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The Fool

Welcome, dear reader, whomever you are, wherever you are, whatever you are.
Welcome to my story, Mischief’s story, the tale of Mischief’s mistake.

Mistake? Or plan? Or...happenstance? Who knows? You'd think I'd understand it
all, but I'm the Trickster, and 1 tend to mislead people, even myself. My role in the
universe is to foment a little chaos, (sometimes a lot of chaos,) in opposition to my
‘cousin’, Constantine, who’s a trifle more tightly wrapped than I am; he likes logic, and
order. So we disagree. Working through that disagreement, we're supposed to create a
balance in the world.

But balance means that sometimes things get wobbly.

Our story begins at such a moment, not at the dawn of humanity, rather much farther
down the line. Always tough to give an exact date when youve been around for an
eternity. But yes, long after humans crawled out of the proverbial primordial swamp, and
built, and broke, and built, and broke, until they finally created something that was
stable, logical, orderly.

And so very, very dull....

Apollo sang, his voice ringing through the throne room, off the white marble
walls and columns, the inlaid panels in the ceiling. Almost, it seemed to Mother,
that the flames from the torches burning in the wall sconces waved with the
rhythm, driven by the flowing power of the god’s voice. Golden, as was Apollo
himself, forever young, all glowing skin and blond hair, bright blue eyes shining
like the sky, his long, slender fingers stroking his lyre, the notes a rippling
cascade carrying the voice soaring above them.

Then a note rang out that wasn’t quite as shining as the rest. Not wrong, not
harsh, just not...perfect.

Thor lounged beside Mother today, his hammer resting on the floor; she’d

tried many times to get him to leave the weapon elsewhere, but it seemed to
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follow him around like some nasty little puppy, ready to bite anyone who came
near. He leaned back, wine goblet in hand, scarlet robe draped around thick
shoulders and arms, his head cocked to one side as he listened.

“He’s off today.”

Apollo’s mouth snapped shut mid-lyric; his fingers clenched the lyre’s strings,
cutting off the notes with a twang. “What did you say?”

“I said” — Thor sat a little straighter, a slight smile on his lips — “you’re off
today.”

“Me? I'm never off. Not that you’d be able to notice after all the wine you've
inhaled.” A harsh grin revealed a semicircle of perfect teeth. “Though I doubt
you’d notice anything sober, either.”

“Really?” One broad, scarred hand went to the hammer handle. “Do you
think you'll ‘notice” Mjélnir bouncing off your forehead?”

A flash of light, and Apollo’s bow appeared in his hands, arrow nocked. Thor
was already on his feet, hammer raised, ready to throw.

Mother’s hand rose, the gossamer sleeve of her gown slipping down her
slender arm to her elbow. “Enough.” Both Apollo and Thor froze in place.
Everyone else present, gods and goddesses, creatures from fairy tales and myths,
ceased moving as well, eyes dragged around to view Mother, and the two who’d
displeased her.

She looked at Apollo, pointed a long, slender finger at him. “I made you, from
the essence of old human beliefs, to sing, to entertain, perfectly.” She turned to
Thor. “I created you to guard the portal.” Her glare went between the two. “Not
to brawl like a couple of halfwit ogres.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“I suggest you remember that.” She waved a hand at Apollo, releasing him
from her control. “You know what Thor’s talking about. That song was hardly
perfection.”

Apollo lowered his bow, sighed. “Yes, Mother.”

“This has been happening often lately.”

“Yes, Mother.”

She waved her hand again, and they were all released. Everyone relaxed,
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quiet, wary, waiting, as Mother’s gaze ran over them. “You've all noticed,
haven’t you?”

“Yes, Mother,” rose from many voices, a chorus of celestial tones, high and
low, rich and fair, but...a little discordant?

She grimaced. “And not just in Apollo’s song. I've been hoping the problem
would go away. But it hasn’t.”

“No, Mother,” came the chorus again.

Thor took up his wine goblet, eyed the rich, red liquid inside. “Wine's off.
Food'’s not right.” He looked at Mother, twirled his hammer. “Should I fetch
Constantine and Mischief?”

She sat back in her throne, an elbow on the armrest, her chin resting on her
palm. Glowing silver curls flowed around her, green eyes narrowed. “Yes, I think
you’d best do that. It's time, and past time.”

The portal to Mother’s court was a tall, open archway leading into a temple of
polished granite. The building was a small mountain, layers of shining blocks
stacked in a pyramid with a domed spire on top. No other openings, no doors or
windows, pierced it anywhere.

The entire world knew it was there. Now and then some seeker would
attempt to enter, positive that Mother had a message or mission for them,
revealed in a dream. What happened next depended on Thor’s mood. When he
was cranky, or brought in a dragon to take his place while he attended to other
tasks, it got messy. However, most often, the trespassers simply disappeared —
Mother’s preferred, tidy method of dissuasion.

A young woman lingered outside the portal today. Slight, with straw blond
hair, she lay on the stone wall lining the road, a spot where the rock seemed to be
bent almost intentionally into a couch, perfect for her small body to relax on.
Fingers interlaced on her stomach, sandaled feet raised, ankles comfortably
crossed and red robes tucked in beneath her thighs, she sang quietly to herself,
looking at the blue sky. It was a pleasant day in the northwest of Ivernia.

A short way down the road, a small, dark cloud formed, more smoke than

vapor; it swirled for a moment, then snapped into a shape, that of a man. He was
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tall, his face sharp, a chin like the prow of a ship, with a nice cleft. Grey curls,
oiled and bound, draped forward over one shoulder. He was dressed, as he often
was, in midnight blue, a long robe, trousers and boots, the shade accentuating
the shifting grey tones of his skin.

He stood for a moment, regarding the lounging girl, then strode forward,
snapping his fingers. “Mischief, Mother summoned us.”

“Yes, I know. Thor told me. He got all worked up, waving his hammer.”

Constantine raised an eyebrow. “He’s carrying a message from Mother; he
needs to deliver it with some emphasis.”

