From Old Tobin, by Michael Traylor

	Written as a character sketch for The Farjanland Chronicles (my original fantasy world in progress)

[bookmark: _GoBack]A hot, squalid, dirty, church in a back alley of a seaside city in a hot, squalid, dirty impoverished country.  A low country of dusty palm trees and dried up wells and failing crops.  A years-long drought.  Famine.     Louisiana?  Southeast Texas?  Swamp country gone through an unnatural drought?  Brittle vines growing over remnants of broken, half-hidden stone buildings of queer design.

	Within the hot, dusty little church on the altar, old, dim grey stone that once was blue.  Wilted flowers laid there by someone with nothing else to do.  Dust-covered and forgotten.  

An ancient language in the books and scrolls and cut into the stone; a tongue rarely spoken and largely forgotten.

    	A soup line in an adjacent church hall, feeding thin gruel to skinny orphans.  Each of them albinos, outcasts in this land of ravenblack hair and walnut skin.  Each abandoned as infants upon the mountain by horrified parents thinking wolves or exposure to be the only fitting way.

An ancient priest stirring thin soup in a huge, heavy blackiron pot in the hall.  Old Tobin.  He once spoke the old language but now only mutters the daily prayers in it; the elder tongue to him is as dry as the dust on his feet, and he the only one for leagues around with any knowledge of it at all.

     	The bonewhite children, skin white as new snow, skinny and filthy all, queue at the pot for the meal.  Old Tobin ladles each bowl ceremoniously, with infinite care, never spilling a drop.  The precious food for his precious children.  Feeding them in this drought, feeding them with no funds and no help and nothing at all, but still they are fed each day.  Somehow.

	Then between dips of the wooden ladle two things happened at once:  Tobin glances up at the third child in line, an emaciated boy of four, and the door between the hall and the sanctum bangs open.  A cleaning woman bursts in (it was her that left the flowers, yesterday), eyes wide and mouth open, choking on the intensity of her exclamation.  Her words frozen in her throat.
	
	Old Tobin covers his mouth with the back of a gnarled old hand, the other resting atop the head of the third child in line, the old man’s rheumy eyes glazed with tears.   He has dropped his ladle into the dust.

	“Have the stones become blue as well?”  He asks quietly, not looking away from the boy, his voice breaking with reverence.  The cleaning lady nods silently.  Then, collecting herself, she falls to her knees.

	The white face, painfully thin.  The white hair full of dust.  The scared eyes, large and luminous in the thin face.  Shocking blue, robin’s egg blue eyes, the blue of sea and ice and sky and lightning.  Fire-blue.   Eyes that had always been red, as the rest of the albino children’s were red, until that very moment.

	The child was called Balt.

	The child called Balt had been set out upon a hillside at birth, as many of his kind were.  Albinos were rare in the Disputed Lands, but were perhaps less rare than elsewhere.  No one knew why.

	It was prophesied that the Lord of Ice would be born as a bloodless, as the common folk called them, but that his eyes would attain the blue of quickened Malm with the reappearance of the Farjanlands.

	Of course, these sacred prophesies were forgotten by most.  Old Tobin was one of the few Malm-priests remaining, the last of his order, in fact.  He still muttered the daily devotions and prayers in the ancient tongue of his order, a tongue of which he was the only speaker remaining, as far as he knew.

	Old Tobin had rescued Balt from exposure, as he had rescued the dozens of others over the years.  Dozens?  Hundreds.  He raised them as best he could, educating them at first, years ago when he still had the zeal of youth, and then later foregoing education for trade-teaching, carpentering or masonry or whatever labor the poor souls could eventually use to feed themselves.  Tobin had told himself that he saved the bloodless ones year after year because of the prophesied child; but in his honest heart he knew that he did it out of love for innocent babes and a disdain for the ignorant superstition that engendered such barbaric practices.  He’d largely lost his faith that the prophecies were literally true:  a beautiful cycle of poetry, perhaps; a myth that had inspired many to do good over the centuries, but not actually, literally true.

	That had all changed of course when he’d happened to glance up from the pot and saw those large, luminous eyes in the hungry child’s face.  An unforgettable blue:  Tobin knew that he would have the image of that glance in his heart until the end of his days.

