a moment nobody spoke or moved. An awkward silence hung between them. Magda finally
realized He was waiting for her to speak first, gauging her response. Sari waited too, not certain
what to do, but realizing this was an important moment. He cleared his throat alittle, shifted his
weight and looked out at them from under his bushy brows. Sari saw that his brown eyes were

now flecked with silver that seemed to sparkle.

Magda wiped the tears from her cheeks. Shelooked at him and whispered, “Can you help us?’
He sat down on the grass next to her. His brow furrowed, and he shook his head alittle. “I'm
not yet surewhat | can do,” he said softly. “You are safe herein thisvalley. And despite your

feelings at this moment, you are changing. All of you. Intheend, it may be your power that is
the answer, not mine, not ours.”

“Areyou both here now?’ Sari asked.
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He nodded.

“1 thought so, your voice does sound different, and your eyes are ... different. Doesit fed very
different?’

“Yes, | fed ... fuller, lighter. 1 know He' swith me, in me. Sometimes it’s uncomfortable. We
have such a hard time finding enough alignment and trust to stay together for very long. We're
trying very hard to heal with each other, to be able to work together as One, for our own sake,
but also for your sakes. But, it still may not be enough.”

He looked out over the valley, his face sad and worried. Magda, looking at his face, felt her
breath catch in her throat. She was flooded with fedlings and memories and longings and ...
need. Frightened, she turned away so he wouldn’t see her face. Sari looked at Magda, confused
and worried. Magda gripped Sari’s hand tightly and closed her eyes, forcing hersdf to breathe.
The fierceness of her love was almost beyond her control. Almost... she had amost reached out

to him and made a fool of herself again.

“Magda,” she heard his voice, soft and gentle, calling to her, coaxing her.

She refused to turn her face to him.

“l am so sorry,” he said softly.

Desire and love swelled in her, atidal wave that almost overwhelmed her. But just as the
tsunami was swelling, it was caught and frozen at its peak by doubt and fear and shame and old,
sour rage. The sudden war raging within her strangled her heart. The constriction in her chest
and throat nearly made her pass out. Shetried to speak but her throat was swollen with unshed

tears. Sari squeezed her hand and tried to help with her eyes.

“Tdl me, whatever it is, | will listen,” he said.
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Magda felt the tears spilling down her cheeks then, and a great sob broke from her. “I hate you!”
she screamed at him. “I hate you and I’'m afraid of you and I... | need you and love you.. and |
wish | didn't. | wish| could stop, | wish | didn't carel” She covered her face with one hand and
sobbed loudly.

He pulled a handkerchief from a pocket and held it out to her but shejust kept crying and didn’t
seeit. Hereached out a hand to touch her and then drew it back. Hefinally just sat quietly,
listening and waiting, looking down at his shoes.

When she finally paused, he said “I’m so sorry.”

Shelifted her face to him, then. “Isthat al you can say? Isthat it? You tel mewhy, dammit. |

want to know WHY'!”

He said nothing.

“Why? You tel mewhy!!” shecried, tears streaming down her face. “Why??" She cried and
screamed. “Why did you hate our innocent desire? Why would you pound and punish our need,

why? What was so wrong with us? Why were you the ice man?’

Hetook the handkerchief and wiped her tears. “I don't know,” he said sadly. “I don’t have all

the answersyet. Was| anicy man?’

“See?’ she said, taking a deep breath. “You don't even know all of your sef. How arewe
supposed to build trust on such uncertain ground?’

“What do you mean?’

“If you don’t know all of your self, and you don’t know why you did the things you did, how can

we know it won't happen again? How do you know you won't become the ice man again? Or

the torturer, or the enemy in the dark place?’
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He dropped his head and was silent for along time. After awhile, Magda saw atear fall into his
lap, and another, and then another. The silver briefly left his eyes, and he seemed to grow
heavier for amoment. He shook his head and drew aragged breath, pounded a fist on his knee.

He ... they ...seemed to be having some kind of deep inner conflict.

Magda' s reckless caring wanted to throw caution to the winds and reach out to him, but she held
still. Her truth-sense told her this was an important moment. Sari, whose tender heart aready
belonged to him, held hersdlf still and quiet with enormous effort. Finally he nodded and stood
up. When he looked at them they saw that his brown eyes were silver-flecked again, and though
they were still swimming with tears, he seemed to have come to some kind of decision or

resolution.

“You'reright,” he said, wiping his eyes. “It’s the only way you'll all be ableto fully trust me.”

He drew aragged breath. Then he placed his hand over his heart and spoke solemnly.

“I speak for both of us, truly, hereand now. Thisthenisour new promise,” hesaid. “Our desire
isto not to ever hurt you again. But until we fully know all of our sdf and all our parts, we can't
promisethat in truth. What we can promiseis to seek and find and heal all of our self, without
exception. We promiseto look for every dark thing we have been blind to. And if wedo hurt
you again, we promise to find out why so we don’'t do it again, and we promise to make it right
with you.” Helifted his head and looked at her. “It’s the best we can do.”

Magda listened, feding into hiswords. Finally, satisfied, she said, “Yes. It’sthe best any of us
can do.”

“But how can | help right now?’ heasked. “Thishealing ... you'real in charge of what

happens here, but | see a great darkness beneath the earth. Some places that have such great pain
and fear, I’m not sure they have never known light or love at all. That is the source of the
heaviness. That iswherethe Sisters dwell. The frozen places. Thefrozen ones. Can | help you
get love and light to them?”’
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Magda looked at the ground and thought. She fdt histrue desireto help, and to let her lead in
this. It gave her confidence, and... hope. She aso fdt in hersdf aresistance, an angry place that
wanted to keep the doors closed, afearful place that had been tightly clenched for too long to

easily open and trust.

“Thisisthereal crossroads, isn't it?’ she said softly. “Not just the asking, but whether we can
accept your help or not...”

He looked at her, sadly.

“Yes, that is the choice you haveto make. | won't force anything on you. | will never force

anything on any of you, ever again. Will you accept my help?’

Magda closed her eyes, feding deeply into hersdf, reaching out an inner hand to all the places
inside her that still resisted or were frightened or angry. She cradled these placesin her mind's
eye, and promised them they would all be heard around the sharing fire, promised too, to protect
them and never open rashly or blindly again, never would they take in such hurt as they sustained
before. 1t would be safe to open just this little bit. She opened her eyes and smiled, and he saw
the answer in her eyes.

His face cleared. He began digging hurriedly around in the pockets of his coat, searching for
something. “Ah! Hereitis!” he said, and he produced the item with greet flourish.

It didn’t look like much, just an old stoneware pitcher, about 8 inches tall. It had been painted
with bright colors once, but the paint had long since faded and was chipped away in places. He
placed it on the palm of one hand, ddicately holding the handle with the other and, eyes
twinkling, held it out to them.

Magda took it from him and saw that the spout was corked. She pulled the cork out and
immediately a wondrous, wispy, glimmering, cloudlike stuff floated out fromit. It shimmered,
and awonderful sweet smdll filled the air.

“0Oooo00h,” Sari breathed. “What IS it?
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Very pleased with himsdlf, the Gardener Man reached out and pulled the top off of the pitcher
which, when turned upside down, also served as a small cup. He held the cup out to Magda and
shetipped the pitcher. From the spout came a pearly white liquid, shimmering white,
luminescent. It was not quite the consistency of honey... more like buttermilk.

“Isit milk?" Magda asked

Helaughed. “No, it's not milk. Well, some have called it the Milk of Human Kindness, but
that’s only one of its properties. Try it.”

Shetipped the cup toward her mouth and gently breathed in. It was sweet. Just breathing the
stuff felt slightly intoxicating. Shetook a careful sip. The stuff cameinto her mouth like soft,
warm butter. Lighter than butter, and oh, so sweet. She breathed deeply, and swallowed, and a
bright smilelit her face. 1t was as if her lungs had only ever pumped thin, false air, and suddenly
she was breathing REAL air that filled and warmed and loved every single cell and crevice and
curve within her. Asif her stomach had only ever held pretend food, and suddenly she was
given REAL food to eat, food that truly filled and warmed and satisfied and nourished every cdll
in body and soul.

“What isit?" Sari asked.
“Some of my light. It has been called many things: Breath of Light, Manna, bread of heaven.
Thisiswhat you need. | think. Well, some of what you n...n-need. I... I'mnot sure, but I... |

think...”

Magdarealized he was stuttering. “Yes, yes, you'reright,” shesaid. “This|Swhat we need. |
think it will hedp usal! Thisiswonderful, thank you!”

She handed the cup to Sari.
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Sari raised the cup to her lips and took a cautious sip. “OH!” she said, alook of sheer delight on
her face. “Thisis DELICIOUS!” Thewarm liquid seemed to pour through her, al the way
down to her toes, and she couldn’t stop hersdf from doing alittle jiggy dance. She giggled.

She started to take another drink, but he stopped her. “Y ou must be very careful. Take only the
tiniest bits at atime, at least at first. | don’t know why, but too much of my light has done harm
in the past.”

Sari looked longingly at the cup, and then handed it back to Magda reluctantly.

“Just pour from the pitcher whenever you want more,” he said. “The pitcher will never be
empty. | think this will help you reach the sisters and the frozen ones, and it might be helpful in
other ways too.”

“Thank you,” Magda said.

“Just remember to be careful and go slowly.”

“Wewill.” They stood up, clutching their new treasure. He stood and watched them, seeming
not to know what to do next. They could fed his hesitancy, hisfear. Hisfeelings must be as
conflicted as mine, Magda thought. She reached out and shyly touched his hand. “Thank you
again,” she said, and then she took Sari’s hand and then went to find the others.

As they walked away, Sari gave Magda s hand a little shake.

Magda looked at her. She saw her own hope mirrored in Sari’s eyes.

“Yes,” shesaid softly, “I think thereis hope.” Shetook a deep breath and clutched the pitcher to
her heart. Shefdt asif she had lived severa lifetimes in this one day, and her body felt weak

and alittle giddy.

They walked in silence for awhile, hand in hand, hopeful for the first time in many days.
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The Manna

That night during their sharing circle, each of them had a taste of the manna. They were very
careful and only took in just thetiniest of sips at first.

Mabd was very hesitant. She hung back and watched the others first, but when she saw they
took no ill effects, shejoined in too.

Desiree had no fear at al. Infact, when it cameto her turn, before they could stop her thelittle
minx dove right into the cup and completely immersed herself. She came up grinning from ear
to ear, covered with pearly liquid. She climbed out and stood on Sari’s hand and shook herself
off, showering them all with luminescent droplets and making them all laugh.

Rika almost refused, but they all ganged up on her with teasing and cagjoling and laughter, Sari
and Katya each grabbed her by the hand and dragged her forward, while Desiree flew circles
around her head fast enough to make her dizzy.

“No matter how bad a person you are,” Sari teased, “Y ou get to have onesip.”

“Just one, Reek, come on, just atiny one. Just do it, comeon, doit.” Katya had already had her
taste and was bouncing up and down on her toes so lightly and happily they thought she might
take flight at any moment.

“Alright, alright!” Rika stepped forward. She closed her eyes and held the cup beneath her nose
for along moment and just breathed the mannain. Then shetook atiny, very tiny, sip.

Suddenly her eyes flew open wide and her mouth frozein a surprised “O!” She couldn’t speak.
She turned and wandered off to sit by hersdf alittle ways away from the fire. They watched her
for a minute to make sure she was ok, but the“O!” had turned into a bemused, slightly confused
half-smile. Katya nodded and said, “000KAY!”
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After they had all had a sip and were sure no harm had come to any of them, it wastimeto try to
give someto thelittle cripple.

At first Dhalla wouldn’t open her mouth. Mabe held her and rocked her and told her over and
over that it was safe.

“Come on, sweeti€’, coaxed Girda, “You'll likeit, little bear, honest!”

Magda smiled to hear these fuzzy endearments coming from Girda. 1t warmed her heart.

But none of them could get her to open her mouth or take even thetiniest taste. Finally Katya
curled up next to her on the ground, wrapping her little arms and legs all the way around the
smaller girl, cradling her in aloving embrace. She rocked and sang and spent along time
whispering into her ear something soft and persuasive, and finally after a very long time, she got
her to takeavery VERY small bit into her mouth and with great effort, swallow.

At first it seemed everything was all right. She sat up a bit and looked around with her one good
eye, and she actually seemed to be seeing them. But then suddenly she doubled over, seized by a
head-to-toe spasm. Her teeth began to grind and she cried out in pain.

Sari clutched the pitcher to her belly worriedly. “What's wrong?’ she cried.