“Pffft.” She waved a hand at him. “Mother’s messages don’t need an ape
swinging a hammer to make her point. No reason for him to be so insistent.”

“And no reason for you to appear as a young woman to him, was there?”

She laughed. “Only because, as you know, he won't take me seriously, and it
annoys him that he has to.”

“At least you weren’t Loki today. That just makes him crazy.”

“He’s never far off. I sometimes wonder why, when Mother created us all, she
stuck so close to the original. Especially in his case.”

“T don’t know; maybe a berserker door guard is a better deterrent than a
polite one.” He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. We are what we are.” He glanced at
the portal. “Are you coming?”

“Eventually.” She lay back, arms behind her head.

“Right. Well, I'll let her know you’re ignoring her.”

“You do that.”

He shook his head and strode into the portal.

One step into the darkness, and Constantine was through, his foot landing on
the white marble of the throne room floor. He stopped, gathered himself, looking
around.

The room was empty of all save one person. Mother sat on her throne,
waiting. Constantine headed towards her, boot heels ringing on the stone. It was
a different place without all the deities and creatures lounging about; even the

tables and chairs were gone, leaving only cold marble, lit by the ever burning
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torches above, and the windows along the sides, that showed what seemed to be
the same blue skies Mischief had been viewing. Constantine knew that wasn’t so;
Mother’s court existed in a separate place from the mortal side of the portal, and
she could make it appear any way she wanted. Today that meant a sky with a
green ocean below. Perhaps all the gods, goddesses and creatures were lying
about on the beach. That would be just like the lazy pack of fools.

He reached the throne, bowed his head. “Mother.”

“My dear Constantine.”

She smiled, and he felt the glow of her regard. He breathed an internal sigh of
relief; there wouldn’t be a beating today, verbal or otherwise. At least, not yet.
“What can I do for you, Mother?”

“Where’s Mischief? The boy was supposed to come with you.”

“Mischief’s a girl today. She’s lounging outside the portal, being disobedient.”

“Hmph. Well, no surprise there.” Her eyes narrowed. “It doesn’t matter; I'll
speak to you first. The two of you do nothing but argue when you’re together.”

“T'm sorry. She, or he, loves enraging me.”

“Yes. He or she, whether they’re Mischief, Loki, Satan, Coyote, or Hermes, or
any other Trickster, loves enraging everyone. It's what they do best.” A short,
celestial sigh. “Constantine, we’re once again losing our balance. Whatever
passes for creativity and diversity of thought in the human world these days isn’t
sufficient to enrich the flow of chaos that’s sent back here. It's the blood of this
court, and myself, and what’s arriving grows more and more dull, more lifeless.”

“Ah, I was wondering.”

“You were wondering? If you were wondering, then you knew. Why didn’t
you do something about it?”

“Mother, when you created me and the tricksters, we were told to shape the
chaos and balance what was sent here. Pure chaos was dull, unchanging.
Mischief, and the tricksters who came before her, were to be a stimulus for that,
manipulating the chaos into new things, to channel all the creativity of the
human world into your court. But to keep that from getting too crazy, just new
chaos, you made me. I'm the control, the damper. I'm Constantine, the constant

one, lord of order, the essence of Zeus, Maat, Yt Huéng, Themis. I try to reduce
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the complexity, bring it into a single line.”

“Well, it seems you’ve gone too far.”

“Or, Mischief isn’t doing enough.”

She sat back, perfect fingernails clicking on the armrest. “You’'re supposed to
work together.”

“Well, I hate to be contrary, Mother....”

“That’s normally Mischief’s job.”

“Yes. But we were created to work in opposition, not together. She stirs up the
chaos, channels it. And I try to stop it.” He smiled. “I seem to have had more
success lately, though” — he looked away, out one of the tall windows — “I must
be honest and say that Mischief doesn’t seem to try very hard.”

“Really? What's she been doing with her time?”

A shrug. “About what she was doing outside when I came in. Lounging.”

“Well.” Her voice was a low rumble, and his head snapped around to face her.

Mother leaned forward, green eyes glaring. He had to force himself to stay
still, not step back; lightning glowed in her irises, a bad sign. “I don’t need
excuses and blame; I need action, I need perfection. Get your sorry self out there
and figure out how to be less possessed with winning all the time. We will have
balance in this court! We will receive enough of the flow, of a quality to make the
music, the food, the art, the building, the air inside all dance as they should! Am I
clear?”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Good. Now go get Mischief and tell her to stop fooling around, and present
herself. Or himself. Or however they wish to be today.”

“Yes, Mother.”

He bowed, strode to the portal, and disappeared.

She sat back on her throne, gazed at the ceiling. One hand rose, massaged her
forehead. She seemed to be developing a headache. That usually only happened
after talking to Mischief; the little monster did that to her.

“Maybe I should just get rid of them all, like I've threatened, so many times,
like I did to Mischief’s failed predecessors.” She regarded the now empty court.

“Let it all start again. But that would be such a long, dreary time, waiting for it to



/ THE SKIN OF THE WORLD /7

rebuild from scratch. No, not yet.” She clapped her hands together. “Mischief!
Now!”

Constantine stepped out of the portal, into the quiet and beauty of the sunny
day. “Mischief, move!”

She stirred on her stony couch. “What? You're still here? Haven’t gone to see
Mother yet?”

“T just came back. She wants to see you. I told her you’'ve been slacking off.”

“Slacking off? You've been doing too much! You and your cities! You and your
‘culture’! “Humans only need one language.” ‘Humans only need this kind of
music, that kind of book.” “Humans all need to go to the same church, so they can
all learn to think the same!””

“Well, yes.”

“Well, no! Where’s the room for chaos, for creativity in that, Constantine?”

“In small, controlled amounts.”

“Exactly.”

“That’s what I was made for!” His hands balled into fists. “I've just been
reminded that my being too strong is harmful to Mother’s creations. That
thought, as always, disturbs me greatly; I do what I need to do, what I have to
do. I have no choice! But I don’t want to be the one to damage the court.” He
pointed a finger, the tip trembling slightly. “You're made to stir it up, be the
balance to my work: just enough chaos, just enough control. Why haven’t you
been doing that?”