	He also knew that the end of his days was nearing.  He had enjoyed a flowering in his body and soul in the three days since the blue occurred: his creaky old joints felt almost young again, and his heart was light and happy.  He was filled with tremendous energy, but a strange wisdom whispered to him that it was the end.  He had one final task to accomplish, and when done, he would be spent.  

	Tobin reflected on this as he led the scrawny donkey along the dusty path.  Why had he, an old and done man, been chosen to deliver the Long-Awaiting One?  He remembered the anxieties he had experienced as a youth, when he first joined the order.  The doubts about his vocation, the fear of lifelong celibacy, the great loves that he envisioned missing.  He had been a mediocre student at best; average among his peers in every way.  Yet here he was, the last of the Malmpriests, the last of the elder tongue, and it was his duty to bear the flame that would spark the world.

	The flame rode the donkey, his sapphire eyes hidden in a deep hood.  He was silent, as he had been since Old Tobin had dropped the ladle.  He had been thoroughly frightened by the whole business.  He had known nothing but the orphanage his entire life; he’d been given no real education and had been taught hardly anything about…anything.  That fact stung Old Tobin deeply, a momentary thorn thrust through his happiness:  he’d had the Long-Awaited One in his charge these four years and had taught him nothing of the ancient, beautiful traditions that the boy himself was to fulfill.  The thought filled him with bitter shame, and he pushed it out of his mind.
	
	The path wound through hills of rock and exposed dirt that were becoming taller with each passing mile.  They had left the orphanage at dawn in a thick fog, which was the first moisture of any kind that had appeared in the Disputed Lands for years.  Now the low grey clouds began to spit, and the first rain to fall upon the land in half a decade began to pour down upon them.  It quickly turned the beige dust to a thick brown mud, and rivulets of brown water cut new paths down the muddy hills.  

	For three days they travelled through the mountains of mud, and Old Tobin’s strength never left him.  He had brought but a small bit of food for the journey, not wishing to deprive the hungry orphans he was leaving behind.  His poor, thin, hungry orphans.  He would never see them again.  But they now had lives before them.  A true chance to live as men and women properly in and of the world.  They might have decent homes, and food aplenty, and healthy and happy children of their own.  Such things might be possible because of the boy on the donkey that he led.  He pressed on, and eventually the hills gave way to a broad, much flatter land.

	The rains had ceased and they began to walk through drier country, but these lands had not been assaulted by the fierce drought of those whence they’d come.  The soil and the fields were a pale, butter yellow, very strange to behold.  Occasionally Old Tobin consulted an ancient map done upon a bit of parchment.  The runes upon the map were in a tongue lost to the earth.

	They began to see rude carts in the fields drawn by thin oxen.  The men working the endless fields were strange to behold:  yellow of skin and black of eye, they lowered their eyes and ignored the passing old man leading the laden donkey.  

	 “Lumi?”  Tobin asked each group of workers that they passed, but none among them appeared as though he heard.

	Several days of walking through this strange land brought them into view of a distant line of shadow on the western horizon.  Though they walked all day toward it, it seemed no closer as the sun was setting.  They approached a cart coming in from the fields, its oxen covered in a fine butter-yellow dust.  The men all cast their eyes down at Old Tobin’s passing, but a small boy perched atop a great tufted mound of yellow wheat called down to them.  

	“Ene ni!  Ene ni!   Tüünd baina, urt udaan khüleesen ni tüünd baina!” he cried, in a tiny voice that sounded curiously like the chirping of a small bird.

	Old Tobin’s heart lifted.  He could not understand the words, but at least someone was talking to them.

	“Lumi?” he asked.

	“Lumi? Tsas. Tiim ee, tend uul, Khuuchin khün rüü yavj, ta nar tsas olokh bolno. Ikh tsas.”  He gestured towards the shadowy western horizon as he spoke.  Tobin bowed graciously and set forth towards the west.

	“Tür khüleene üü!” the child called after them.  “Khuuchin khün khaana udaan khüleesen neg ni avch baina ve? Yaagaad ta nar bidnees tüüniig avch baina ve? Bid ch bas tüüniig kheregtei.”  