Dhalla’s little crippled body shook and shuddered. Her jaw worked convulsively as she growled
and moaned, and then burst into tears. “Hate,” they heard her sob in araspy whisper. “It hates
me, you, he hates me, hates, hates, all hates me!” And then she threw her head back and howled,
along mournful grieving, heartbroken sound, that in the dark, even in the safety of their valley,
brought chills to all who gathered there.

She sobbed and keened, stopping only for a quick breath, and then another how! would burst
from her. Her back arched and her one good arm flailed wildly in the air. Magda put Nora down
on the ground so she could help Mabel hold onto the little body that had suddenly grown so
strong. Spasm after spasm passed through her, and they watched helplessly as she shook and
shuddered. Then suddenly she curled up and rolled to one side and, hanging her head over
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Katya's knee she began to cough and retch. She coughed and coughed, deep wracking coughs.
And then finally she half-vomited, half-spat, and produced the most vile looking stuff any of
them had ever seen. It was black and greenish-white, foul-smelling and gooey. It glistened and
jiggled dslightly in thefirdight. Girda quickly swept it into the fire, where it seemed to come
alive for amoment, writhing in the flames. They watched in horrified fascination as the thing
finally burst into flame and danced around for a while before finally burning out and becoming
nothing but ash.

Jether poked it with a stick, just to be sure, scattering the ashes.

“What was that?’ Rika asked.

“I don't know,” Jether said, “But it’s burned up now.”

Magda shook off the revulsion she felt and knelt to look at Dhalla. The little one was curled in
Katya' s arms, sleeping peacefully. She was breathing in and out softly, and apparently quite
normally. But Magda thought she detected something in her that hadn’t been there before. She
laid a hand to that little scarred cheek, and fdt... yes, it was there, she fdt it thrumming, a faint
but unmistakable ... something ... that hadn’t been there before. A healing had taken place.

“What isit?’ Sari asked. “Were we wrong to giveit to her?’

“No!” Magda shook her head and smiled at Sari. “Oh, Sari, | think she’s going to be ok. That
was exactly what she needed!”

“But why did it seem so painful?” Mabel asked. Shelooked down worriedly at the little body
curled so trustingly in her lap.

“1 think... | think the places inside that fed bad, that fed hate, or remember being hated... get
pushed out by the manna. It’s like pouring good water into a glass full of muck. The muck has
to spill out.”

“But what about that black thing she spit up?’
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“1 don’'t know,” Magda shook her head. “That was very strange. I’ve never seen anything like
it.”

Rika said, “It was probably not her.”

They all looked at her, confused.

She sighed. “Sometimes the enemy puts things inside you, deep inside, where your painis, and it
gets al tangled up with you so you don’'t know what is part of you and what is not. It can help
the enemy control you from far away, and it can make you do things and fed things... wdll, it
can’'t make you fed anything you don’t already fedl, but it can poke at the hurts you do have and
make them seem worse.”

“So,” Sari said thoughtfully, “It was inside of her, tangled up with her despair, tangled up with
the fedlings she has of being hated... keeping her frozen in despair and hopelessness?’

“That’s why we were having so much trouble reaching her, then,” Magda said.

“And when she got the manna, shefinally could cry her pain, and ... ©

“And that black gunky stuff had to leave.”

“Do you think there's more of that stuff in her?” Mabe asked.

Rika just shrugged. She knew more than any of them about the enemy’ s tools and tricks, but
there was much she didn’t remember or didn’t understand.

“Wadl,” Magda said, “Maybe that’s what he meant when he said sometimes this stuff can be
harmful. 1t’s not really harmful, but we have to allow for the healing that needs to happen... The
muck has to spill out, and that’s ok. And anything the enemy has in there will have to come out
too. So, that’s ok, then, wejust have to go very slowly with this stuff. Takein alittle at atime,
and know that the muck will come erupting out.”
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She looked around at their faces, lit by firdight. Their faces were serious, but they were nodding
their heads.

Just then Dhalla turned in Katya's arms and stretched and yawned. Mabe gasped and cried out,
“Look!”

They all gathered round to look, as the little one stretched her neck and turned her face to them
and opened not one good eye, but two. Twao beautiful, deep blue eyes, looked back at them and
actually seemed to seethem. Her eye was healed! Murmurs and gasps traveled around the
circle, and tears began to fall on many cheeks, tears of gratitude and joy and rdief. Thelittle one
looked at them all out of her two good eyes, blinked once, twice, and then beamed on them a
smile that lit the night.
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The Plan

The effects of the manna were degper and more far reaching than any of them could possibly
have imagined. Not even the Gardener Man could have anticipated what happened next.

They went slowly and carefully with it, and they always made sure to allow for whatever healing
and sharing needed to happen after taking small sips of the manna. Sometimes days passed with
many tears and regurgitation of memory and pain before they felt ready to go on. And it seemed
asif the outpouring of pain and the return of memory was accelerated for al of them. They
found themsealves spontaneously bursting into tears and remembering long forgotten events
throughout the day and night. They still had their nightly circle sharing, but now the sharing and
crying and remembering went on all day, whenever it was needed. And their dreams! They all
began to have such vivid dreams in the night that it seemed as if a floodgate had been opened
and memories and fedings were flooding in. Magda thought this must be the effect of the
manna, but Sari thought it also had to do with Dhalla' s effect on them.

“It' sasif — by her sensitivity — she’'s give us all an added sensitivity to our own pain, our own
memories,” Sari said. “Asif she's helping us connect to our old pain in a different way. | don't
really understand how, but it’s like she's a bridge, or something like that.”

Dhalla now cried with them, every time any one of them shared, she suffered with them, shed
tears, pounded the ground, howled into the night. Perhaps she was a sharer in every suffering
they fet, or perhaps she took on the sufferings of others. Or perhaps, as Sari said, shewas a
bridge between them and their pain, and with every step they took across, the bridge itself
vibrated and shook. Whatever the reason, she was certainly frozen no more.

This accelerated healing fed the magic of their valley, as they all became more and more whole.
Their desires and needs instantly became redlities before their very eyes. Flowers, fruits, lovely
ponds filled with beautiful multi-colored fish and sporting sprites... around every corner it
seemed ther valley was coming to life, and thisfilled their hearts with more and more hope.
Each day they noticed new evidence of the changes, in themselves aswell. Mabe grew taller
and sturdier, and younger! Her hair was now a luscious brown just streaked with gray, and
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though she kept it cut short, it curled delicately across her forehead and over her ears. Girda
grew softer and more caring, but somehow lost none of her strength or resolve. Desiree grew
another pair of wings and seemed to beincreasing in sizeas well. Katya had grown amost as
tall as Sari, and was more and more nurturing and mothering to them all. Little Nora had grown
swiftly too, and was now toddling about the valley, climbing onto everyone's laps and
demanding their attention. She had become a holy terror, but they all loved and fed her sweet
need, even when she pushed them to exasperation. Even Rika held hersdf less aloof and joined

them more and more.

But Dhalla had undergone the most miraculous changes of them all. The scars on her face had
slowly faded entirely, and strange as it seemed, it actually appeared as if her withered limbs were
repairing themselves. The heaviness still weighed her down at times, but at least she was able to
cry her fedlings of despair and hopelessness and was no longer locked behind a frozen wall. She
liked to be immersed in the healing pool in the cave best of all, and so they had all begun to
gather there in the mornings, to share and soak in the warmth of the healing waters.

It was there by the healing pool, as they talked about all the marvelous things that they saw and
felt happening, that they hatched a plan to reach the frozen ones underground.

“And the Lonelies,” Sari said, “We need to find away to draw them to us.”

Jether suggested that since Ghash was under the earth, somewhere in the rocks and stones, she
might be able to fed or taste or smell the manna, if they anointed the earth with it.

“Oh, yes!” Sari cried, “That’s awonderful ideal We can anoint the whole valley! Why, | bet,
combined with our own substance we' |l have a very powerful magnet.”

So, for the next few days, they carried out their plan. Rika and Girda and Jether searched among
the rocks and stones along one side of the valley, looking for openings and crevices that might
lead down into the earth. They found several small cracks that just needed a little work with
Girda's sword to open and widen until they had deep fissures reaching far below the earth. Into
each of these fissures they carefully poured afew drops of the manna. Desiree flew to the tops
of the trees carrying afew drops at atime wrapped in leaves. As she flew over the treetops, she
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distributed wisps of streaming banners of manna through the branches. Sari took the pitcher and

sprinkled pearly droplets down into the roots of the trees.
By thethird day, their valley seemed to be breathing with brighter colors and sweeter smells.
They could fed her stirring and shimmering, thrumming with a deep heartbesat that before they

could only sensein the cave. Now that heartbeat thrummed throughout the entire valley.

They didn’t want to overdo it though, so they considered the job done for the time being, and
they settled in to wait.

144



Part Ill - THE NIGHT OF THE SISTERS

kkkkk*k

The Dragon Dream

Several days passed and nothing happened. They began to wonder if they would need to delve
farther underground in order to reach the frozen ones. But then suddenly everything erupted in
one night, and the sisters came into their valley with a presence beyond their wildest imaginings.

Sari had begun the night’ s sharing with the telling of a dream she’ d had 3 nights running, since
they had seeded their valley with the manna.

“It's the ssme dream,” she said, “But each time|I’m a different character init ... it'slike

switching partsin aplay.”

“It always starts with dark, heaviness, some place where many of us are together,
clinging to each other and trying to be safe. | sometimes feel myself asif I'ma
child, nestled with my sistersin a nest of some kind, at the bottom of a deep, warm
chasm. Sometimes | feel myself to be the mother of these children, and I’ m afraid

that | won’t be able to protect them from what is coming.

Then the fear starts. It feelsasif death isimminent. The sky darkens and fills
with black clouds. A thunderous sound grows, rumblings and crashings and
screams of pain, and the whole world seems to be shaking and quaking. Then it
feelsasif we are attacked from above. Bolts of lightening shoot down from the
dark sky, stabbing between towering cliffs, all the way down to where we huddle
together on the chasm floor. Some of us are struck by the fiery spear. Some are
burnt almost entirely black, and the air isfilled with the smell of charred flesh
and the screams of the wounded. Thisthrows us all into a frenzy of terror and
chaos.

Then, arguments and splits ... and the dream becomes confusion. At times| am
cowering on the chasm floor, looking up to see two great dragons, facing each
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other, shouting at each other. It feelsasif the dragons are our mother. She has
split into two and the parts are arguing fiercely, with more and more rage that
eventually becomes hatred. At times| am one or the other of the dragons, and |
feel the fury, the surety that | know how to best protect us and keep us all alive, if
| could only prevail. One dragon wants to fight back, find a way to turn the
lightening back on itself, show some gumption! She looks down on the little ones
with scorn, and | know how much she hates the small, soft creatures, the children,
weak and frightened, huddled and shivering and useless. | know also, she would
rather hate and abandon them and blame them, than fail in trying to protect them.

The other dragon ... | feel her too. She counsels caution, says we should hide,
run away, try to placate the attackers, try to blend in and stay alive. She believes
fighting will only bring us pain and death.

Better to die fighting, saysthe first dragon, than go down like this, hiding and
shaking with fear. What kind of life is this anyway, she shouts, thisis NO life.
Better to die.

The little ones on the chasm floor watch, and listen, and tremble ... and they
begin to separate and argue amongst themselves. Some want to hide, some want
to fight, and they begin to divide into camps, some supporting one dragon, some
supporting the other, both camps believing equally that THEIR way will ensure
survival, and both willing to fight each other to the death to carry their point.

Some of the little onestry to hold the middle ground and keep the balance, but it's
alost cause. The arguments and disagreements grow and grow. The rage grows
and finally erupts murderous, and the dragons leap at each other from their
perches, meeting mid-air and rending each other with their claws and teeth.
Scratching, screeching, hissing and spitting fire, the followers of each burst into
the fray, and the battle is full on.
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Far above, looking down on the bloody mess, is some malevolent energy,
watching, gleefully. Itrests. It doesn’'t need to work hard any more to create
hostilities and chaos. Those below are doing all the work for it.

The sky grows dark and the thunder dimsto a dull grom. One dragon isleft lying
bleeding on the chasm floor, the fearful dragon who counseled caution. She has
been defeated and she has given up and will only lie there and moan. Thelittle
ones who followed her cannot rouse her. She will go down into the earth and die,
she says, die and give up and be done with it. Some of the little ones choose to go
with her, those that are most injured, those that have taken on the biggest burden
of despair and hopelessness and terror. But most of the others choose to go with
the angry dragon. They cannot live alone, and they know this. They need a

mother to be with.