“I don’t need to answer to you.”

“MISCHIEF! NOW!” Mother’s voice roared through the portal.

Constantine bit off more words; his hand dropped, and he stepped back. “No,
you don’t have to answer to me. You certainly do to her. You'd better get going.”

Mischief rose, straightened her robes, stepped to the portal.

Mischief appeared in the throne room to find Mother standing, gossamer clad
arms crossed, waiting. Mischief traversed the floor, stopped in front of her,
curtsied elegantly. “Dearest Mother.”
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“Oh, save it.” Mother waved a hand, sat in her throne. “It seems you haven’t
been doing your job. It's getting dull, Mischief: the world I've created in here is
losing its edge. Why?”

“Constantine’s cheating.”

“Cheating?” Her head lolled back. “Cheating! He says he’s doing what he’s
supposed to be doing, and you’re not!” Her eyes flashed with that same glow
Constantine had seen; Mischief knew that look just as well as he did, as everyone
in Mother’s court did. Time to weigh what she said, if she didn’t want to be
incinerated on the spot.

“He’s directly interfering, Mother. He gets rid of anyone who disagrees with
him in the cities.”

“He’s eliminating people himself?”

“Well, no. But he’s influencing others to do it.”

“And? As long as he’s not using his powers to directly interfere, he can be as
persuasive as he wants. I mean, he is a god, after all.”

“T guess, but he does it too much.”

“Sin’s wages, you're complaining because he works harder than you?”

“Maybe.”

Mother’s hands clenched into fists. “Mischief, are you telling me you can’t
keep up? Because I can replace you, you know! I did it before when other
tricksters failed, I'll do it again!”

“Really, Mother?” She shook her head. “And look at what happened those
times. If you get rid of me, and create a different Trickster, then Constantine will
have all those millennia of experience, and the new Trickster will be a mindless
idiot, intent on having fun, not serious about their job.”

“Really? Who does that remind me of?”

“Fair.” Mischief grinned. “But, I have a plan.”

“How wonderful.” Mother sat back, crossed her legs, raised her open hands.
“So tell me, how would you fix the balance?”

“We need to open a wider passage through the Skin of the World, and let
more of the chaos flow to the human side.”

Mother’s eyes narrowed. “Really? For centuries, eons, the flow of chaos out
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has been the same. We don’t want to overwhelm everything.”

“I know, but it’s a flow, and maybe it needs adjustment. It's a small trickle of
chaos, but is it enough to prime the human world, build the creative juices in
people, in the land, the sky, the oceans, the earth, so things change?”

“You make it sound as though they’re deprived. It’s not all one sided. They
get something for all that, and not just the stimulation at the start.”

“I know, Mother. All the essences of those human imaginings, the things they
make up to explain their hopes, fears and dreams, the scary things that make
them afraid of the dark, the unknown, they come here inside the flow, stay in the
court instead of haunting the humans. But you get something from that too;
sometimes you pick out the essences you find useful or interesting, like Thor,
Apollo, me and Constantine, and bring them to life.”

“I don’t know that you're interesting, Mischief. Maybe useful. Sort of, when
you're doing your job, and the balance is there.”

Mischief shrugged. “It’s broken. And it’s because there isn't enough chaos
hitting the world anymore.”

“Why would that be?”

“T don’t know. Maybe because there are so many more people, they need
more chaos to get them going?”

“Or as Constantine said, you're too lazy to fight?”

Mischief waved a hand. “I...maybe. But right now, for whatever reason,
getting people to do anything interesting is like swimming in mud.”

Mother sat still, arms crossed. “And how much more do you think needs to be
allowed through?”

“We’ll have to experiment.” Mischief raised a hand to her chest. “Give me
control of the flow. I'll open it gradually, a little at a time. We’ll see how it goes.”

Mother chewed her lip, looking at the young woman, who beamed a bright
smile. “I don’t trust you a lot, Mischief.”

“Of course not. I'm the Trickster; no one trusts me.” Slender shoulders rose
and fell. “But I've thought this over carefully, and this is what we need to do. It's
boring out there, Mother. Constantine made a dull world.”

Mother regarded her throne room. Yes, the gloss of the stone and gilt inlay
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was off; just a little, but not what it was supposed to be. She looked at her own
hand, normally flawless. She frowned; was that a wrinkle there, a slightly
discolored spot?

Time to do something. She gestured, her arm outlined in streaks of blue light;
magic flowed out of her, touched Mischief. “Alright. Don’t mess this up,
Mischief, or so help me, I'll be taking my chances on a new you, and I'm not
talking a hairdo here.”

“Understood, Mother.”

“Get on with it, then.”

“Immediately.” She turned and walked to the portal, and passed through.

Mischief stepped out of the portal, into the warm day. The stone roadway
stretched into the distance, near ruler straight; it was flat around the portal, all
the way to the city of Valeria. Mischief could see that metropolis in the distance,
tall towers reaching towards the sky, their sides covered in rows of square
windows. Human hives, she called them, warrens where the inhabitants lived
and worked, ate and slept. They watched their shows and played their games on
their little screens, listened to their music, all of them watching, playing and
listening to the same, most popular things.

“The most boring things. Time for a little shakeup.”

She turned to look at the portal, closed her eyes. Yes, there it was, the flow.
Currents entering the court, broad and lazy, the general blandness of what arose
from humanity, much less alive than it used to be, before Constantine got his
hooks so firmly in place. A trickle coming out of the courts, pure chaos; where it
originated, how it formed, no one knew. Perhaps Mother did, but she’d never
shared that information. The stuff was just there, underpinning everything.

Normally, Mischief could only feel it move. Now she could do more.

She lifted her arms, took a step, then another. She sang, no words, just a
melody, moving in time, dancing slowly. Feeling the pulse of the currents, both
coming and going, she reached into what came out of the portal, the flow into the
world, and tugged gently.