	Not understanding the boy’s curious warbling language, Tobin nodded politely and turned back to the road, his heart welling up with gladness once again.  

Snow.  The boy had known the word for snow.











Days later found Old Tobin leading the donkey a mile above the broad yellow valley floor through which they’d walked.  The shadow on the western horizon had been a chain of mountains that rose dramatically from the flat valley floor and shot through the clouds.  It was at the base of mountains that Old Tobin’s map had become invaluable, as it clearly marked where an upward path began.  The path was more goat-track than road, as narrow as a knife and constantly twisting back upon itself in exhausting turns.  

The light in the mountains remained a soft purple glow even at the noon of day.  As the path rose higher and higher above the valley floor, Old Tobin began to feel his spirit sing within him; it was as if the mountain heights diminished the physical body and freed the soul to soar.  

The map marked the place, and Tobin was not surprised to find a group of men, women and children waiting for him when he led the mule over the last sharp rise into a wide bench cleft into the sheer face of the mountain rock.  The people were wearing furs and their burdens were carried by great, wide-antlered deer under harness.  

Old Tobin ceremonially pulled back the boy’s hood, exposing his luminous blue eyes to those who would see them.  

He felt in his soul the completion of his purpose, and great weariness came over him.  He sank to the cold stone as the boy was loaded onto the high back of a great white deer.  A woman climbed up behind him and wrapped him tightly in furs.

Tobin lay and watched the party process upwards along a path that delved deep into the heart of the mountains.  He allowed the emaciated donkey to wander as it would; its purpose was complete as well, and it had been a faithful beast.  

The last thought in Old Tobin’s mind as his soul slipped from his body was of the thin, blue-eyed boy called Balt, and how frightened the poor lad seemed by all this.  His heart reached up to him, somewhere higher up the mountain now, and ceased.  




	












	The woman cooed to him as they rode.  She held him close to her breast as if he were a babe, and babbled to him in a strange, musical language.  She often turned his face to hers and chattered away to those nearby about his eyes.

	“Atuqtalik,” she said, indicating herself.  Her name was Atuqtalik.  Singing Polar Bear Mother.  She had an open, peaceful face, with clear bright eyes and an easy smile.  She was not tall, but solidly built, and strong.  Her voice was soft and gentle, but there was music in it, and a rare depth of feeling.

	Atuqtalik was a woman of importance among them, that much was clear.  She was the only woman mounted, and her mount was by far the most magnificent:  a stag seven feet at the shoulder, with broad antlers that extended in great palmlike swells to either side of his high head.  Other members of the party often approached them, speaking happily in their singsong voices up to her high above them.  It was mostly women that approached, and they reached up and tugged on the furs that wrapped around Balt’s body.  He tensed and wrapped his arms tightly around her in fear.  She giggled and hugged him back.

The column was happy and the men and women sang to each other in glad voices.  Soon there was a halt for rest and a great curved ice-ox horn was passed around, full of a rich, steaming broth.  Balt had not tasted anything so rich, and he drank hungrily.  This pleased the people greatly and they laughed and grinned at each other as he drank.  For a thin child who had thus far survived exclusively on gruel, the rich bone broth was indescribably healthy.  

The happy column set out once more, and Balt, his belly full for perhaps the first time in his life, slept soundly against Atuqtalik’s chest.  	

“Asuilaak,” she whispered into his white hair, That Which Is Expected Has Arrived.

	





	Months pass.  Balt grows in strength and health.  He eats the meat of the caribou, the ice-ox, the rich fat from seals and whales.  He climbs and runs and throws with the other boys, with a high spirit that he’s never known.  Atuqtalik, Singing Polar Bear Mother, watches him constantly, a smile always upon her face.  She had lost a son and never hoped for another; the ice-eyes has replaced him.

	The home he shares with Atuqtalik is warm and comfortable.  It is built upon a spacious and strong frame made of whale ribs and covered with the strong, waterproof skins of great walruses.  No matter how hard the blizzards blow outside, inside it is always warm and still.

