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One 

Arrival 

 She awoke on the beach, drenched to the bone and choking. In 
the pouring surf, she rolled to her hands and knees and retched. Her 
throat burned and she convulsed, eyes bulging wide as she fought to 
disgorge a bellyful of seawater. At last, she vomited, and the surf 
pounded her clean as she struggled to stand. Too weak, she collapsed.  

The whole weight and rage of the sea were on her back. Light 
moved behind her eyelids, pulsing, burning a warning through long 
spells of seizures. Then the tide slipped out, and the last of the worst 
paroxysms passed. She sat up and opened her eyes.  

There was something cold and smooth beneath her. She looked 
down and was horrified for a moment: a face gaped up at her, gaunt 
and desperate with pain, its eyes framed by black bruises. Its tattered 
lips curled back over small, even teeth. She sucked a difficult breath 
and began to remember the world of form. She was seeing her own face 
in a large mirror.  

With swash flowing foamy over her and black tendrils of seaweed 
wrapped around every limb, she paused to consider her reflection. She 
remembered that she was a girl and that stinging weight in her bones 
was deep cold. She remembered pain, and she remembered fear, and 
she forced herself to her feet in spite of both. She attempted a weary 
march up the beach, limbs like solid ice. She fell forward a good way 
past the strandline and lay for some time listening to the wailing of 
seabirds. 

Breathing hard into the sand, she tried to piece her mind back 
together. The sun rose, and she turned over to watch the sky brighten. 
She was still struggling when it went down again. There were huge 
pieces of her missing. It was as if she was flying through thick mist 
with peaks rising slowly around her. She grasped for them, frustrated, 
but the mist swallowed them up continually. Who was she? How had 
she come here? She searched even into her dreams, but these were 
distorted by nightmares of suffocation.  
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As the sun rose again, she coughed awake and turned to spit up 

more brine. Her head hurt so badly that she thought her eyes might pop 
out. She felt thin and frail, but her strength began to return as the sun 
warmed her. She finally got up when birds started to peck at the 
seaweed in her hair.  

 Noon was passing. She turned and looked out at the ocean and 
the mirror that must have carried her to safety. There were still gaps in 
her memory. She couldn’t remember how people managed to cross 
such vast expanses of water, but she could recall that they did. The 
names of the little birds that skipped through the surf were beyond her 
reach – as her own name still was. But she remembered, with 
unshakeable certainty, that she did have one. She was someone, had 
come from somewhere, and now she was lost.  

 The ocean pulsed against the shore, caressing the sand in 
susurrus longing. It was as deep and as blue as a gem. She peeled the 
seaweed from her body and threw it away in wads. The white birds that 
crowded over those green-black piles were called kittiwakes; she 
remembered this because of their piercing calls. She was in a bay, and 
there was a cape to her right protruding into the halcyon distance. There 
she saw great flocks of kittiwakes roosting. By turns, they would brave 
the sea in reckless dives or land upon the beach to chase crabs.  

On her left, the beach curved wide, and she was surprised to see 
mirrors stuck in the ground on that side. Most were further inland, 
standing right at the tree line. A few of them were anchored entirely in 
sand, and many of these tilted, dangerously close to falling over. Fewer 
still were right in the surf. It was to one of these that she went first, and 
the sun crawled down into the west again while she moved among the 
mirrors.  

 She tarried longest before the mirrors that showed her 
reflection. She was thin and small and virtually nude; whatever she had 
been wearing before the sea spit her out was not much like clothing 
anymore. Her eyes were gem-blue like the ocean, her cheeks were 
lightly freckled, and her hair was long and brown and wavy. She ran 
her fingers through it, arranging it as best she could. Her scalp itched 
painfully from sand and salt. She frowned in one mirror, deciding that 
she didn’t like having brown hair. But in the gloaming light, she began 
to see that it was not brown after all. It was actually red – as red as the 

- 8 - 



 
rays of the setting sun – and she smiled. Red was pretty. It was much 
prettier than brown, and it suited her milky skin tone. 