The flow surged a little. It went by Mischief, sifting through the air, the forest,
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the ground, the water, insinuating itself into the fabric of the earth. She paused
her dance and listened. Hm, that feels good. She sensed what surrounded her, what
was passing through to the city in the distance; no real change yet, just a touch.
Something more.

She resumed her dance, a little faster, her hands swirling through the air, her
song more intense. She reached out to the flow again, tugged harder, opened it
wider. It surged, a solid current this time, flashing out from the portal. It struck
the rocks, the trees, flew along the roadway. The world seemed to perk up, take
notice; she opened her eyes, smiled. Yes, she could feel it there, shaping,
working, not overt, but there was something now; change was in the air, the
earth, the water.

But what of the cities, the boring repositories of nothing? Constantine’s
constructs, wells of sameness, the chains he’d built around humanity — they
should be the source of the flow Mother craved, with all those people crammed
into them. Mischief clapped her hands and rose into the air as Raven. She darted
down the road towards Valeria, far faster than any bird could fly.

She moved higher as she approached, rising to the tops of the towers. She
could feel the increased chaos magic hitting the city, pushing on the dullness that
was the hallmark of what Constantine built.

Her new flow was pushed away. The city, a pustule of mediocrity and
boredom, simply repelled the chaos, parting the flow so it went to either side, out
over the rest of the plains.

Alright then.

She flew back to the portal, landed, changed to a young woman. She lifted her
arms, reached out around her, stepped into her dance; but not softly this time, no.
She sang, she moved, she gathered, she yanked — she tore.

A pulff of darkness appeared down the road. Constantine stepped out of it,
saw her. He flew in her direction, feet skimming the ground. “Mischief? What are
you doing? How come you can do this?”

She ignored him, danced faster, sang harder.

“Mischief!”

Someone else was coming, she could feel it. Mother. She seemed unhappy.
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Well, so was Mischief. The world needed a kick in the ass, and she was going
to provide it.

“MISCHIEF!”

She was out of time. She took a firm grasp of the flow and wrenched it;
everything came loose.

Everything.

Mischief was blown off her feet, sent tumbling along the ground, crashing
against rocks and trees. She swirled, thumping end over end, spinning and
twisting...what was happening?

The world was changing, moving around her. The noise was incredible,
crashes and moaning from deep inside the earth and on the surface all around.
She lay dazed, quite something for a god. It took a while for it all to die down;
she opened her eyes, slowly climbing to her feet.

The plains were gone, the roadway broken. Massive stone karsts thrust to the
sky everywhere, jagged mountains of rock. Clouds of dust floated through the
air. The forest was nearly destroyed, the trees on the ground, along the new
mountainsides.

She turned to the portal; it seemed unharmed, the pyramid of grey stone still
reaching up through the floating dust.

Thank Mother for that.

Constantine stared at her. “Mischief, what have you done?”

Then Mother was there. Her arms rose, cut through the air, and the flow
reduced to its original trickle. Mischief’s new power was sliced away. Mother
gestured; Mischief felt herself grabbed, pulled over to where her maker’s hand
could properly grip the front of her robes, holding her off the ground.

“Um, Mother, hello.”

Mother wasn’t very talkative at that moment. The only message she was
giving off was from the lightning in her glare, swirling storm clouds of brilliant
blues and whites obliterating the green.

“Mother, I...I guess I got carried away. But please don’t destroy me yet.”

“Why shouldn’t I? Look at me!”

Mischief did. Mother’s beautiful silver curls were now somewhat grey, and



/ THE SKIN OF THE WORLD / 13

the curls limp, at least, compared to their normal glory. Mischief peered a little
closer. “Are those lines at the corners of your eyes?”

“Yes. Do you know what that means?”

“Um, there’s not enough magic flowing into the courts to keep you perfect?”

“Yes! Do you think that’'s what I wanted you to do?”

“Probably not.”

“Probably? You brainless fool, I knew I shouldn’t trust you!”

Her hand pulled back, sparks flashing between the fingertips.

“Mother....” Constantine’s voice was quiet.

“What? I'm busy, Constantine.”

“Yes, I see. But is this the wisest idea?”

She spun on him, dragging Mischief along, swinging in her grip. “Really?
Constantine, you're going to get what you want. This world needs to be put back
in balance, meaning you, the maker of calm and stability, get free rein for a
while.”

“But” — his teeth ground together for a moment — “though it pains me to
say it, to have balance, you need a Trickster. You need the other side. Are you
going to create a new one, a fledgling, and toss it into the middle of this?” He
waved a hand.

Mother looked. The dust was settling, the view growing. The landscape was
unrecognizable. Karsts thrust up everywhere. The only direction the way was
clear, even if still broken, was down the road towards Valeria. Her eyes narrowed
as she gazed in that direction. “What happened to the city?”

Mischief craned her neck around to see. “The towers disappeared?”

“Not disappeared,” said Constantine. He straightened, closed his eyes, hands
fists at his sides. “I suspect they’re lying in pieces on the ground. I don’t know if
the destruction everywhere is as bad as this, but it’s going to be terrible.”

Mother released Mischief, who dropped to her feet. Mischief straightened, her
head bowed. “Mother, I'm so sorry.” She looked up, eyes wide, pleading. “This
wasn’t what I intended.”

Constantine’s eyes narrowed. “I think,” he spat out, “this is exactly what you

intended.”
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“I....” Mischief looked away. “A little. It was all so dull and needed to change.
Just” — her voice dropped to a whisper — “not as bad as this.” Her gaze went
towards the space where the city’s towers had been, the towers she’d flown over
as Raven, minutes before. Her mouth worked silently for a moment. “The
people....”

“Yes, the reason we're here,” said Mother through gritted teeth, “the reason
we can live the way we do. Most of what flows to the courts comes from people.
Some is just the universe, yes. But people are the ones that take the randomness,
the chaos, and make things out of it.” Her fists clenched. “You've broken a sacred
trust, Mischief. They provided us with the energy; we protected them from their
own imaginings. What you sent them was as bad as anything they’ve ever
thought of.” Her eyes filled with dancing sparks. “I really should end you now.”