Sari breathed deeply.

“Sometimes in the dream | stay with her, that fearful dragon. | fed her will to live fading as she
watches the other dragon leave with my sistersintow. | fed her despair and heartbreak and | sink
down beneath the earth with her. But sometimes | go off with the angry dragon and with most of
my sisters. It doesn't matter which part | am, | aways wake up with the most awful wrenching
heartbreak, and | cry and cry. | don’'t know what to do. | don't know what to do,” Sari cried,
holding her hands over her heart. “My heart is aching.”

Just then a voice spoke from the darkness saying, “Wdll told, sister. There have been many such

splittings, and we have all seen at least one of them. The dragonmother split was one of the

worst.”
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Abathyr

They all looked up to see a very tall thin figure shrouded in black from head to toe stepping into
thelr circle just behind Sari. At first al they could see of her face beneath the black veil covering
her was a hint of moon-pale skin and very large dark eyes peering out at them wearily. But then
she pulled back the veil and they saw a face that might have been beautiful if it hadn’t been so
thin and worn by cares and pain. She looked so incredibly sad and heartweary.

“Welcome,” Magda said.

Desiree flew over then, excited and curious, and perched on Magda' s shoulder to be near. Sari
reached out to take the woman's hand, and she felt awrenching in her own heart at the contact.

The woman looked at Sari sadly. “Sister, you dreamed true’ she said, squeezing Sari’s hand.
Then she looked over the top of Sari’s head at Magda and the little group gathered around the
fire. “Greetings. And thank you for the welcome,” she said softly.

“Who areyou?’ Sari asked, sniffing and wiping her eyes.

“I have no name anymore. | am no one. | am many no ones.”

She opened her robe and they saw it was lined with many small pockets, and each pocket was
filled with atiny creature. Some were fairy-like, gold and green and pink, but some were less
formed, more like tiny embryo.

“We have many names. | speak for us. Call me... Abathyr. For now. That will do.”

She smiled sadly again. Sari bent to look with delight at the tiny beings filling her pockets.

“Oh!” shecried, clapping her hands, “Arethese our Lonelies?’
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“Lonelies? | don’'t know what that means. These are many bits | have found hither and thither,

over hill and under dale, out yonder and back again.”

Most of the tiny creatures were fast asleep, but one or two raised their heads and blinked in the
moonlight. And one bold creature actually stood and tugged on Abathyr’s thumb, begging to be
lifted. Desiree fluttered her wings from Magda' s shoulder and waved at the little one. Abathyr
lifted her gently and settled her on her own shoulder, close to her face so the little one could hold
onto her ear. They saw that she was smaller than Desiree, and her wings, though a beautiful
bright green, seemed to be only half-formed. From their perches she and Desiree gazed at each
other, smiling shyly.

Just then the woman coughed deeply, and her frail form seemed to ... flicker. She grew dim and
almost transparent. Sari cried out, and the woman grew solid again and they all breathed asigh
of relief.

“I’'msorry. | don’'t seem to be able to hold mysdlf together very well. Thisisall of mel could
gather. | am not well without my bodysisters. | am like the little ones you described on the
chasm floor, who cannot live without a ... well, without a mother, | guess that’s as good a word
asany. But then, none of usis meant to live alone, and none of us is complete without the other.
But some of us are more able to stand alone than others. And for many long years the yang of us
has looked down on the yin parts as week, treated us as children, less-than, scorned our need and
inability to stand alone, and has refused to help us or seeus as sisters.” Shesighed. “I long for a
time when we are all back together again, | long to fed whole and able to stand. Many times

we ve broken, come together for brief periods and then split apart and broken, again and again
with heartbreak and love and grief. | am the Heart Sister, but | am many small parts, as arewe
al.” Shegestured with her arm asiif to include their little group in her words. They all looked at
each other, wondering what this could mean.

Abathyr seeming not to notice, went on. “After the First Gathering, when we broke and fought,
some of us followed our Underground Sister into the stone, sharing her hopelessness and despair
and heartbreak. Some left to follow Sister Superior. And some followed our Aboveground

Sister, bdieving she had the answer and away for usto live. But her rage and cruelty broke us
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again and again and drove many of us underground. Some of ustried to live alone, but
everywhere we went it seemed others wanted to ... eat us.”

“Eat you?' Mabd gasped, horrified.

“Yes,” she clutched one bony hand to her chest and gathered her robes closer. The pale green
faery-child on her shoulder began to shiver. Abathyr lifted her and kissed the tiny figure before
gently tucking her safely back into awarm pocket. “Yes, | believe our essence is what you
would call... sweet. It isour natureto love and nurture and nourish. Left alone without our
sisters, we were easy prey. Many of us werelost then. When | realized what was happening, |
vowed to find as many of them as | could, find them and bring them to safety underground. But
it hasn't been easy. It took along time to gather enough of me back together again to have
consciousness. At first | was like amindless child, but over time | have regained essence and
consciousness. Even so, we... | ... amincomplete. | live Between, straddling the worlds above
and below, trying ever to find peace and wholeness. Trying to draw all of us back together

again.

“Thefrozenness that drew you down,” shelooked at Magda, “That was our Underground Sister.
She has hated all that lives and moves and would lull you to sleep with her. Any movement
reminds her of her pain. Shelongs for death. Or the next best thing, frozen sleep. Sheisthe
fearful dragon in your dream,” she said to Sari. “In the end, defeated and hopeless. She gave up
and went down into the earth. But since then, she has become much more. More parts have
joined her, all weighted down with despair and hopelessness, and she has become a great sucking

vortex beneath the earth, a siren song of death. It won't be easy to turn her to a new path.”

She closed her eyes in pain and when she opened them again they glistened with unshed tears.

“1, too, long for peace, | would accept death if it would come. | have believed shewas right. If
death and suffering follow us, then the only way to save the world is to keep our presence out of
it. And this half-death underground is the closest thing to peace we' ve been able to find. But... |
always seem to fed the pull of al the other sisters. It'sasif | stand at the center, at the Between,
and | fed them, from all directions, wherever they are, scattered all across theworld, and | can’t

sleep knowing they are out there. | haveto find them all and bring us together.”
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“Can you bring them here? We can change things now,” Girda said. “Isn’t this valley proof of
that?’

Abathyr looked around the valley, bright in the moonlight, and breathed in the thick scent of
flowers hanging in the air all around them.

“I don't know,” she said softly. “I want to hope. Maybe hope can live, at least herein this
valley. But what of theworld? What of the others? How can we stop the suffering? Thereis so

much suffering, everywhere.”

She began to cough again, and her breathing grew raspy.

“You'refading!” Sari cried.

“I’'m sorry, | don't know how long I'll be ableto stay here like this. | wanted to come and tell
you, thereis something here, the like of which I’ve never felt. My dreams of late have held a
grain of hope. And agrainisagreat deal.”

She began to weep, a weak raspy sound, and her tears ran down the grooves in her gaunt cheeks
like rain flowing down an old rock face. Her sobs turned to a deep coughing, and each cough
wracked her fragile form from head to toe. Girda rushed to her just as she began to fall and
swept her up and carried her to thefire. They covered her with blankets and hovered anxiously.

Magda quickly poured a small sip of mannainto the cup and held it to Abathyr’s palelips. She
sipped and swallowed painfully between coughs. She grew more solid, but she continued to cry
and her sobs grew deeper and louder.

“So many times | have been drawn to gatherings where sisters stand together,” she sobbed. “So
many times | have stood in the middle and watched, letting hope be born, and then dashed again,
as the sisters begin warring. Always in the past they have broken and fled from each other,
hating each other, and the wound of each leaving is a horrible searing pain. | am left with the
memory of where alimb has been torn from our body. | fed the raw ache. | know the constant
bleeding from a wound that cannot heal.”

151



Sari wrapped her arms around the woman, and together they cried, and as their tears mingled
Abathyr seemed to grow ... fatter. The gauntness left her cheeks and her eyes, though filled with
tears, became brighter and less sunken. Sari pulled back to look at the face that was now more
nearly amirror of her own and laughed through her tears.

They sat together quietly for awhile, and then Magda said, “I’m so glad you’ ve come. Y ou

seem to have so many missing pieces, and we have so many questions!”

“I will answer what | can,” Abathyr said, “But | don’t know if I can hep you much. 1I’'m not sure
even Sister Superior knowsit al.”

“Y ou mean, because we each only have a piece of the puzzle,” Magda said.

“Yes, and until we are all back together, the full story cannot be known. But | will do my best to

share with you what | know, what | saw.”

“Who is Sister Superior?” Magda asked. “And the other sister, what did you call her?’

“What was the First Gathering? Have there been many Gatherings?’ Mabe asked.

“Do you know the Voice, and this manna stuff?’ Girda asked. “How does hefit into all this?’

Abathyr laughed and held up ahand. “Oneat atime, please. Let mesee...”
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Aboveground Sister

“I should start at the beginning,” Abathyr said, “If | can, that is. | will try to find the very earliest

of my memories...”

Katya interrupted her with alittle hiss and a jerk of her hand.

“What?' Magda whispered. “What isit?’

“Somebody’s here,” Katya whispered back.

They weredl silent, staring and straining to see into the darkness outside their circle.

“1 don't see anybody,” Sari said.

“Me ndther,” Rikasaid. Her voicewas low and strained, “But she' sright. | fed it too.
Somebody’ s out there watching us.”

“It’s our Aboveground Sister, she of the lost yang essence,” Abathyr whispered.

Girda stood and drew her sword. Magda stood also. She stood and listened, then walked to the
edge of the circle and called out into the darkness, “Helo? Come and join us, whoever you are.
Y ou are welcome here.”

As soon as Magda finished speaking a sudden wind flew all around them, filling the night,
whipping the fire and lifting the sparks higher and higher, lighting the sky above them. They all
fet their hearts quicken and skip, asudden rush of ... something ... filled them. But whether it
was fear or excitement, they couldn’t tell. Mabd shuddered. Even Girda shivered and gripped
the hilt of her sword tighter.

Just as suddenly as it began, the wind died down, and when the dust settled and the smoke
cleared, they saw her.
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She stood at the edge of the circle, atall woman with long curling, honey-blonde hair. Standing
erect and regal in dark blue robes, she looked down on them in silence. Then she stepped

forward into the firelight, raised her arm and said, “1 am here.”

They all looked at each other alittle nervously. Girda stood and glared. The woman seemed not
to notice. She moved into the circle and among them with great flourish and much swirling of
skirt and robe. As she moved it seemed they heard the tinkling of small bells and some exotic
scent followed her. She went from one to the other, looking into faces, touching the tops of their
heads, smiling with great condescension. Magda began to fed alittleill.

The woman turned to Mabd, half-hidden behind Magda. She took Mabed’s hand and drew her
out into the open and caressed her. “Little one,” she said with elaborate pity, “Little one, | fed
your fear. | understand. Thereis much to fear, isn't there? | believe | can help you.”

Mabel, startled and pleased by being singled out, stammered and blushed and shuffled her feet.
But her pleasure grew to alarm suddenly when she redlized that she was growing smaller and
smaller. She pulled away, frightened, and the woman moved on, seemingly unaware. Poor
Mabd turned to Magda and Girda and clutched at their hands, breathing deeply, until she felt
hersdlf begin to grow again, and shortly she was back to her previous size. She breathed a great
sigh of relief, and sat down, grateful to no longer be the center of attention.

Magda frowned. Shewasn't sure what to make of this woman. There was something familiar

about her, but she couldn’t fed into her very deeply. And that bothered Magda very much.

They watched as she sidled up to Jether in what looked like a very carefully choreographed
dance. Step. Swirl of skirt. Lowering of the eyes. Step, look up from under the lashes. Sway

of hip, step and smile. Lower the eyes again and extend the hand.
From the way the woman offered her hand, they realized she meant for Jether to take it and kiss

it likeacourtier. Katya snorted from across thefire. The woman whirled around to find the

source of the noise, her eyes flashing, and Kat cringed back behind Rika.
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It was then that the woman saw Abathyr sitting just beyond, still wrapped in blankets, watching
her with quiet eyes. The woman hissed softly and stared, and for along moment they all were

frozen, uncertain what to do.

What a strange tableau we make, Magda thought to herself. She had just about decided it was
timeto put a stop to this drama, when she noticed with a start that Abathyr had filled out even
more. Her eyes were bright and her breathing had become less labored and gasping.

Just then the woman reached out a jingling, bgjeweed hand and began to move around the circle
toward Abathyr, and the closer she got, the more that hand looked to Magda like a greedy,
grasping claw. She stood up, but Sari moved quicker and in the blink of an eye was standing
between the two sisters. The woman hissed and glared at Sari, but then she turned away from
her and Magda watched with fascination as she arranged her face in amask of grieved

woundedness.