She remembered that there were taller people. Older people. She 
thought she must be very young. Behind one mirror, she found a piece 
of gray cloth and a rope with which to cinch it around her waist. It was 
tattered and shapeless, but she grew to like it as she looked at herself 
wearing it. At some point, she realized that it must have been a dress at 
one time. Now it was her dress, and it wasn’t gray after all; it was 
seaweed green and the rope was gold. The longer she spent with her 
nose pressed against reflecting glass, the more she remembered about 
what it meant to be a physical thing, a part of the world, and subject to 
rules. She remembered more and more about memory itself, and she 
began to feel safer in her own skin. 

 In some of the mirrors, her reflection was distorted: she 
appeared tall and sapling-thin or short and round as a dumpling. In 
some, she was very old and her hair was white, and in others, her facial 
features seemed misaligned. Still other mirrors refused to show her 
reflection at all. Instead, they showed mountains and canyons, or hills 
and forests, or bridges over rushing rivers. One showed something that 
didn’t look like anything, and she found she couldn’t stare at it for too 
long without her stomach churning. She felt dizzy as she left this mirror 
behind, and she was about to sit down when a terrible cry erupted from 
the kittiwakes on the beach. The birds nesting on the craggy shoulders 
of the cape answered this, and in a great chaos of noise and motion the 
flocks left their roosting perches and disappeared into the darkling sky.  

An awful sound came bubbling out of the water, and she knew she 
could not stay on the beach anymore. The tide was clawing the sand. It 
was coughing something up. Seized with horror, she pushed herself to 
run from the bay of mirrors. She charged blindly as far as she could 
into the bush, and when it became too thick for her to advance any 
further she dropped into a ball, hugged her knees, and waited in fear to 
see if the things from the sea would come as far as the forest. 

There, she fell into a fearful sleep, and she had one nightmare after 
another, but the sea-things did not come into the woods that night. 
When she woke, the sun was up and she was safe in a patch of yellow 
flowers at the base of a tree. Its boughs arched over her like a roof. 
Quite by accident, she had found the perfect spot to hide.  
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She might have stayed there long into the afternoon if a flutter of 

butterflies had not descended upon her flower patch. She watched in 
wonder as they danced from bloom to bloom, and she giggled when 
they landed on her shoulders. The sound of her laughter startled her 
briefly, but then a smile spread huge across her face. The butterflies 
moved off and she rose to follow them, barely noticing as the forest 
opened to let her pass. 

 
She followed the butterflies all morning. The flutter went deep into 

the woods, moving among clumps of yellow flowers along the remains 
of a path. They would light in her hair to stroke her cheeks with their 
cobalt wings. Last night’s pain was finally ebbing away, flowing from 
her muscles to make way for renewed lightness and strength. The flutter 
stopped in a neat little clearing to crowd about a pedestal that stood in 
its center, and she lay down there on a pile of leaves and grass and went 
to sleep. When she woke, the butterflies were gone and noon had 
passed. She could still smell the sea and hear the babbling of the 
kittiwakes, though it appeared she had traveled quite far in a short time. 
Unfortunately, she was no less lost than before.  

She stood and took stock of her surroundings. The trees in this 
glade were birches, alders, and sycamore maples. And here was an elm, 
tall and strong, its winged seeds falling in languid spirals, and at its 
broad feet was another patch of yellow flowers. She picked a small 
handful of these, wound a few into her hair, and was pleased to find no 
more sand behind her ears. Then she turned to inspect the pedestal. It 
was covered with intricately carved figures. Flowering vines curled 
around it, and there was sweet smelling moss growing in feathery 
patches at its base. Engraved around its top were symbols in an alphabet 
that looked vaguely familiar.  

xagwa waog bowa 

She crouched to run her fingers over them, tracing the odd lines. 
She might have been able to decipher the symbols if she had spent more 
time examining them, but she was more interested in the large jewel 
that sat on top of the pedestal. 

Now she stood. The pedestal was almost as tall as she was, and the 
jewel was just below the level of her widening eyes. It glowed brightly 
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even in the light, rose-pink and roughly round, and there was a black 
cord wrapped around it. She reached out to pick it up and found herself 
hesitant to touch it; it was so vivid and perfect that she wondered if it 
might not be an illusion. She took up the cord instead, and as she lifted 
the gem from the pedestal she was surprised by how light it was. It was 
like lifting a butterfly. The gem hadn’t a single scratch or fracture, and 
she could see almost completely through it. It was dazzling, and she 
was left blinking as it caught the light of the sun. Without thinking, she 
put the cord over her head, and it fit perfectly around her neck. The gem 
lay upon her breast like a lingering kiss. Light and healing warmth 
poured endlessly from it, and at last she touched it to find it as soft as a 
petal in her hand. She realized that it was as much like a bloom as it 
was like a jewel. She knew the color of this stone, and she searched her 
mind for its name, but that part of her memory was still wrapped in 
shadow.  