“Mother, please...I need to help put it back together.”

She took a long breath.“I know.” She shook her head, trying to gather a
modicum of calm. “All those gods and goddesses in my court, born from places
that spoke of Ragnarok, of the End of Times, of Armageddon and the
Apocalypse, and none of them could make it happen. And you did, because...
you were bored?”

A shrug of scarlet-clad shoulders. “I am what I am.” She straightened. “What
you made me.”

“So you are. Most of the old stories people told blamed the end of the world
on the Trickster, didn’t they? Satan, Loki; I'm sure Thor will want to take his
hammer to you.” She looked at her slightly less than perfect hands, and her
anger renewed. “Well then, get busy! Fix it. The both of you. You're the balance,
the opposites.” She gazed out over the destruction, to where the smoke drifted
from the ruined city. “Or this time both of you will be gone, as I might as well
start over.”

A roar came from overhead, and the flapping sound of huge wings. Their eyes
rose to the sky.

“A dragon?” said Constantine, wondering.

“So it seems,” replied Mother. “All the essence of the supernatural imaginings

that humanity has come up with over the millennia is in, or was in, my courts. I
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can only wonder what’s leaked out, what all’s running around out here.”

Constantine regarded the altered landscape. “Not just that — what all
changed? That’s a lot of chaos magic flowing around freely. I'd imagine there are
strange things happening.”

“I'm sure,” said Mother. She glared at them. “What are you standing around
here for?” She turned, stepped through the portal, and was gone.

Constantine shook his head at Mischief. “Incredible. How did this become my
fault as well? I'd suggest you get busy; sleeping in the sun when you're
supposed to be doing something won’t work anymore.”

A pulff of smoke, and he vanished.

Mischief was alone in the roadway. She looked at the jagged karsts, the
broken trees, the ruined road, watched the dragon circling over the distant city.
“Well, not exactly to plan.” She sighed. “Time to see what’s what.”

She set off down the road towards the remains of Valeria.

That wasn’t all according to any plan. I mean, I'd certainly turned Constantine’s
happy little garden party into a solid mess. How big a mess, we still didn’t know, but I
think that final view of the world says more than enough for you to get the picture.

But what to do next? When there’s that much chaos magic floating around a place, it
gets, well, chaotic. Humans had created disasters themselves before, broken their world
and societies through their nonsense, but this time, they weren’t responsible at all. They
certainly had no control over what began bubbling up around them.

Neither did 1, or Constantine, really. We could have done quite a bit, but weren’t
allowed to. Our roles are to influence, not directly interfere. So where to go, what to do? I
have no idea. This Trickster really and truly tricked herself, and the world, into a nasty

corner.

The Magician
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So there I was, Mischief, the Trickster, having just broken the world. I was under
threat of annihilation if I didn't get it fixed, along with Constantine, my counterpart, the
lord of order and logic. But how to do that? Truthfully, what I wanted to do was crawl
into some dark pit, curl up in a ball and hide.

No, I'm not one of those gods who lives in a crystal palace off in a distant heaven,
waving her hands and sending plagues over the world now and then, just to straighten
everyone out, without a hint of remorse. No, I'm a Trickster, I do unfortunate things, but
I have feelings, and an understanding of the consequences of my actions.

What happened wasn’t a consequence, it was a cataclysm. What was left, and how to
shape it? I needed to find out.

There was almost nothing left of the city of Valeria. Mischief, the Trickster,
flew over it as Raven, landed in the main square; she transformed into her
incarnation as a young woman, small, blond, in a red robe and sandals,
incongruous in the middle of the devastation.

The tall towers, concrete, steel and glass, were shattered stubs. The ground
had raised in places, dropped in others. Karsts thrust up everywhere. Waves of
earthquakes had passed through, the resulting destruction almost complete.

Mischief was a god. She wasn’t omnipotent. She had powers, which she
wasn’t supposed to use to interfere directly in the world. Her task was to guide,
to influence, to lead the flow of enhanced chaos, altered by all humans created
and built, to Mother’s court.

Truth to tell, Mischief had done little of that for some centuries.

Her opposite in the pantheon of gods, Constantine, god of logic and stability,
had the opposite task, to dampen the chaos, be the balance to Mischief, so
entropy wouldn’t dominate. To do his part, he’d been building his boring
monoculture, and Mischief’s inaction had allowed it to take over. Language, art,
creativity in almost every form had been crushed into little boxes, here and in
every other city.

Why she’d done so little to reverse it, she wasn’t quite willing to admit. But it
was hard work influencing minds, persuading people and creatures. Perhaps

she’d given up.
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She’d also, sort of, had a plan. A plan to make it appear that Constantine was
winning, so she could persuade Mother to allow more chaos to flow into the
world. To make Mischief’s own job easier. To make everything a little more
chaotic than it had been even before Constantine had become so strong.

Because she’d been losing the struggle. The balance had most definitely not
been quite right, and ever so slowly, over the long centuries, tipped in
Constantine’s favor.

But she hadn’t imagined the totality of what would happen when she allowed
the chaos through the Skin, the barrier between the supernatural and humanity.
It had roared out, running over the world, crushing it. The people, all the
people...where were they? Buried under the rubble?

What could she do? Try to find them, help them? And then what? She was
supposed to fix this, return the flow to Mother’s court; but there wasn’t much
here to do that with. Everything, the death and destruction she’d caused, the task
she’d been given, came over her. She sat, suddenly, on a chunk of broken
concrete, hands over her face, and sat there.

Were those tears on her cheeks, trickling over the palms of her hands? Gods
weren’t supposed to cry. Gods were supposed to do things, make things better.

She heard a snuffling in the shadows of a broken doorway at the base of a
fallen tower. Her hands dropped, she raised her head. “Hello, is someone there?”

There was a roar, and a beast flew out of the dark space. Long fangs flashed in
the sun as it leapt towards her.

It would’ve had a meal, if the young woman wasn’t a god. With a thought,
Mischief transformed into Loki, a large Loki, a metal clad warrior twenty feet
tall, steel armor covering his body. The monster ran into the armored leg,
wrapped his mouth, loaded with sharp fangs, around Mischief’s calf with a clang
and a grating of tooth on metal.