“Why do you fear me, my children?’ she asked, her voice sad and mournful. “I mean no harm.”

Magda decided to ignore the question. She cleared her throat, and when the woman turned to
face her, she said, “Welcometo our valley. What shall we call you?’

The woman stiffened. Magda could fee some strong emotions running beneath the surface, but
she couldn’t make sense of them, they were so jJumbled and mixed up. Then the woman smiled,
and did alittle curtsy.

“1 believe we' ve met before, you and I, my child” she said to Magda. “Long ago.”

“We have? Magda was taken aback, and she lost some of her composure. “I.. I’'m sorry,” she

stammered. “l don’'t remember. There are many things | don’t remember yet...”

But the woman turned away from Magda, the smile still painted on her face, and stepped over to
where Sari was still standing. The expression on her face was strange, avid, hungry. Was she
glaring hungrily at Sari? Or wasit Abathyr she hungered for? Or was she looking at the pitcher
and cup which Sari had put back into the satchd tied to her waist? Magda felt Nora stir beside
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her and felt a strong wave of something pass over her. Suddenly she realized what it was. Need.
The same kind of raw, aching hungry need that Nora had been consumed by. Hunger. Need.
Desire. But had it come from Nora? Or had it come from the woman?

Magda watched, fascinated, as the woman rearranged her face again. How did she manage to do
that? The stark need was replaced by interest and condescension. Sari started to pull back, but
then somehow she felt her feet moving forward, slowly, her eyes locked onto the woman’'s. She
didn’t even fed Desireefly to her shoulder, and pull her ear in alarm, and then her hair. She just
kept moving until she was standing right in front of the woman... and then somehow she had
opened the satche and there she stood, with the pitcher in her hands. And then somehow her
hands were loosening and moving outward, and the woman was stepping forward and ...

Magda felt an enormous surge of rage sweep over her. She acted before she could think. She
moved quickly between Sari and the woman. She remembered later that Girda had moved with
her, and the two of them stood like sentinels protecting Sari and Desiree... and the pitcher. She
hadn’t meant to touch the woman, but her rage had control of her body at that moment. She
thought maybe her intent had been to push the woman back, but instead she grabbed and got hold
of ashoulder and an arm. And that contact pushed something like an eectric shock through
Magda s body. It swept over her, drowning her rage and all ese.

Their eyes locked, and Magda fdt hersef being drawn into a swirling vortex of madness that
was thewoman’s mind. Terror and hunger and darkness and murderous rage. Magda recoiled
from the rage, but then suddenly she felt her way past the rigid outer shell and fell into a deep,
soft, terrified, shame-filled inner core. There the hunger was greatest, a grinding, torturous need,

made huge by terror, by certainty of it’s being never-ending, never-fulfilled.

Magda moaned and felt her hands blindly grasping at the woman’'s arms, finally locking on the
woman'swrist. Pulling her close, she looked deeply into the woman's eyes and whispered, “I
know.”

Thewoman cried out. Her face constricted with terror and she jerked her arm away from

Magda's touch. “You know NOTHING!” she hissed. “Nothing!”
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“Y ou suffer,” Magda said quietly, her own eyes filled with tears. “Y ou hunger...”

The woman stood rubbing her wrist where Magda' s hand had gripped her, her bracdets jangling
inthefireight. She growled and hissed, but she was, for the moment, without a high-handed
response. She saw the compassion in Magda's face and in the eyes and faces of the others
gathered around the fire and tears sprang to her eyes. But she shook her head and brushed them
away angrily.

“It'saright,” Magda said, “You can let your pain show here with us, it's safe here. We haveall
found healing here, by feding our pain, by sharing our stories.”

“Pah! You arefoolish children! Thisisweakness!” she hissed. But they saw the unshed tears
behind her eyes, and they knew the dam was threatening to burst. How long could she hold the
flood back?

“No,” Girdasaid. “It's not weakness. It’s strength of the greatest order. And healing such as
We ve never been ableto find before.”

“You know so much, do you?’

“I do know this,” Girda stepped forward and stood with the tip of her sword pointing at the
woman. “It'strue. | didn't believeit at first either. When | first came here | was crusty and
hard as nails, but | was also dying. The sharing and the remembering ... and thecrying ...
brought me back from the edge of death.”

“It'strue, sister,” Abathyr said softly. “Pleaselisten.”

“Don't tell mewhat’s true,” the woman screeched. “I knowthings! | seethings. But my
wisdom is scorned, everywhere | go. Thethings | know could save us all, but you will not listen.
Y ou are headstrong, stubborn children, like all of them. No matter what | do, | am denied my
rightful place. | should be honored and listened to, not spit on and scorned. | should be ruler not

slavel You don’'t know what |’ ve suffered!”
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Her voice cracked and broke but when she turned to Magda her eyes were wild and filled with

madness.

Magda shook her head. “ No, wedon't. | only know alittle bit of what you fed. But we want
to know, we want to hear it all. You are welcome to stay herewith us. Thisisour sharing circle,

thisis where wetdl our stories.”

“And remember our past,” Sari added.
“And share our pain,” Mabd said.

“And maybe we can help your hunger.” Magda gestured to Sari to come forward with the

manna.

The woman hissed at them, “I need nothing!” But her eyes followed Sari’s every move, locked
on the pitcher in her hands. She suddenly grew very calm. Jether scowled.

“You don't know what you have there,” she said in a sweet voice. “I have some experience with
objects of power likethis. Of course, what you have there is weak and puny magic compared to
some I've known. Still, these things can be dangerous if not handled properly and carefully. |
would be happy to take that item off your hands. | could hold it for you, keep it safe, and show

you how to useit properly.”

Sari stood clutching the pitcher to her heart, not sure what to do. The feelings emanating from
this woman in blue were chaotic, frantic, overwhelming. Shefelt a desire to hand the treasures
over. Shefet compdled again, by that strange pressure, almost a voice this time, that told her
she was inexperienced and naive in the ways of these things. She should listen and bow to those
with more wisdom and experience, of course she should, it would be the wise thing to do. And
then she would find herself raised up and praised and ...

Just then Abathyr laughed and broke the spdll. “ Share what you have with her,” she said to Sari,
“but ... no, I don't think giving that pitcher to her would be such a good idea.”
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Thewoman lunged at her sister with such venomous hatred, they all jumped to their feet and
moved close around Abathyr to protect her. Girda lifted her sword again so that it’s point smiled
dangerously at the woman’s belly.

Thewoman stopped short. She closed her eyes and got herself under control. “I see,” she said,
taking a deep breath. When she opened her eyes again, they could all see her pain. Almost...
she was amost drawn out by the compassion she saw on their faces. But then she hardened
again and drew hersdf up stiff and tall. “I see,” Shesaid again. “Wdll, | won't stay wherel’'m
not wanted or appreciated. | came because| fdt... | thought you might need me ... that this
would be ... aplacefor me... | waswrong. You arejust like all the others.”

She turned to go, but Katya came forward and stopped her. “Where will you go?’ she asked the
woman. And then she surprised them all by boldly taking the woman’s hand. “Where will you
go that you won't find more death and pain and aloneness? Where do you hope to find your
rightful place? Y ou won't ever find more respect than you can find here, with us. We will listen
to you, really listen.”

The woman seemed to grow heavier. Her head bowed and her shoulders slumped, as if gravity
had suddenly become much greater where she stood.

“You don't know,” shewhispered. “Every timel’vetried to rise up, I’ ve been crushed and
beaten down, and al around me suffer and die. Death follows me everywherel go. Maybe my
sisters areright, we should lie beneath the earth forever.” Her eyes closed heavily for a moment,
then flashed and grew wild. “But | hear the murmurings and rumblings and I’m so hungry, and |
get so angry! And | WILL NOT GIVE UP. | will NOT be defeated!”

She pulled hersdf up tall and proud, and they watched the soft moment disappear from her face.
Magda felt a memory tugging at her. Shefet Sari squeeze her hand and whisper, “The leech.
Magda, the woman in my dream.”

Magda started. The blonde woman, she remembered the dream from long ago, the glistening
black leech attached to her back. The horror of it came flooding back. They looked at each
other and then back to the woman, who was gathering her robes around her.
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“My sisters,” she hissed angrily, “including THAT one,” she jerked her head in Abathyr’s
direction, “are all usdess pieces of nothing. NOTHING, do you hear me? Garbage!”

She stalked to the edge of the circle and turned to glare at them. “And therest of you... you will
not listen to me or heed my wisdom. You arefools! And you are not worth my time.”

With that she turned on her hed and disappeared into the darkness.
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Heart’s Dilemma

There was a long stunned silence in the aftermath of her leaving, filled only by the sputtering of
thefire. It had died down to a single weak flame, and even that flame seemed to have lost its
brilliance and threatened to die out entirely.

Magda shivered.

Girda growled and spat.

Rika shuffled her feet nervously.

Magda became aware that her heart had returned to its normal thump-thump, and her breathing
was slowed and regular. Shewasn't sure what to make of these things. She looked around at the

little group and saw that each of them seemed to ... droop. Mabel seemed alittle smaller, and

even Girda sat slumped against a tree without her usual fortitude.

What' s wrong with us? she thought.

Jether finally spoke. “Surely she doesn’t belong here. How horriblel” He shuddered and shook
his head. “Does she?”’

Girdaspat. “Can’'t be. Not possible.” She spat again.

Katya began to cry. “I want her to come back!” she wailed.

“What?' Mabd gasped. “You can't be serious!”

“I LIKED her,” Katya hissed at Mabel. “Shefdt GOOD tome. | fdt... ALIVE. And now |
fed weak and ... like aballoon with no air inside.”

“Deflated,” Sari said. “Yes, that's thefeding. Look, even the fire was more alive when she was
here.”
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Jether scoffed. “It just needs more wood.” He roseto add some more branches to thefire, but he
seemed uncertain as he looked around at them. There was an unmistakable differencein the air.
The crispness and energy had gone from the night and left an emptiness in its place.

Magda turned to Abathyr, who was sitting quietly with her head bowed. She had pulled the
blanket up over her head and was bardly visible. The blanket trembled alittle and they realized
shewas crying.

“What isit?’” Sari kndt next to her and laid a gentle hand on her shoulder.

Abathyr merely shook her head and continued sobbing silently into her arms.

Rika hesitated, and then blurted out, “ She feels like me!”

“You arenot likethat,” Mabd snorted. “You arenot! Shewas so... phony, so ... ICKY!”

“No, | don't mean likethat. Not that part. She's like mein some other way. | don’t know if |
can explainit.” Sheturned away from the fire and sat down with her back to them.

“I think I know what you mean,” Jether spoke up. “I think what you sense is the enemy’ s touch,
Rika. | think once you’ ve been invaded by the enemy, you carry that ... aimost like asmell.”

“No, that’s not it. Well, maybethat’s part of it. But there's something else... | don't know.”
Rika hung her head. Katya went over and sat down next to her and put a comforting arm around
her shoulders. That made Rika start to cry.

“It'sthe sparkle,” Katyasaid. “I felt it too, she's like me in some way too.”

“The sparkle?” Magda asked.

“Something quick, and alive... Rikahad some of it, even in the dark place. And metoo. The
sparkle. Thefight. It'swhat kept us both aliveand ...” Katya hesitated, not sure they would

understand what she was saying, not even sure SHE understood what she was saying. She
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looked up at them with her own tears still staining her cheeks and cried, “I don’'t know what else
tocal it. But weNEED her.”

They were dl silent, digesting Kat’s words.

“But why is shelikethat? Mabd asked. “Why does she act like that?’

“She has lost her heart,” Abathyr said quietly, wiping her eyes and cheeks and blowing her nose.
She lifted her head and let the blanket fall to her shoulders. “The sparkle you fed is her yang
essence. Sheisthefire, thelife, the backbone of us. But she has no heart to balance her. All she
has left isterror and rage... and the belief that it is power that will feed her hunger. She holds to
that belief with every bit of her being. She cannot loosen her hold on that belief, nor stop her
pursuit of power, or shewill crumble into her terror.”

“How do you know this?’ Mabel asked.

“Because | was with her for many long years. | tried to stay, through many lifetimes, | tried to
stay with her. | loved her and | saw her pain, her vulnerable side, her fear. She showed no-one
else, but | knew. And many of our little sisters here were with her also.” She opened her coat to
reveal many little faces peeking out over the edges of her pockets. Some of them were big-eyed
and frightened, some were weeping openly and inconsolably.