She was turning the jewel in her hand and running the pad of one 
finger over its silken surface when the sky darkened and rain began 
whispering down around her. Clutching the pendant gem as if to protect 
it, she left the clearing for the safety of the big elm. The rain turned to 
sleet as night came on, and she fell asleep in the warmth of the gem 
with the huge elm’s spreading branches shielding her. She slept 
peacefully, dreaming of colors and feather-light touches and sounds 
like singing. When she woke again, stretching, it was the middle of the 
night and the gem was blazing like a star on her breast. 

 
She stared into the jewel. It cast strange shadows on her face. It 

was painfully bright, but she could neither blink nor look away. The 
light burned into her, and some veil within her was torn aside. The sleet 
had turned to rain again, and it pounded down in sheets of stinging 
drops. She shivered, wrapped now in the cold embrace of the wailing 
wind. She remembered walking the docks in the dark with her father, 
his rough hand enveloping hers, his pipe smoke sweet and acrid. She 
remembered her mother’s irrational fear of storms. A great 
homesickness overwhelmed her, though she still could not remember 
where her home was. She worried for those that must miss her, but there 
was greater suffering to come. She began to remember secrets and lies 
that she had told herself. She remembered erasing whole parts of her 
history, leaving chasms that crawled with shapes of shame and disgust. 
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There were things she could not allow herself to admit even then, with 
her mind hemorrhaging memories. 

 The elm no longer protected her. It beat the air with its branches, 
its great trunk creaking, seeds cascading down to be blown to shreds in 
the gale. Gripping the jewel, she got to her feet. Tears were freezing on 
her cheeks. As she fought against a deluge of memories that left her 
sobbing, she fell against the bole of the elm and stared into the jewel’s 
fiery heart. It was now hot in her hand. Rays of light spread out from 
it, and as she watched they began to converge. She turned, and the rays 
split again. Now there came a horrible cracking sound from above, and 
she looked up to see the top of the elm tree bending at a dangerous 
angle. Lashed by the wind and the rain and tormented by an equally 
violent storm of remembrance, she left the elm and the little clearing 
behind and ran headlong into the forest. She cut her feet on rocks and 
jutting roots. Brambles pulled at her dress and clawed her arms. Again 
and again, she found her path blocked. Eventually, she came back to 
the clearing, having succeeded only in making a full circle, and then 
she fell to her knees in dismay and frustration.  

The storm worsened. She heard panicked animals crashing through 
the woods, rushing for shelter. Some of them sounded very large and 
very close. The top of the elm snapped with a tremendous noise, and it 
crushed a sapling into a woody mess as it fell. Only the glow of the 
jewel brought her back to her senses. It pierced her fear, shrouded her 
physical pain in heat and growing light, and finally stemmed the 
horrible flood in her mind.  

She caught her breath and stood, shivering like the shattered elm. 
She could not stop the tremor in her bottom lip. But the gem’s light put 
everything behind her, seeming to pull her out of the storming world a 
little way, and as she looked into the jewel she was able to focus. The 
rays of light converged again; the single beam they formed was like the 
needle of a compass. What could she do but follow that light? 

She was sweating, her jaw ached terribly, her feet were pricked 
and scratched and swollen, but she went back into the woods with the 
light of the gem to guide her. She walked for a long time, and when she 
finally found shelter from the storm in a cave at the base of a cliff, she 
was too tired to stay up thinking about what had happened. Her last 
thought as she curled up beneath the roof of stone was of a mirror in a 
bedroom. Perhaps it had been her father’s. She remembered that most 
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little girls had fathers. But it may have been her grandmother’s mirror. 
That she could not remember. She had stood before it once in her 
nightgown and imagined that she was the captain of a pirate ship sailing 
the sea. She took this into her dreams, and she slept on the cave floor 
for a full day. When she woke, she found she was not alone.  
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