Mischief reached down, grabbed the creature by the scruff of the neck, pulled
it off his leg. He held it dangling in front of him; it whined, trying to strike with
the long, razor claws on each foot, head snapping, turning, trying to reach
Mischief’s arm.

“You were a man, weren’t you?” Mischief held the beast close, looking into its
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eyes, saw the remains of what it had been trapped there. Felt the change, the
chaos, rolling around inside, mixed in with an essence, something that had been
kept safe in the Courts, one of mankind’s favorite monsters. “A werewolf. Right.
Mother kept a few of you around; she likes strong, hairy types. Hmm.” He
considered the beast for a moment. “I don’t think you can change back to human
though, can you, like the werewolves in the old stories? Perhaps I can do it?” He
had to be careful with what he did; normally, he and Constantine weren’t
allowed to directly interfere. But Mother had told them to fix things, and this had
happened because of what he’d done.

With a wave of his hand, he stripped away both the chaos magic and the
essence; Mischief felt them go, dissipating off into whatever space in the void
collected them. The wolf creature became a young man. Whatever had happened
to his clothing when he’d changed, it didn’t come back; he was naked, filthy,
covered with what looked like old blood. His own, or...?

Mischief lowered him to the ground, set him on his feet. “Do you remember?”

The man’s eyes flipped fearfully from side to side of the street. “Remember
what?”

“Who you were. What this place was.”

“No.” A sound came, a clack of rocks rolling. His head flew around to look at
a pile of broken stone; he began backing away in the other direction. “What did
you do to me?”

“I put you back the way you were.”

“Why?”

“Because I'm supposed to fix things?”

More noise from the rock pile. The man sprinted away.

Another furred form bolted out of the rocks, chasing after him. A howl came
from the other side of the street, then another farther down. Two more furred
creatures came out of the rubble, converging on the running man. He
disappeared under a writhing mound of teeth and claws.

“Well, that fixed nothing.” Mischief looked around. More noises came, more
movement. Should he try to change all of them? Could he? If he missed some,

then the unchanged ones would just eat the rest.



/ THE SKIN OF THE WORLD / 19

He closed his eyes, felt around him. The chaos flow was strong here,
concentrated more so than it had been in the countryside he’d flown over. Even if
all these creatures were made human again, there were no guarantees they’d stay
that way. Maybe at some point it would all flow back to Mother’s court, at least
enough of it that things would become normal. But Mischief had no idea how to
make that happen; Mother had ripped away all his ability to direct the flow in
her fury at seeing what he’d done.

More sounds of claws on stone. He opened his eyes to see several more of the
beasts slinking out of the buildings towards him. “Oh, for Mother’s sake,
enough.”

He transformed into Raven and flew off.

-

Mischief travelled, sometimes by thought, sometimes in the air as Raven,
sometimes on the ground as Coyote. Sometimes as a young woman, sometimes
as a young man, incarnations of Loki or Hermes. Few of the people in this world
would recognize him as such anymore; belief in the old gods had disappeared
millennia before. The stories were still remembered, in books and movies, but
that’s how they were treated, as stories. The deities themselves, at least their
essence, existed only in the Universal Court. Mother had molded appropriate
ones into Mischief and Constantine, created to produce and manage the balance
she required.

That balance was badly broken now. Mischief found little of it anywhere.
Close to the portal, the area from which the chaos had flowed, was the worst. The
entire northwest of the continent of Ivernia, where the portal rested, had
shattered. A section had broken off from the mainland and further cleaved into
individual islands. The cities were either under the ocean, or like Valeria, the
metropolis closest to the portal, crushed wastelands full of vicious creatures
who’d once been men. Fauna and flora had transformed into bizarre shapes,
some achieving sentience, others losing the ability to reason or remember.

Along the new shoreline, in the north of the somewhat reduced continent, it
was a complete shambles, not as bad as the Shattered Islands, but not terribly

friendly, certainly not a place to start to rebuild.
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“’Shambles’ is a good name for it.” Mischief filed that away.

Further south along the coast, more of the human population had survived.
The cities were broken and dangerous, but she saw men and women moving,
coming to terms with what had happened, even though everything they’d had,
their entire lives, were gone. People used to automatic heat, communication,
sewer lines and running water were figuring out how to survive. At least they
weren’t all mad creatures tearing at each other like the wolf men in Valeria.

At the extreme southern end of the continent, the Shambles began again. It
had been a tropical jungle, where the heat and humidity enabled a lush world to
grow, and that hadn’t changed, though what lived there had, and Mischief went
no further. This corner of the continent would sit untouched for a long time.

Which left the central plains: Constantine’s realm, the home of most of the
biggest cities, the greatest population. It had always been a dry, hot place, the
weather coming off the ocean to the west held back by mountains; those
mountains were higher now, new peaks having ripped up to the sky. As Raven,
Mischief flew around the mountains’ south end, then out over the flat land,
broken only in places by rolling hills and a couple of broad rivers that wound
towards the ocean.

She saw encampments, wide ones outside the broken cities, filled with
refugees, hungry and ill. She saw armies being formed, rabbles holding whatever
weapons they could dig up, desperate people marching out to take what small
things their neighbors had.

“Mischief!”

“Hello, Constantine.”

She flew down to land beside him where he stood on the shores of a wide
body of water that had appeared in the center of the plains. It hadn’t been there
before, was slowly being filled by one of the rivers.

Constantine leaned on his staff, glaring, as Mischief transformed from Raven
to the young woman in a red robe. “Well, fool, are you satisfied? You ruined
everything!”

Mischief sighed. “What's there to be satisfied about? This wasn’t what I

wanted.”
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“Really? You intended to destroy what I built. This is complete chaos now. All
the structure, all control of what people did, all gone.”

“It's not as bad as other parts of the continent, I can tell you that. The flow of
chaos is much less here.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes. You have your work cut out for you.”