Sari leaned over and reached out a hand and one of the little creatures grabbed hold of her fingers
and crawled up into her palm. Sari let her fingers curl up around the little one and she cradled
her against her chest, rocking and stroking her while she cried her heartbreak. Another crawled
into Abathyr’s hand and let herself be held and comforted. Most of the others shrank back into
the dark safety of their coat pockets.

Abathyr continued, “Her heartless acts were too much for us. When | tried to speak, to get her to
stop, she pushed me down and froze my words. She would not listen to me, she wouldn’t listen
to any of us. Many of us broke off from her in bits through the years, over many lifetimes.

Some fragmented out of sheer heartbreak. Some she herself shoved out, tired of listening to their
voices, tired of their softness, their caring. But even though they were broken from her, they
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continued to try to live with her, around her, near her. We needed her, you see. And we did love
her. And we hoped... we believed... that she needed us too.

“Finaly, | was all that was left with her. | lived in her as asmall voice of caring, of love, of
conscience, | guess you might say. But finally, there was one lifetime when it became too much.
It was more than | could bear, watching her, being her, seeing the pain we inflicted.”

She was consort to the King in a land long ago. | lurked within her, a small voice
sherarely was aware of. She... did not love the king, but she found him ... useful.
I, hiding in her breast, longed for love, and | hated the coldness of her bed, but
shewouldn’t listen to me. For atime she was satisfied. But then the king grew
old and began to fail sexually. Shefelt her influence over himfading. She
decided another bid for power wasin order. She watched and waited, and while
she waited for just the right opportunity, she practiced her majicks. She was quite
adept at majick, and this helped keep othersin awe of her.

Shefinally found the answer. The king's younger brother, a weak man, something
of aweasel, desired her. He frequently watched her while pretending not to.

With the king away at war and no other serious contenders for the throne to
worry about, she began to draw the king’ s brother in. She flirted with her eyes,
she found reasons to move near him, brush against him, and it didn’t take long for
him to become her dave. She taunted and teased him, keeping him alwaysin a
state of excitement that she promised to fulfill, but only after he performed various

tasks for her, after he became king, after he married her and made her his queen.

She did show him some of her majicks, she let him watch while she drew the blue
flame from blood in the great stone basin, and he became as enamored of her
promise of power and majick as he was of her promise of sex. She convinced him
that he would be a most powerful king with her at hisside. She convinced him
that he was a strong man in himself who could command an army, that he had
merely been misunderstood and underestimated by his brother all these years.
She played on hislong years of childhood resentments and past life hatreds until
he was full of himself and his rage and his own righteous rightness.
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In short, she created a monster.

The monster gathered an army together and proclaimed himself rightful ruler of
the land.

The true king, meantime, had been fighting a neighboring rival, and had little of
hisarmy left. When his brother rose up against him, he made a hurried pact with
another rival, promising them land and peace if they would help him defeat his
traitorous brother. The ensuing war was bloody and vicious. She watched safely
fromatall tower in the castle as the men fought and clashed and killed each
other. News was brought back to us by loyal messengers. The king and his
brother both were dead. Most of our army was dead, or had fled. The alliesthe
king had convinced to help him fight his battle were now moving in on us and
were prepared to take over our lands. We had very little to fight back with and
the decision was made to try to make peace with these barbarians (as we thought
of them).

Shetook it on herself to deal with their leader, to hear their terms of surrender.
Their leader was no fool. He was barbarian, but he had a certain amount of
personal power and sexual attraction. She let him take her, but she convinced
herself that she was always in control. Only I truly felt his heartlessness and
cruelty. Only | knew it was brutal rape. Only | felt the pain and heartbreak of

becoming his dave.

Hordes of barbarian soldiers moved into our town, covering the land with their
wagons and horses and tents. Those with some stature took over the homes of
villagers, relegating the townspeople to daves and servants. Many of our people
were killed outright. But they quickly quit trying to fight back and settled into
their new roles and most of the killing stopped.

After a short month of peace, winter fell.
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The winter before had been harsh, and the harvest had been minimal, seeing as
how all our resources were bent on war. Therewasllittleto eat. The soldiers
began to starve, when the little we had in storage ran out.”

Abathyr fell silent.

They al waited for her to continue the story, but she was weeping silently and seemed unable to
speak. It was Sari who picked up the thread.

“I remember,” shesaid. “l wasthere, too. | ... | think | was one of the townspeople.” She
looked questioningly at Abathyr, who nodded and then hung her head. Sari closed her eyes and
let the memories surface.

“1 wasthere. | remember. | wasthe wife of the mayor, or somebody like that...
before the invasion, aswe called it. They were cruel, theinvaders, the
conguerors. They treated us like daves and beat usif we didn’t do their bidding
quickly enough. They took many of the women, especially the young women, to be
their ... personal daves. It was an awful time, we were always afraid.

Because of my previous position in the town, | was sometimes called on to be go-
between. | had a natural gift for easing the tensions between both sides, and |
found myself stretched to the limit, trying to keep peace all around me. Then the
winter fell, and tempers grew shorter and shorter, aswe all came to know hunger
on adaily basis. The soldiers ate most of the food and left the meager scraps for
us. And a day came when there was nothing left but a bit of grain. All the
livestock had been killed. Their horses were too precious to themto eat. We
hoped against hope that they would find the situation unbearable and leave us
there to fend for ourselves.

But then the order came. SHE came down from her palace, looking a lot older
and somewhat less haughty. | didn’t notice the bruises on her face and hands
then, | only saw that she appeared well-fed and was dressed warmly. As she told
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me what she wanted, what THEY wanted, | fell into a sort of shock. | heard the
words, but I ssimply could not believe that she was saying them. | briefly
remembered that we had been friends once, in a much younger time, but from the
hardnessin her eyes, | could see that old friendships counted for nothing now. |
felt my bladder go weak as she told me ... not only what had to be done, but that |
would have to decide to whom.

| begged and pleaded with her, please don’t make me do this. | can’t do this, |
can't be the one to decide, please! But she turned fromme. Just before she
turned, | sawit, | saw the defeat in her eyes. | saw the hopelessness and the
terror. | reached out and grabbed hold of her hand and tried to beg one last time.
Pleasg, | cried, you can’'t ask meto do this!

But she withdrew behind her eyes, and left only a stone wall there for me to batter
myself against. | heard her words, telling me that if | didn’t do thisthing, they
would take all my children first, and kill them one by one, dowly, painfully, and

make me watch.

| don’t know how | did it, I don’t know what happened next. | must have walked
inafog. | remember afterwards, the screams of the mothers, their hatred toward
me. | remember the cries of the children as they were taken away to be
daughtered and eaten like cattle. |1 remember walking like a zombie through the
town that first night, past the fires where the men sat eating, feasting on our
children. My eyes fixed on one man, tearing into something with his teeth and
chewing happily, then tossing the bone into thefire.

| felt the hatred in the eyes of the mothers beating on my back as | passed by their
windows. | was consumed by self-loathing and helpless rage.

None of us could eat the flesh of our beloved children of course, and grief and
starvation began to take their toll on our people. And in the end, my actions
didn’t save my children either. They were taken and killed and used to feed the
army just like all therest.”
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She took aragged breath and burst into tears. Abathyr drew her close and together they cried
their grief and horror and heartbreak. The others around the circle wept with them, somein

horror, somein rage.

“How could this have happened?’ Mabel asked. “How could she ... how could they... 7

“I’ ve seen such and worse in my experiences in war,” Girdagrowled. “Humankind is crud and
heartless.”

“Shewasn't entirely heartless, then.” Abathyr hung her head, remembering. “But that was the
moment when | finaly had to leave her. The horror of what we had brought about was too
much. She began to crack. Her tightly controlled fagade began to fall apart and the terror
beneath began to surface. And when that happened, | believe she went mad. Shetried to turn
herself to stone, much like our Underground Sister, the one you called Ghash, tried to turn
herself to stone beneath the earth. But unlike Ghash, this one couldn’t stop living. Even if she
had wanted to, | don't think she could have. Her essenceis ... life. She isthe yang essence, the
lifeforce. Shecan't die, shecan't help but try to find away to survive. And so she closed
hersdf off to me, to all that was soft and needy, to all that cared and could be hurt. She wanted
to be stone that moved and lived and dominated, and cared nothing for the hurts of others. Even
then | didn't want to leave her. What would she become without me? And | still loved and
needed her. But the heaviness of my heartbreak and self-loathing weighed me down. Heavier
and heavier | became, until I could no longer lift mysdf to follow her or be part of her. | gave
up, | left her, and she became the creature you saw tonight. Driven. Hard. Terrified. And |
have never forgiven mysdf for that.”

“It wasn't your fault,” Sari said. “She made her own choices.”

“Yeshut ... it wasn't just her,” Rikasaid. “Did you seeit on her? Did you see the black thing?’

Mabd gasped. “Yes! | saw something! | thought it was my imagination, or a shadow. It was

there, but then it wasn't.”
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“What?' Girda asked.

“A leech,” Magda and Sari said together.

The others turning toward them with questions in their eyes had apparently seen nothing.

“I don't know,” Magda said. “Sari and | both dreamt of that woman and in our dreams she had a
leech attached to her back. | don't know what to make of this. | don’t know what to make of the
things| felt in her. And thistale of thepast is ... horrible. But, nonetheless, even so... | do
think she's one of us and she beongs here with us. She might still be healed, if she would let
hersdlf share with us.”

“Yes,” Rikawhispered through her tears. “She’'s one of us.”

“Yes,” Abathyr nodded. “I believe with you that healing is possible. | have hope. And no

matter what she has done, no matter what she has become, sheis part of us, and ... we need her.
We need her essenceto live. But right now, I’'m so sad, and so tired. | don’t know how to help, |
don’'t know what to do next.”

She began to flicker and fade again. Sari, alarmed, drew the pitcher from the satchel at her side
and held it up. Shelooked at Magda, and Magda nodded her head. “Yes, let’sal haveasip. |
think we could all use some.”

Sari poured out alittlein the cup and handed it to Abathyr, whose hand trembled a little as she
took the cup. She hed it to her lips without drinking for a moment, asif afraid... or perhaps she
was just savoring the moment. Then she closed her eyes and tipped the cup. As shelet the
liquid slowly roll down her throat, a sweetly peaceful smile birthed itself on her pale face.

“Ahhhhh,” she breathed, handing the cup back to Sari, “Thank you.” She leaned back against a
rock and sighed deeply.

Sari poured out a sip for each one and then she poured a bit onto the ground. The ground
rumbled in response, causing Sari to jump.
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Ghash’s Rage

The air suddenly grew heavy around them. They all felt a great pressure, as if a huge hand were
pressing down on them. Even the fire seemed to be having trouble breathing. 1ts newly fed
brightness flickered and faded and dimmed. And then they heard a sound from beyond the dark,
a heavy, old-as-bones, cracked-as-stone kind of sound, which they realized was labored
breathing... ghash... ghash...

“She was here, wasn't she?’ from the dark beyond their circle avoice croaked. Ghash...
ghash...“ Shewas here? My sister?’

They all gasped at the sight of the woman who followed her voice into the dim light of thefire.
She was as Magda had described her, huge and hideous. Painful asit wasto look at her, it must
have been ten times more painful to bein her skin. She stood heavy and squat and naked in their

circle.

Magda was reminded suddenly of a very old memory from the dim time, something she saw on
thelong road. She had been walking in adark dream, lost in a deep jungle of green somewhere,
and she had come across a large female figure, squat and heavy, with pendulous breasts, carved
into the face of a cliff. It had taken her breath away, that large stone figure, and frightened her,

but she couldn’t remember why.

“I’m so glad you came,” she said, moving forward to the woman.

“My sister?” Ghash asked impatiently. “Shewas here, | know it, | canfed it.” Sheglared at
them all as if they were hiding some great secret from her. “I can fed ... something. Something
has been gnawing at my sleep these past days. Something prods at me and pokes at me and
WON'T LET ME SLEEP!” She bellowed and her voice rang echoing through the valley.

Then she sat down suddenly with a huge thud, apparently exhausted by her own outburst.

“What am | doing here?” she moaned. “Let mesleep...”
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She slowly sank lower to the ground, bending her spine almost in half, as if the effort of
remaining upright was suddenly too much for her. All her movements were slow and sluggish,
dragging with a heaviness that infected them all, weighing them down with despair and
hopelessness, making it hard to move or breathe, or even think. Even little Desiree had sunk
down to the ground, her wings drooped and hung limp down her back. Only Dhalla seemed to
be unaffected. She was sitting up and leaning toward Ghash, staring at her raptly with her deep
blue eyes and rocking back and forth alittle.

