My mother was called Shaheen – the falcon.  I remember the early days, the smell of the hut, the smoke of cooking-fires and the wet fat stink of entrails.  Our hut sat at the edge of the village – a little apart, just as we were – and every few days some poor brave soul would venture in with an offering – a rabbit, or a chicken, or on very good days a young goat – from whose insides my mother would read the future of the supplicant.

She could have read just as well from the tattered cards she always kept in the pouch at her hip – but as she was fond of telling me when no one else was listening, cut cards don’t still the rumblings of a hungry belly.

My father alone did not fear her – but then, my father was not of the village.  A few times a year he would visit, sometimes just for an afternoon, rarely any longer than a week.  During those times no one else dared approach the shadow of our hut.  I was eight or nine before I learned that my mother had spread a rumor that he was part-demon.  She told me it was so my father could take his rest undisturbed.  She certainly did not want to be disturbed while my father shared our hut.  She would send me on long errands and tell me not to come back until I was really quite sure they were complete.  And even then, I knew to busy myself in the yard until the only force stirring the thatch of the roof was the breeze without.

Once he had finished reuniting with my mother, Father would sit with me, at the low table by the fire – or on pleasant days, outside under a tree – and teach me games.  There was one he called Goh, played with smooth stones laid out on a tree stump.  I loved the cool touch of the stones against my fingers, loved watching the strategies unfold; in my mind I could see within each game the advancing and retreating of armies, the slow seductive dance of a courtship, countries rising up and falling apart.  Sometimes when we ended I would tell my father the story I had seen in the game we had just played; and his eyes would smile.  Then he would re-set the board to some crucial moment in the story – he always carried every move perfectly in his mind – but change the placement of a single stone, then watch as the ripples changed the course of the rest of the story.  “Remember, gazelle,” he would say, “the slip of a single pebble can bring an avalanche.”

They called me Tabitha – the gazelle – for my long thin limbs, like my father’s, my swiftness, and my….  Well, I did eventually grow into myself enough to achieve some measure of grace.

I was perhaps twelve or thirteen – old enough to have my hand negotiated away, had I been one of the regular village girls, though to no one’s surprise no suitor came for me – when the sickness came to my village.  It did not occur to me until much later that the infection may have been a purposeful act by some enemy of my father’s.  The villagers died and died, and cursed my mother, who in their most fearful moments they expected to change the future rather than simply predict it.

And then I fell into a fever.

I do not know how long I languished, delirious and half-dead; but I remember the night my father came.  It was winter; he wore a cloak of heavy furs.  He spoke to me, but I don’t remember his words; then he lifted me, and carried me, wrapped tight under the fur cloak, out into the snowy night, out of the village, away from everything I had ever known.

He walked and walked – how long I never knew, for in my fevered state the light and the land seemed to change around us as it should not, until he had walked us out of winter and into the first blooming of spring. Here there was no village, just a single simple wooden house with a single bed, one table and two chairs, a stone hearth, and little else; and outside a small garden, some chickens and a few goats, all on the side of a green mountain that sloped to a placid sea.  He laid me on the bed, and I slept, and woke to an awake that was still like dreaming, and then slept again, on and on, until at last the fever broke and I could see with clear eyes.

Father sat in one of the chairs, watching.  I asked where my mother was.  He told me some things must be left behind if we are to move forward; his eyes did not smile.  He fed me broth and drew water from the well that I might wash.

Outside it was glorious spring, the dawning of my education.

We stayed in the little house through the summer and well into autumn, just the two of us in a solitude that wasn’t, quite.  I regained my strength, and he taught me in stages: to write, to draw, to paint; and then, when my limbs were strong and ready, to wield sword and staff and my own body; to live off the land but leave no mark; or to leave a great mark with only a tiny nudge.  During the summer days we would work in the yard, barefoot, he with a length of linen wrapped about his hips, I in a light shift, drilling and sparring until the sweat rolled down our bodies, then tending to the garden and the animals.  At night we shared a simple meal, followed by tea, carefully brewed and poured.

And sometimes he would tell me about the land of his birth, and the Pattern.  He spoke in riddles I could not fully understand; but unlike my other lessons, which I was always to argue and question until I grasped their meanings, these he told me I would see when I walked. 

At the first hard frost, we began to travel.  Father led us down the mountain, and the mountain seemed to melt away as we went.  I understood now that this was not the delusion of fever, but an act of will writ onto the very fabric of Reality by the Pattern.  I watched closely, and questioned and questioned, but still I could not understand.  My father laughed, not unkindly, and told me to have patience.

We went many places in the following months:  in some, my father was a respected lord, and we wore fine clothes and dined with powerful men and women who spoke of politics and art and war; in some, he was nobody in particular, and we performed honest labor in exchange for food and lodgings; or we slept under the stars and took our nourishment from what we found in the forest.   “Always remember that you are all these things, gazelle,” he would say.  “Someday you will hold the power to shape reality to your will; but if you let go of the power to work with your hands, to listen to the whispers of the lowest man or beast, then the one you ignore will surely cut your legs out from under you.  The man who watches the field-mouse knows when winter is coming; the king who listens to the cooks and the washer-women will hear the turning of the tide against him.”

Some nights, I would ask when we would go to Amber.  “Not yet,” he would say, with infinite patience.  “It is not yet time.”

My art lessons grew more complex.  Father showed me the trick of painting the essence of a person or place, so that the art formed a bridge, and putting these images onto cards that could be used to move quickly from place to place, or to contact the subjects.  I painted my own tarot, and I painted Trumps of some of the places we visited.

It has been perhaps two decades since Father told me he would need to go away for a little while.  “You may call me in your need,” he said, “but I am going to do a complicated thing and may not be at liberty to answer.”  Of this complicated thing he would say no more; but he promised that when he returned that we would go to Amber, or the city called Rebma that is under the sea, and I would walk the Pattern.  He has not yet returned; and I remind myself that a “little while” may be quite a while indeed for a being that lives forever.  In his absence I tend the shadows he has left behind, as my mother used to tend our hut.  There are whisperings of great darkness in every shadow I visit; but I watch the field-mouse, I listen to the cook and the washer-woman.  I will be ready to meet it when it comes.