“You mean, we do.”

Mischief’s blond eyebrows rose. “I have work to do elsewhere. You have work
to do here. I get to shape the chaos. You get to drive it back, starting with what’s
left of your people.” She waved a hand all around the lake, the center of much of
the remaining population, the camps sprawling along the shores. “You know, not
too smart to have them there; the lake’s only going to grow.”

“Nice of you to notice.” Constantine’s teeth ground together. “It was near
perfect, Mischief! People thinking the same, doing the same, speaking the same!”

“Oh, please. I mean, it's your nature to want that. Not so much anyone or
anything else in the world.”

“So, you're happy with the mess you made?”

“No.” Her hands came together, fingers wringing. “I caused so much death,
the fracturing of so much that was beautiful.” She took a breath, calmed herself.
She threw back her head. “But I'm happy with the death of the thing you created,
that dull world where everyone and everything was the same.”

Constantine straightened, squared his shoulders. “I'll create it again.”

“Perhaps. But I'll be creating my world as well. There are parts of this
continent that may never go back to being what they were.” Mischief held up a
hand, felt the flow of chaos rolling around her fingers, so much less than other
places, but still there, still far more than before. “And all this, the humans will
take it, the universe will take it, add to it, create new things, and send it to
Mother.” She clenched a fist. “She’ll be happy in the end, you'll see.”

“She certainly isn’t pleased now. How much time do you think she’ll give
you?”

“I don’t know. But, like you said, it's how much time she’ll give both of us.”
She shrugged. “It’s a challenge, Constantine. What's done is done, and I regret
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how far it went.” Her eyes gleamed. “But now, the field has leveled, what was
there’s gone. Time to battle.”

Constantine regarded her, dark eyes narrowed. “Time to battle. So be it,
Mischief.”

She nodded, turned into Raven, and flew off.

Oliver Winwood leaned on his shovel, looking over the fields surrounding the
village, towards the forest and the edge of the swamp. He wasn’t slacking off;
none of the others working near him said a thing. It was the young man’s turn to
watch, and that was a matter of life and death. Even when he took the rag from
his belt, used it to wipe away the sweat trickling from his black curls, over his
dark skin and into his eyes, he scanned the woods.

What came out of the surrounding countryside, trying to pick off the
remaining people here, was a never ending parade of monsters, both from stories
in books and screens, and new unheard of things, strange things. Not nice
creatures, not gentle creatures. He supposed that if anything less belligerent
existed out there, it became dinner for something else pretty quickly.

He and all the rest of the survivors from the great calamity had learned these
lessons the hard way, forcing them to band together, build a palisade around the
village, gathering whatever they could inside. Gallagher had been a small
farming community before the disaster, and while many of the buildings had
been destroyed, along with the roads, power, and running water, much of the
population had made it through. In the months since they’d thrown up the
barrier, made shelters, corralled what non-mutated animals there were, worked
in the fields to salvage what they could of the produce that remained there; they
were going to be subsistence farmers for the foreseeable future.

“A peasant farmer. What a life.”

Certainly nothing he’d ever envisioned. He’d spent ten years as an ambulance
attendant in the city, before moving to Gallagher to work in the medical clinic. At
no time had he possessed any inclination to farm; he’d never had a garden, or
even a houseplant. But here he was, feeling like he’d gone back in time to

medieval days, scrabbling in the dirt to grow enough food.
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At least there weren’t any overlords coming to take advantage of them. Not
yet, at any rate, as Oliver doubted whether anyone was going to be so organized
anytime soon. Their world had shrunk down to this village. The nearest city was
Peranna, too far to be visible from here, but as the earthquakes and other changes
to the landscape had hit everything within sight, it must be devastated; much
better to have been out in the countryside, with no concrete towers to come
down on your head. Even if there were survivors there, no one from Gallagher
was going to venture out alone to see, not unless they wanted to become dinner
for something nasty.

Why? What had happened? The theories had come fast at first; everyone
Oliver met had a different idea. But in the end, the talk died away. It didn’t
matter; this was where they were, and they had jobs to do to keep living. No one
had come looking, though some villagers had hopes that maybe somewhere,
some semblance of civilization and government remained. But considering that
not only were power and roads gone, but that every single gadget remaining that
was more complicated than a jackknife had ceased to function — anything
electrical, or driven by internal combustion engines — an educated guess said
the world as they knew it had come to an abrupt end.

The source of all this certainly wasn’t the biggest thing on Oliver’s mind. Like
everyone else, he’d spent an inordinate amount of time ruminating on it. But
these days, that was just background noise in his mind; something else ate at his
thoughts, consumed his attention, as he leaned on his shovel, his dark hands
gripping the wood shaft tightly, eyes scanning the forest.

Was that movement? He peered at the bushes closest to the swamp. There: a
tremble of some branches. The breeze, or something moving? A bush a little
farther away moved, then another; if something was there, it was leaving.

He exhaled, straightened. His watch was almost up; they rotated people often
to keep their attention fresh, an old trick some of the ex-military folk in the
village had them follow. It worked, and along with the palisade, the moving in
groups, carrying weapons — blades, spears, bows, clubs — whenever they were
outside, it was keeping them alive.

“Oliver, my watch.”
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Jen waved at him tiredly. He nodded at the woman, took his shovel in both
hands, and went back to digging weeds. And listening,.

Listening to the mysterious tug, the whisper in his head. A whisper no one
else heard that had begun, oh so quietly, in the days and weeks after the disaster.

At first he thought he was going crazy from the stress and strangeness; people
did hear things that weren’t there, and since the change he’d seen more than a
few minds break under the strain. But the whispers grew stronger, clearer, went
from being the edge of a voice, coming from the dark, to words, a message,
telling him to do something stupid, head into the forest, walk. Go past the
monstrosities, the animated plants, the hulking, vicious creatures, and seek her
out.

He knew what he’d find. Had dreamed of her, the woman in green, hanging
suspended in the air, arms spread wide. She’d smile at him, say his name.
“Oliver.” It would ring inside him, in a pleasant tone. “Come see me, Oliver. You
need to. You'll help yourself, help your people. It's not far, a couple of day’s
walk.”