“Did she hurt anyone?’ Ghash breathed.

“No,” Abathyr rose and went over to her. She gently covered the massive shoulders with one of
her blankets. “No, it's alright, she didn’t hurt anybody.”

Ghash turned her face to Abathyr and she seemed to smile, but they couldn’t be sure. It was so
fleeting and brief.

“Everywhere she goes...” she croaked, “Everywhere we go... thereis only pain and suffering
and disease and death.”

“Suffering and death,” breathed Dhalla softly, still rocking back and forth.

“And shewon't listen to me. She draws me upwards like a magnet, | am compelled by her ...
energy. | thought she had diminished over these last centuries, but ... here | am after all this
time. | haven't the strength to resist her.”

“She wouldn't listen to any of us either,” Abathyr said. “But | saw a softening in her, Sister. It
wasn't much, but it was there. And we need her, Sister, we need her if we'regoing to live. But
listen. | don’t think she’'s what drew you upward thistime. | think she was drawn here as much
asyou were. There' s something here... ”

“If we'regoing to live?" Ghash rasped, interrupting her. “LIVE? | do not want to livel!! How
can you say we need her. | hate her, | do not need her. | need her only to stop ... to cease, to
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give up this usdless struggleto live, to find value in power aboveground. She will learn,
eventually, she will seethat thereis no usein trying.”

“Doyou redlly believe sheis cause of the death and suffering?’ Rika asked.

“YES!” Ghash shouted, and the very stones of the valley seemed to ring, echoing her rage round
and round. Then she took a deep breath and hung her head. “No,” she said painfully. “It’s not
just her. WE arethe cause,” ghash... ghash ... “Both of us, all of us. By our living. And yet,
we cannot die. | havetried. | have hated her for defying mein this, for refusing to die with me.

| have thought that if | could get HER to agreeto die, then | could, we al could, finally, at long
last, redlly truly DIE. But we continueto live and we cannot stop our hearts from caring and
breaking over and over again. Perhaps thisis our punishment for the great wrongness within us.
Punishment for our desire and love and need. We are made to watch again and again as we bring
death to those we love. We cannot die, and we cannot stop loving. What a cruel joke, en?
Perhaps the god of thisworld is a sadist, en?’

She paused, and in the silence she seemed to grow heavier. Shelost her definition. For a
moment it seemed as if a great featureless blob of dark stone had plopped down there. Then she
heaved a great sigh, and there she was again, settled back into her previous form. She began to
tremble and gasp. Huge tears spilled from her eyes and down her cheeks. She shook her fists
and screeched at the night sky. Then, asiif that effort spent all her energies, she collapsed on the
ground, breathing painfully.

“I know what you think,” she said, and her eyes traveled to Girda' s stern face. “You think | just
gave up, never tried. But you'rewrong. | wasn't dways likethis. | didn't always live
underground, trying only to die. Many times, many times | tried to find away to live,” she
gasped, “tried to find life aboveground that was something more than... pain. Eachtimel rose
up, we were drawn together, my sister and I, and all the many little fragments who had life with
us. Therewere so many wars, so many battles for control. | have hated her. And she hated me.
And we were both hated by everyone. It seemed as if there was a great force bearing down on
us, wherever we went, a force that was determined to keep us at each other’ s throats, and
determined to keep us from living and being happy at al costs. And we were such easy pawns!
We bdlieved lies and whispers. We never reached for each other as helpmates or companions, or
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tried to learn the truth. We succumbed to the lies and pain and torture, and each time we fought
and split apart again, | had less and less of me. There were fewer little parts to warm and
comfort my heart. Until finally there was nothing Ieft, no reason to keep living, no reason to
keep trying. Hopelessness was all, and all was dark and pain. | ... abdicated. Quit fighting. Let
my sister havelife. Let her seek power and fools to worship her. | choose death.”

Dhalla moaned and rocked, deep in sympathetic communion with Ghash.

“After long years spent underground alone, bits and pieces cameto me. | thought | was long past
caring for my own aloneness, but ... “ she turned to Abathyr, “I remember when you came, and
we shared in despair and heartbregk, | fdt ... less alone.”

Abathyr nodded and sighed.

“But now, you speak of needing HER?’

Abathyr hung her head and said nothing. Her face was constricted with fear and pain.

“After all she'sdone? After al the heartless things she has done??’

“Yes, sister, that’swhat | say,” Abathyr raised her face to Ghash, and they saw the tears spill
down her cheeks. “I loveyou, and | don't want you to be angry with me. But if wearetolive,
then we need her. We need her to heal with us.” She paused and studied her fingers for a
moment. Finally she said softly, “We need you to heal with ustoo, sister. | know you don’t
want to live. But maybe things will be... could be different.”

“You'll leave again, you’ll go off in search of she who became my enemy. Sheis still my
enemy. She'll tdl you all her lies about me and you’ll believe them and you'’ Il turn against me
and cast me out!”

“Oh, sister, no,” Abathyr beganto cry. “I won't leave you, ever again. | promised. Saying we

need her and love her doesn’t mean leaving you.”
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“Liar!” Ghash shouted at her. She was shaking with rage. “1 know better. Don’'t lieto me, don’'t
bother to tell me your lies, your sticky-sweet, transparent heart-lies. Y ou turn around and say the
opposite thing the minute you're in her presence. Y ou'll say anything she wants to hear, won't

you, anything at all? You'll agree with her lies, agree with her hatred of me, won’t you?’

Abathyr rung her hands and shook her head, “No, sister, no. Never again will | do that. But ... |
did, | did dothat. | was so afraid, of the anger and hate, |1 only wanted to find peace. | played
whatever hand | thought would bring peace. | am so sorry.”

Ghash's sobs grew deeper and morewretched. “You left me, all of you left methere! | lost the
battles again and again. She won against me, she won you over, she will dwayswin. She's
clever and strong, and I’'m stupid and weak. | remember the wars, the struggles for power, the
constant shifting sands of alliances and allegiances. And always you chose her over me. You
vacillated and joined forces with her greater strength, and | was killed or cast out, again and
again. You believed her lies, you let yourselves be manipulated and never seemed to see her bad

intent. Wereyou so blind, or merely stupid?’

Abathyr stood up then and shouted back, “How can you be so cruel? Do you really not know
how we fdt? When so many of us have come to you in the dark and wept with you and told you
our pain in our dreams? It was not a choice, loving her. Or loving you. It was not a choice we
could make, any of us! We loved you both, we loved, that was all we could do. It was not a
choice!! Thewars between you broke us apart and brought hatred into our lives and between us
too. We broke apart again and again too!”

Ghash looked up at her and her rage faded away, leaving only fear and remorse in its place. She
grew heavier and sank down lower to the ground. Her skin took on agray pallor and she seemed
to be turning to stone before their very eyes. “I’'m sorry, I'm sorry,” she whispered, “1 know
how you hurt ...” she gasped and coughed... “I know how you broke apart and struggled to live
in that broken state.” Shereached out her hand, and her face crumpled into grief. “Please don’t
hate me, please don't leave me again, I'm sorry | got angry.”

“It's ok to beangry here,” Girda said gruffly, tears glistening in her eyes.
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“Yes, sister, it’s ok, you can beangry. | won't leave you like that, ever again,” Abathyr knelt
back down next to Ghash and touched her gently. “I will stay, and I’ll listen to your rage here
and now.”

The grayness faded and Ghash began to tremble and shake, her entire body rumbling with an
earthquake of rage that needed to erupt. A screech of enormous proportions exploded from her,
and wave after wave of growling, sobbing, screeching rage came pouring out. “Why?’ she cried,
“Why??7?? | hateyou, | hateyou all. Therewas never anybody on MY sidel And why am |
fated to be always, endlessly alone, endlessly forgotten, unneeded, endlessly empty and
HUNGRY 11"

They fdt the ground beneath them begin to rumble and shake a little with Ghash’srage. It was
asif all the valley was growling and raging.

“And what isit there, at theroot of it all? | will tel you! Desireto live. That is the problem.
That isour SIN! Desireto live. It was all because we weretrying to livel LIVE!! What’sthe

good of that, all it ever brought was pain and more pain!!! Better to die!”

She brought her fists down hard, pounding on the ground and making little indents in the ground.
Abathyr moved back a little as Ghash began to thrash about in her tears. They all sat down as
the valley rumbled and rolled and growled. It seemed to go on and on forever, and they waited,
knowing how long this eruption had been in coming, how long held and compressed and piled
high with life after life of despair and pain.

Finally her rage spent itself and she drew a shuddering breath. But then she doubled over,
holding her vast belly, and another wave exploded from her in a high pitched keening. Her
hands grasped at the air and her eyes flew open wide as she emitted long, piercing cries, broken
by short gasps for breath.

“Hungry!” shecried, “I'm so HUNGRY!! Need, need, neeeeeeceedd! Ay, ayyyyiyiyaaaaay”
Her jaw began quivering and she clenched her teeth but that didn’t stop the shivering, and they
heard a great clattering as her teeth chattered and banged together in her mouth. She continued
to keen between clenched teeth, but they couldn’t understand what she was saying. 1t sounded
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like gibberish, infantile screaming with areal word mixed in here and there. “M -m-m-m-m----
eeeeceeeceeecel NO, no, no, no, NONONONO!! Aaaaaaagh-fa-fa-fa-fa.... Hungry, hungreeeeee,
g-g-g-nnnnnnnnnnneeeeeeel! 1111 Please, please, PLEASE!!!!” Her hands reached out grasping
at something only she could see, some long ago memory, something that came not quite close
enough to grasp and then moved away. They watched her unseeing eyes track the leaving of
whatever it was, and heartbreak and rage and terror mixed together in her tears. And then she
began beeting her fists on her breasts and bely with huge whomping smacks, and crying the long
bottled rage against hersdf that told of the final judgment her long hunger had deduced.
“Garbage!” she cried over and over again. “Garbage! Garrrrrbagel NOTHING! USELESS!!

Girda moved in, thinking to help keep the woman from hurting hersef. But Girda, large as she
was, was no match in size or strength to Ghash. She looked to the others for help. Jether rushed
over with a handful of blankets and pillows and together they managed to insert them between
Ghash's pounding fists and her body. Ghash pounded the padding, frustrated that she could no
longer rend her own flesh, and then she gave up and grabbed one blanket in both fists and stuck
it in her mouth. Her teeth came down hard and she let hersdlf bite and rend and tear and growl
and HATE.

Thefire had died down to a bare flame by the time Ghash’s rage and self-hate was spent. She
had torn and chewed one blanket to shreds, and despite their best efforts, she had torn her own
flesh. Blood was 0ozing from new wounds and old wounds and torn scabs. Exhausted, she had
collapsed onto one side and closed her eyes. She continued to cry alittle, making little mewling
sounds and working her mouth, and occasionally a huge shiver would run through her entire
body. They weren't surewhat to do. Abathyr tried covering her large bulk again to keep her
warm. Jether built thefire up. Suddenly Magda had an idea.

Shetook the pitcher and cup from Sari and knelt near Ghash’s head with it. Unstoppering the
pitcher, she dipped a corner of the blanket into it, saturating the material. Then she gently
touched the blanket to Ghash’s mouth, Ietting a little droplet of the manna drip between the
massive lips. One drop, then another, and then Ghash swallowed, and her tongue came darting
out to lick her lips. Magda slowly worked the blanket into her mouth, and as she did, Ghash
began suckling on the life-giving liquid hungrily. When she had sucked all the manna out of the
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corner, Magda dipped it again into the pitcher and fed her gently, a tiny mother feeding a
massive, long neglected infant child. Abathyr motioned to Magda to give her the pitcher. She
poured alittle out into a shallow bowl, and she and Sari ministered to Ghash’s wounds, dipping
bits of cloth into the manna and laying them gently over the worst of her wounds and especially
the places where she had no skin. Eventually Ghash gave a huge shuddering sigh and opened her
eyes acrack.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice hoarse and cracked from al her heavy crying. She
shivered again, along cold shiver that spoke of a deegp embedded bone-cold.

They all gathered around her, touching her gently and pouring into her their warmth and love.
Her raw need and hunger had touched a chord in all of them. Dhalla nestled herself in the crook
of Ghash’'s arms. Nora crawled out of her wrappings and joined her there. Girda sat behind her
and patted her on the shoulder.

Katya positioned hersdf right in front of Ghash'sface. “You are not garbage,” she said.

Ghash opened one eye wearily and looked into Katya's earnest little face. “Huh!” She closed
her eyes again.

“You are not garbage,” Rika said.