	Atuqtalik and her brother, an older warrior named Kasigyak, Spotted Seal, gather Balt and wrap him in the rare winter fur of a white wolf.  They lead him from the village and begin to climb the mountain.  They climb through the morning and into the afternoon, finally arriving at a shelf perched almost a mile above the village.  Here the winds howl with a keening hunger; the sound unnerves Balt and he clings to Atuqtalik tightly.  

	A small hut of old sealskins perches upon the brim of the cliff and is battered by the constant howling winds.  Kasigyak approaches and calls.  A gnarled hand protrudes from the sealskins, a wrinkled old hand more bone than flesh.  It beckons them to enter.  Balt presses back against Atuqtalik but she gently goads him forward and they enter.

	The inside of the hut smells strange—at once old and new, like flowers upon a grave—and causes Balt to wrinkle his nose.  An ancient man is seated cross-legged before them near a small fire.  His hair is long and white and covers his legs, and his eyes are large and milky with cataracts.  They seek the boy, though they have not seen anything in many years.  He holds a doll made of deerskin.  The old man speaks for a long time and Balt understands none of the words, except Asuilaak, the name that Atuqtalik has for him.  The old man’s voice is deep and slow, as though his words were not composed of air but gurgled up from the stone itself.  He spoke for a long time, with only occasional contributions from Kasigyak, and Balt became drowsy.  

	Finally the old man chants a song.  He chants very slowly and methodically, tapping the doll against his thigh in rhythm.    Atuqtalik and Kasigyak join the chant, patting Balt in rhythm with the words.  Finally the chant ends and the old man stands with difficulty.  He walks, hunched and creaking, over to Balt and throws his arms about the boy’s neck, hugging him tightly.  Balt feels warm tears drip onto his arms and shoulders.  When the old man releases him, Atuqtalik and Kasigyak embrace him in turn, and there are tears in their eyes as well.  Kasigyak sits on his haunches in front of Balt and looks him in the eye.

	“Asuilaak,” he says, solemnly pressing a finger into Balt’s chest.

	Balt nods, and then surprises himself:  “Asuilaak,” he responds, nodding his head.  Atuqtalik covers her mouth but her eyes are smiling.

	It is the first time he has spoken among them.










	As the years trickled by, Balt became a young man apart.  He did not make friends easily of other boys his own age; whether this was because of his discomfort or theirs will never be known.  Balt found company in the old ones.  

	When in camp, he could often be found sitting with this old man or that old woman, sucking bones and listening to their stories.  The old ones were full of wisdom:  how to split a walrus skin so that it is thin enough to be workable; how to make rope from whale skin; what ravens and wolves talk about as they play; how to recognize bad ice.  They also had many stories of who the people were and where they came from, and these were the stories Balt liked best.  As he matured, he became interested in the origins of things, probably because of his own story.  He did not know who his parents were and never would, and yet many believed that his birth was a great, long-awaited thing.

	“Tell me again, Grandfather, how the people came into the world,” he said.  Mochen sat across the small fire from him, blind and ancient.  He was among the very best storytellers.

	“The people are of the sea, and in the beginning we swam in the open sea like seals.   The Creator, who lives in the sky, opened a hole in the sea-ice and stuck his head into the water.  He gave a great, deep call to the people to come above the ice and to leave the water.  The people came through the hole and when they did they had arms and legs and not flippers.  But they were cold because they were naked.

	The Creator returned to the sky when he saw that the people had come up from the water.  He left Nani-watou, who came to be known as the Trickster, in charge to teaching the people how to make fire and to craft clothes, and to hunt and so forth.  

	The Trickster taught the people all of the names of the animals above the sea, and how to prepare skins for clothes, how to make weapons, and so forth. 

	But since he was the Trickster, he told some people how to speak and live one certain way, and he taught other people differently.  So that is how the tribes speak different tongues, dress hides differently, hunt differently, and make war on one another.  For the Trickster is amused by chaos, though the Creator did not intend it that way.

	The Creator desires peace for his people.  He has promised to send one of his own to unite us again, to make the world as he originally wanted it to be.  This is known.

	You are that promised one, my child.  Your eyes of ice and skin of snow mark you as his own.  You are the one we have been waiting for since the beginning.”