They heard Dhalla and Nora both weeping now. Ghash looked down at them and a few large
tears seeped from her eyes. The three of them wept quietly together for a moment.

“You know, don't you, little ones” Ghash whispered. “Y ou know.”

Dhalla nodded and wept.

“Why do you think you're garbage?’ Sari asked sadly.

Ghash took a deep breath and began to tell her tale.
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“1 was there alone in the void for so long, with nothing, no light, no air, no food.
Can you concelve of such a thing here, in thiswell-lit place? Can you conceive of
thousands of years of darkness and starvation? Millions? There was no pity, no
concern for me, no one noticed | was missing from the fabric of creation. No light
came to rescue me, no comforting hand came to pull me from my torturous
existence.

Dark, starvation, aloneness, powerlessnesss. These things were my reality, for
many millennia. At times| thought | must be mad. | tried to go out of existence, |
tried to not care that | was starving and alone and ... helpless.

Howdid | cometo be there? | had only tiny bits of memories. Some kind of
explosion, something that had been good but frightening at the sametime, a

sgueezing.

| remembered being a part of something. | had awareness of myself like therind
of an orange, the thick shell of a fruit. The outer edge of ..something. And within,
something was being formed, something was happening. | felt an undulating. A
quickening, an excitement, a thrill. Something within was moving and rubbing
against me and | felt it as a pleasureful thing. It pushed outward a little bit. |
squeezed inward a little bit. It pushed outward more. | squeezed, | was so excited,
and afraid, and the pressure mounted and built and | was squeezing and then --
there was resistance and something not right and ... And then, | felt very scared.
The thrill of movement became a fear of ... something, | don't even know what.
Too much, too fagt. It was pushing outward too hard! | tried to expand to
compensate for the pushing outward, but | couldn’t and | felt stretched and
stretched and pushed and STRETCHED and | thought | was going to break and |
got so afraid!!!! | clamped down. | clamped down hard. | rested then, holding still
and clenched and knowing relief that | wouldn’t break apart.

And then | heard/felt the fear building from the Something inside. | heard/felt its
terror ... of suffocation and a fear of death, and it seemed to be afraid of ME!

Was | killing this Something inside? | felt fear and guilt that | was so selfish ...
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that | might be killing something inside because of my fear. That | waswrong to
hold back and clamp down on the expansion. | began to let go, to loosen my grip
and as| did, | felt the pressure inside building and building and BUILDING and

We exploded...

| woke in darkness, black and empty and cold and alone. Drifting alone in the
dark, | struggled. And then howling. Horrible empty howling need. Need, and
need, and NEED! Hungry hungry hungry HUNGRY!!! Devoid of light and
sustenance, my life was a minute by minute, second by second grinding emptiness,
aching hunger, that went on and on and on forever. | couldn’t see or hear. |
couldn’t tell up from down, sideways from frontways. | couldn’t tell where | ended
and the darkness began. There was absolutely NO light, no sustenance.

| felt strange pains. Biting and stabbing and piercing and crunching. | couldn’t
feel my body, my self, to know where the pain was, or to know how to get away
fromit or make it stop. | couldn’t move myself, | waslike... ablob ... hanging in
gpace. | couldn’t move. | was frozen there, with no light and no ability to generate
light ... a useless, powerless, but highly magnetic blob. Things, horrible thingsin
the dark, drifted inevitably to me and | bloated and bloated and became a dark
grotesque, hideous, gaping gash in space. And | was powerless to stop it.

But | was aware, in some part of me, that | used to be part of something. Some
dim memory of wholeness, of mobility, of togetherness. | seemed to be aware that
THEY were still out there, together, not alone like me, way out here on the edge of
nowhere... but they didn’t seem to be aware of me. They didn't seem to miss me,

nobody came to rescue me or even investigate.

| saw... THEM. Or did I? Inthe vast foreverness of my dark, it seemed the
strangest thing of all to be aware of something out there, light, movement, sound.
But it was far, far away. And they had — apparently - no awareness of me. Again
and again | fell into death-sleep, and awakened to the light and the sound. Again
and again hope rose up like a foolish child, only to be dashed again and again
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againgt the cold and the dark. They did not want me or need me. | was forgotten,
they did not even notice that | was gone from them. All the important ingredients
were put into the bowl and the glory of creation became. The garbage got thrown
out. Thrown away and forgotten.

That'swhat | am. | am the banana peel, the egg shell, the excess, the hard rind,
not needed. The leftovers, the shit. Theliteral excrement of creation.

That the garbage is alive seemsto be the cruelest joke of all. Why do | have
awareness and feelings? Why do | suffer this hunger and aloneness and cold?
Why do | rage? Isit a mistake? Why don't they come and kill me? Put me out of

my misery?

| am darkness eating my own darkness. | am a sucking black hole. | am need,
feeding on itself.

Suddenly a light came near. It swooped in on me and for a fraction of a fraction
of a second, it seemed to consider me. It actually brushed against me but... the
encounter happened so fast and was over before | could even realize what
happened. | spent another millennium trying to understand. What did he seein
me? Why did he leave? Why did he not take me in his arms and feed me and help
me live? Ach, what did | do to drive himaway? | replay the event, alone in my
darkness, again and again. | remember that parts of me reached out with greedy
clutching fingers, grabbing at him, trying to get from him that which we hunger
for. Giveittome, giveittome! Yes, | frightened himwith my need, ach, why did
| do that, why do | need so much, why can’t | kill this needy hunger?

| realizethat | felt ... smaller ... with hisleaving. What did that mean? Did he
take some of me with him but ... leave the rest of me behind? And yet, in other
places| feel... more. But the Moreisnot meas|’ve come to know myself. Did he
leave something behind? Yes, | seeit, | fedl it, the darkness.
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It isHISneed. He has added his need to my own, thrown it away, along with
something else, something that chases his need, hatesit, hates me too. Does he
see his own darkness that he has thrown away? See how it shines darkly on my
skin, see how it burnsinto me, like acid, like an insect burrowing, feeding off my
essence deep inside. It burns like ice deep down in my bowels. | feel his hatred,
his need, and histerror. Histerror eats into me, seeking refuge from his hatred.
They chase each other round and round my entrails, | feel them like nasty little

ratsin the cellar.

| hate him. | hate them all. | feel his hatred and histerror, and | know what a
coward heis. He pretends and poses and postures, but | know he's a coward. He
only stands upright because he has thrown away his animal. He can claim to have
no hatred or fear, but | know better... | know what it is he has thrown away,
thinking it was gone into the darkness of space, but it drifted to me, it came to me,
it found me there, and it was not the light | needed. No, it didn't feed me. It fed ON
me. And hated me. And hated him.

| hate him. | hate them all.

[- 1-1-... what is|? I'M SO CONFUSED!!! What is my hate and what is his? What
ismy terror and what is his? | don't know, and | don't know HOW to know. That
ismy greatest terror... that | know nothing and | have no way to know anything,
and | don't know how to figure out how to know anything.

Am| insane? Is any of thisreal?

Hateisreal. Hate isthe most solid thing in this darkness. Hate hate hate HATE!!!
| hate them all, | hate all that lives, all that breathes. | hate everything that moves.
| want to kill all that lives!!!!! Leave me here in the dark. How dare you come
here now after all thistime! Leave me, thisis MY space, my darkness, my
aloneness. | was learning to sleep, | was learning not to care, | was learning how
to still my breath and sleep the long sleep. HOW DARE YOU DISTURB MY
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Ah god, I'msorry, I'm so sorry. Please don't |leave me, please don't hate me,

please. I'm so hungry.

“I don't blame him, | don’t blame you, any of you. | don’t blame my sisters for leaving me.”
Ghash wiped her tear-streaked face with one corner of the blanket. “1 am useless garbage. It's
true, everything my sister ever hated about meistrue. | am useess and whining and fearful. |
can’'t help it!” shecried, growing angry again. “I don’'t know how to be anything else!’ What do
| have that is not helpless and useless? My sister is the one who lives, who cannot help but live,
no matter how | have tried to kill her driveto survive. All | haveis old souring hatred and
hunger and helplessness,” she cried softly.

“Hungry,” Nora whispered.

“Hepless,” Dhalla whispered.

Tears wererolling down both their cheeks. Ghash touched each little cheek with her large finger
and together they rocked back and forth and wept.

“Hunger and helplessness,” Ghash repeated. “I’m sotired. But not tired like before, not heavy.
Just... sweet-tired. What was that you gave me?’

“Manna,” Sari said. “It camefrom... wdl, we don't know exactly what it is but we got it from
the Gardener Man, the Voice, the ones who help us and protect our valley. He saysit’s the stuff

of life, and ... he gaveit to us so we would have some of our very own.”

“Our very own,” Ghash whispered. “Our very own? Y ou mean, to never be hungry again?
Never again to have to beg for crumbs from a heartless master’ s table?’

“Never hungry again,” Sari said.
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“Oh sister,” Abathyr breathed, “Isn’t that the most wonderful gift? We don't ever haveto be
hungry again, but that’s only part of it. We don’t even have to ask him for help, do you see?’
She turned to the others who had confusion written all over their faces. “We... al of us ... have
been in such a state of terror to even ask for what weneed. We ... al of us ... believed at a
deeply buried level, that our need is what caused the great burning, the great blast, and al the
years of punishment and torture ever since then. Asking, showing that we need His light and
food, is such a hugdly terrifying thing that ... well, we've been stuck in a hard place. Unableto
open to get the light we need to heal, because opening - and needing - means getting killed. This
gift of mannafor our very ownis... well, it’s the most wonderful gift He could have given. It
means there is hope, thereis away out of the conundrum. Do you see?’

But Ghash had fallen asleep, and it appeared to be a peaceful sleep this time, not the comatose
death-sleep that had drawn Magda downward with its seductive song. They covered her with
blankets and she began to snore lightly.

As they watched her sleeping, suddenly she seemed to blur. Her form was changing before their
eyes. Her huge bulk began to shrink and lengthen. Her reddish skin grew orange and then pink,
and then turned a deep yellow with dark brown stripes. They watched in amazement as the large
woman’s form shifted and changed, stretching to momentarily take on the appearance of a large
golden feline, tawny and sleek. Then she blurred again and she began to glow in the firelight.
Her skin became a shiny translucent golden color that glowed in the night, and her form, though
still huge, became incredibly beautiful and womanly. Her face, still sleeping peacefully, shifted
and changed, the cheekbones grew high, the mouth full and generous, the forehead grew high
and a luscious mane of hair flowed from her head like a golden mantle. She held that form for
only amoment, and then she blurred again, shrinking and growing and changing color, until she
was once again the heavy, blobbish, reddish hued Ghash they knew.
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The Brothers

“What did we just see?” Magda asked Abathyr in a hushed voice as they moved to the other side
of thefire so as not to disturb the slegping Ghash. “There' s so much moreto all of this, isn't
there? | fed asif we ve only just touched the barest tip of the iceberg here, and | want so badly
to understand.”

“Understanding the whole picture won't be easy,” Abathyr said, sitting on alargerock. Sari
moved to sit on her other side, and there was just enough room on the rock for both of them to
snuggle together. Abathyr hooked her arm through Sari’s and pulled her close. “You all have
been remembering your past in bits and pieces. Part of the problem is that your memories are
locked in your pain. Minetoo. It's hard to remember something encased in stone or ice. But
this valley, the sharing and crying you do here, and the gift of manna, are inching us all forward
into recovery. Each of us has a piece of the puzzle. | don’t think any of us can know the whole
story. Until we'reall back together again and al the stories have been remembered and cried
and shared, the whole picture cannot be seen.”

“We need each other,” Girda said.

“Yes, absolutely.”

“What about Ghash, what about you Sisters? How do we all fit together? | don’t understand.”
Rika was standing a little apart from them, her hands were stuff deep in the pockets of her
trousers and her shoulders were hunched up with tension.

“Near as| can understand,” Abathyr said, “when we split apart originaly, thefirst time, we each
were damaged in a particular way, and whatever we were fedling or suffering at that time
became our primary ... imprint. We ve lived many lives since then, and each life has seemed to
be mostly areplaying of our original imprint. But, there have been many gatherings, many times
when we tried to come back together, and during those times we have mingled and exchanged
essence and mixed ourselves together depending on how it felt and who we wanted to align with.
But the splits and imprints that happened originally caused more breakage and shattering, and we
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were never ableto fully heal with each other. We came together and broke apart again and
again.” Sheturned to look at Sari. “You and | are cut of the same cloth, so to speak.” She
turned to Magda. “And you seem to have alarge piece of our Underground Sister here in you.
Not that you are like her. Actually you fed very much like Sister Superior to me, only not so ...
wdll, more like a healed and heartful version of her. But you also seem to vibrate similarly to
Ghash, so | would guess that you were there at the first gathering, and perhaps bonded deeply
with her then.”

“Which would explain why she was able to pull Magda down underground with her!” Sari cried.

“Yes, | see” Magda said, nodding her head. She sat silently for a moment, thinking and feeling
into everything that had happened between she and Ghash. “But ... oh, there s so much we
don’'t know, so much we don’t understand!” She shook her head and felt a desire growing within
herself, adesireto call to the Gardener Man and the Voice, to ask for help and information. She
followed the desire without thinking, and out into the night went her call, carried on the wings of

her desire.

“I might be able to clear up afew things,” they all turned to face the source of these words.

The Gardener Man, with just plain brown eyes this time, was standing a few feet outside their
circle, swathed in pre-dawn mist. He didn’t move, just stood quietly there, both hands clutching
his stick. Nobody spoke for a moment. Magda noticed that Jether took a few steps backward
and shrank into the darkness where she couldn’t see him anymore. Most of the others were just
staring at the Gardener Man. Rika looked confused. Desiree was fluttering her wings excitedly
and all of her pinkness was turning a darker, brighter shade, more like fuchsia than the light pink
she normally was. Mabel was Magda' s greatest concern. She turned to find Mabd clutching her
chest and scowling, but she, like Rika, looked more confused than anything.

Mixed emotions, shethought. Wanting to trust, but ... we've all got so much in our past that tells

us not to.

185



She felt bad for not warning them that she was going to call Him, but she barely had time to
know it hersdlf. Her desire had sprung forth from her so quickly! Me and Desiree, she thought
wryly, jJumping so quickly. | must be careful.

She cleared her throat and said, “Welcometo our Circle. Can you help us understand?’

“Somethings, | can, | think. But some things will only be understood when the healing is
complete. Asyour Abathyr has said, the memories of the events themselves have been locked in
stone with the pain, and each of you carries your own piece of the puzzle. And | can’t claim
anymore to know you better than you know yourselves. But this dear one,” he nodded his head
in the direction of Ghash, “and her Sister who wouldn't stay, are both essential to the fabric of
thisworld. They are more like me, deeply at home in manifestation. They aretied to al that is
created here, and tied to you all in away that is similar to theway atree grows. In aphysical
sense, Ghash is your root system, the seed pod, from which you spring... And sheisthe
embodiment of your life force, your desireto live, your sense of sdf, and identity, all that is ...

or should have... unfolded from your deepest desires into fruition and life. The damage that was
done so early on made it impossible for the unfolding to happen the way it should have. | made
mistakes, we all made great mistakes... a great wrongness occurred from which | only now begin
to hope that we can recover.”

He knelt near Ghash's head and looked at her long and deeply. Then he sighed and moved back
to them. “This should never have been. | have such remorse and self-blame. | try to imagineit,
how it could have been, my essence and hers... For sheis the font from which all manifested
life springs, combined with my essence, of course. For along, long time | refused to see. |
wanted to believe | was all therewas, that | alone was responsible for creating manifested life. |
secretly stole her essence and blended it with my own, and together with the light, we caused
bodies to comeinto creation that had invisible seeds of destruction built into them. We didn’t
understand what was going wrong. And | blamed Her for that, never was | able to see my own
responsibility there, or admit that | needed her. Ach, but that’s a very long, terrible story. | can’t
tdl it all now. What | started to say, was that you are al like the trunk and branches and leaves
of thetree. You aretied to Ghash, springing from her, and connected to each other by your ...

root system. That’'s not quiteright, but | can't think of a better description right now.”
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“That makes perfect senseto me!” Magda said. “Yes, I’vefdt that connection with everyone
here. | told mysdf that we were sisters, family.”

“Yes, you are, and yet, you are also fragmented beings, parts of something that once was more
whole. None of you is complete without the others. Y ou have been unable to live, because your
life force was damaged so early on, amost from the very moment of being born.”

“The damage that was done...” He paused and sighed and his breath was ragged. “The damage
that was done to Her, was mostly done by me. Very early on. So early that it was easy to forget.
| did not understand that we were meant to need each other, to work together. | believe now that
we were meant to be drawn together by our need of each other, and that by feeding each other’s
need, we would evolve and grow and love would be born between us. | didn’t understand, and
al | knew was | didn’'t want to fed needy or dependent. | felt so ... out of control! So helpless.
It was not something | could accept. | discovered very early on that | had the ability to push
away things | didn’'t want to fed, and so | pushed my need for Her away, out of my
consciousness, to where | no longer felt it nagging at me.

“A very long time went by, and there were many more of these same kinds of splits within me.
One of the main splits, and one of the earliest, was between the one you call the Voice, and me.

| had body needs, you see, sexual needs. And since need of any kind was abhorrent to us, he
pushed me away. Hetried toignore me at first, Hetried to think of me as a dull nagging
headache that will passin time. But my needs were too great, and they built up a great pressure
that could not be denied. And | hated his restrictions on me. | hated his condemnation of me, of
something in methat | couldn’t help or stop. | began to clamor and demand his attention. His
final rgection of me gave me a thorough imprint, a deep and binding imprint, that ALL needs are
evil. Somehow | twisted this around in mysdlf to believe that since it was Her | needed, it was
simply Her fault that | needed, therefore it was Her fault that He rejected me. Everything was
Her fault.”

He hung his head and they saw the tears fall to the ground and onto the toes of his scuffed shoes.

“When | met her here and there, badly fragmented even then, | only thought of my own unmet
needs, and how | could get them met in the most expedient manner, without having to form any
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permanent attachment to Her, without having to feed Her needs at all. | never realized until
recently how much of my need She hersef was holding. | never realized how much | hated my
own need when | saw it looking out of her eyes. But | also hated her need of me. | was afraid of
her clinging, her clutching, her demands to befed. | was afraid she would drag me down into the
abyss of my own desire and kill me there, that she would use my need against me, to manipulate
me and make a fool of me. My fear conjured fantastic pictures of what she would do to meif she
ever really ensnared me, that she would suck al the light out of me and then devour my bones.

In my delusions, | beieved she was evil, and no effort should be spared to rid cregtion of her

presence.”

A deep groan came from the darkness, and they all turned to seewhat it was. Sari rose and went
out of the circle, returning with one arm around Jether who was sobbing deeply. She sat down
with him and held him while he cried, “My need, my heart, my love, our need, my heart broke,
my heart broke...”

“Yes,” the Gardener Man said, nodding his head sadly. “I’m sorry, my brother. I’m so sorry.
Y ou held our love, and you were cast out t00.”

“I tried! | tried so hard,” Jether sobbed. “Do you have any idea how hard it was for me? You
didn’t seemto care, or want to care. He wanted meto beloving, but ... do you know how hard it
isto be loving without needing that which you love? To only be able to allow that small slice of
lovein yoursdf that is impersonal and detached? | condemned myself over and over again. |
had so much loveto give, love that could have grown to something beautiful. But it was too
needy, my love, too personal. Some of my brothers did a better job than me, and were able to
present the kind of love He approved of and said was TRULY loving. My brand of love was not
acceptable. 1 lost huge parts of my heart, judging them as too selfish, too needing of personal
attachment, too ... unevolved. Ah, god, | failed Him, and | failed her. | failed...” Hewrapped
his arms around his middle and rocked back and forth while he continued to cry. Sari held him
and rocked with him, tears glistening in her eyes.

The Gardener Man came and knelt on one knee before Jether, leaning on his stick. His dark eyes
were sad and filled with tears. “You did not fail,” he said firmly. He placed one hand on the

younger man’'s knee. “We have much to heal between us, brother, but please, hear me on this.
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You did not fail. Your loveis good and true. But it never could have healed everything. The
task you weretold was yours, to hold it all together with love as the glue, and athin, battered
love at that, was untrue and unfair. We were missing so many pieces of information, and the
first is what these blessed women have found here — that every part has a placein the circle, and
that each must be allowed to speak and share and fed whatever it isthey fed. If we had only
waited, listened...” Heshook hishead. “Therearetoo many if only’'s. We are listening now.
We are following their lead, and trying to make everything right. We need to find all our parts

too, brother, and heal all our own brokenness.”

Jether looked up at him for along moment, their eyes, so much alike, locked in sympathy and
pain. Then heslowly nodded. “Yes. Yes, that’swhat | want too. Can we become whole
again?’

“I know we can, brother. | KNOW it.”

“1 want so badly to know where | belong, to be of use, to be ableto help...”

“You were laden with a great burden, and there was no way you could succeed. It was not alack
or afailure on your part. Y ou can help now, we need your loving heart, we are not complete
without you.”

Jether looked at the Gardener Man with grateful eyes that still spilled tears.

The pre-dawn mist grew thicker and Magda shivered. Mabe stifled a yawn, then looked
apologetically around at them all.

The Gardener Man looked around at them and smiled. “You are all so brave,” hesaid. “But this

has been the longest night 1I’ll bet any of you can remember.”

Girda gave a little bark of alaugh and Mabe nodded shyly.

“Well, go get somerest,” he said to them. “I will stand watch over our Lady here. | will keep
her wounds covered and put fresh manna on when needed. | owe her so much more than that,
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but thisis something | can do now. It was| who did the most damage to her though, so | don't
want her to seeme. |If sheawakens I'll fade away. Will some one of you stay nearby, just in

case?’

“I’ll stay,” Girdasaid. Shewrapped a blanket around hersdf and curled up closeto thefire.

“I’m quite comfortable here.”

“And 1,” Jether said. “I will stay with you... brother.” He smiled rather shyly at the other man,
who clapped him on the back and hugged him gruffly.

And so they left them there, hoping that Ghash would be able to sleep through the remainder of
the night, Dhalla and Nora still cradled her arms.
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A New Day

They all climbed to the entrance of the cave, pausing there on the ledge where they could look
down on the valley and see the sharing circle below, and watched as the darkness faded and gave
way to dawn. Pale shades of mauve and peach stretched ther fingers out, pushing back the dark,
pinching out the starlight and breathing a soft song across the eastern border of the mountains
around them.

Sari sighed, a deeply contented sigh. Magdatook her hand and drew her near and for a moment
they stood leaning on each other, watching the day begin. Magda sighed.

“What isit?’ Rikaasked. “What isthis feding?’

“Hope,” Sari and Magda said together.

They looked at each other and smiled, remembering an earlier time when they were still new to
the valley, new to the healing, and new to each other. A time when hope was a stranger newly
met. Met for thefirst time, here, inthis safe place. They had been down many memory paths
sincethose days. The valley itself wore the evidence of their healing and the magic they had all
found... and become. Inthe dawn’s palelight they could see the tops of the many flowering and
fruit-laden trees, and as the sun peeked its nose over the rim of the mountains a bird woke and

began to sing a glorious morning greeting.

The magic was all around them and in them, and they felt it thrumming in their hearts, through
their veins. Magda closed her eyes and felt the valley breathe with them. Through her feet she
felt the great heartbeat of the mountains and felt her soul follow the path of blood and bone down
through branch and leaf, down to the core of the earth and back up again, connecting her with all
that lived, and she knew, she knew it would be aright. There was more to come, no doubt, more
pain, more memories, more sisters to join them. There were many questions yet unanswered,
many pieces of the puzzle still missing. But it would be alright. 1t would al be made right.

They could handle anything that would come. They would find the Lonelies, al of them, every
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last one. And Yang sister would join them, eventually, and she would cry her terror and be
healed and fed. Magda knew it as surely as she knew the sun would continue to rise each day.
Therewas asort of ...ultimate inevitability about it. Their healing could not be stopped. It had
become a dam, bursting, atidal wave, the inexorable forward movement of floodwaters,
unstoppable and unshakeable.

Hope? Why ... hope was a puny word compared to the fedling that filled Magda from head to

toe. She needed a new word, a bigger word. Hope plus ten. Surehope.

She laughed and shook her head, unable to find aword big enough for the feding that was
bursting from her very pores. Abathyr took her hand on the other side and looked into her eyes,
trying to fed it, whatever it was. Magda drew her close and ... with her on one side and Sari on
the other, and the others standing close, shefelt safeand ... nestled. These were her family,
these wonderful people. Thiswas their valley, their home, their safe place, where they could tell
thelr stories, remember their past, fed their pain. They would heal all the past and remember it
all, until they became whole again, and all was mended. And together with their own power and
the sweetness of the manna, they would find magic such as had never been known before.

They would begin to live.

And maybe someday ... they would be healed enough, whole enough, and strong enough, to go

out into the world again.
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