“I'll get myself eaten.”

“No, no. You can avoid it. And a guide comes. The guide needs to see me,
too.”

He didn’t want to think about it today, working in the field; he had a job to do
here. He put his shovel into the dirt, turned over a fresh clod, broke it up.
Concentrating on a physical task helped, but resolved nothing; he felt the voice
mumbling away in his ears. It pulled on him, a line tugging at his mind, and he
could sense where it went, off across the fields, into the woods, past the swamp.

He had to go; this wasn’t going to let up. No one in the village would be
happy with losing their one person with medical knowledge, but it was no
longer something he could ignore; it wormed away at him through his sleep,
through his waking hours, tugging, tugging away.

It was time to give in. He’d tell them in the morning, at the daily meeting.

Mischief decided to begin to rebuild, whatever it was she was going to

rebuild, in the center of the continent, along the coast and the plains in the north,
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where she’d seen survivors coping, doing so without tearing at each other. The
Shambles had possibilities, too, but within the chaos there, the ever changing
flow, was no place to try to remake human civilization. What she needed to do
for now was work with the people in the middle, the ‘Medials’ as she decided to
call them, to build a culture, a new culture, or a set of cultures, that valued the
chaos, embraced change, creativity, newness; whatever came from this horror
she’d caused, it needed to be right, needed to do what Mischief was made to
provide. She was a fool, she was the Trickster, a personality for whom focus was
a dirty word, but she’d get this done. Otherwise, she’d ruined the world for
nothing.

She moved over the areas nearest to the portal first, on the northwest coast. It
was a wet place, had always been so, but the rain seemed even heavier now that
the creation of the Shattered Islands had brought the sea so much closer. The
mountains inland had risen as well, catching the clouds bundling in on the sea
breeze, dumping their load on the slopes below.

The small groups of survivors were building shelters, cultivating what fields
they could, building fences to hold off the creatures roaming the countryside,
having appeared here as they had on the islands and in the Shambles, just not as
prolific as in those places.

Mischief slowly moved north, cataloguing the small villages, feeling the chaos
flow, trying to understand its effects. Where was it no longer safe, or rather,
where did it get so crazy that human survival was doubtful? Where did the
Shambles begin, and the Medials end?

She found one last village on the coast. North of it was a swamp, created by a
river flowing from the mountains onto the plain. The village was a small one,
perhaps a hundred hardy souls gathered together. They’d built a palisade of logs,
protecting their shelters from the newly mutated forest and swamp dwellers,
from the supernatural creatures crawling through the undergrowth and water.
Mischief, as Raven, flew over it.

A group of people were standing beneath a larger shelter, an open area with a
roof to keep off the rain. They were arguing. Mischief landed on the roof,

listened.
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“QOliver, you can’t go out into the forest alone.”

The one so addressed, a younger man, a little plump, with dark brown skin
and curly black hair, shook his head. “I have to.”

“What do you mean, you have to?” A tall, older man put a hand on Oliver’s
shoulder. “What possible reason do you have to go out there? Those creatures are
everywhere. We can barely till the fields.”

“Sebastian, I know.”

“So, you're going to go out and die? We don’t have enough strong young
bodies as it is, and you're the only one here who can even begin to function as a
doctor.”

The younger man shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you.” He looked up, at
the short palisade, out to the mountains. “Something is calling to me out there. I
don’t know how to explain it, but I feel it.”

“Like what?” asked Jen. “You're hearing voices? That’s not good.”

“Voices, and a compulsion. I keep dreaming of something, someone. I wake
up, and I know I have to go find them.”

The older man sighed. “You're not making much sense. But then, none of this
makes any sense. None of us knows what happened. All the earthquakes, the
continent breaking, none of our machinery working anymore, the weird
creatures.” He shook his head. “You're sure about this?”

“I've been feeling it for weeks now. I'm telling you, it’s like there’s a rope tied
to me, pulling me into the forest.”

Jen turned away. “Well, good luck. I don’t expect we’ll see you again.”

“Don’t be so sure.” A smile split his wide cheeks. “It doesn’t feel terrible,
what'’s calling me.”

“It’s not just that, it’s everything else out there.”

“I know. But it’s time; I've ignored it long enough. Until later, everyone.”

“Goodbye, Oliver.”

He nodded, hoisted a pack, and went to the gate.

Mischief watched him go. Something was different about this young man; she
sensed it as he walked. Every person in the Medial villages she’d come across

had a touch of the chaos magic inside them; when the portal opened, everything
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in the world was infected, and the closer to the portal they were, the greater the
dose. But this young man had more, almost as much as Mischief had felt in the
wolf creature in Valeria. Yet he hadn’t transformed, still acted normally, though
of course, she had no idea what he’d been like before. Intrigued, she rose into the
air, followed him.

Oliver left the village and headed north, skirting the swamp. He moved
carefully, watching for trouble. Before, the only thing to worry about anywhere
around here had been bears and mountain lions. If any of those still existed in
their previous forms, they were the least of his worries now; they were probably
as scared of this new world as he was.

Unlike the area near the portal, much of the forest had survived the
convulsions of the land, the trees firmly rooted, able to bend and sway with the
earth’s movement. Many had come down, but the forest floor had always been a
tangle of roots, bushes and logs; the ways through it were difficult, and paths
rarely presented themselves.

Mischief flitted from tree to tree. She wondered at the story Oliver had shared
in the village; who or what called to the young man? She could feel something
herself, something powerful, filled with the chaos, in the direction he was going.
Was that what sent the summons? There were other pockets as well, things that
had changed, or places where the magic had accumulated; possibly sentient,
possibly not, but probably dangerous.

Oliver was heading straight towards the nearest of these. Mischief flew ahead
to see what was lying in wait.

She landed on the edge of a clearing in the forest, and transformed from
Raven to young woman. She looked around the clearing. All she saw was a
blackberry thicket, long green canes covered in curved thorns, wide leaves
rustling in the breeze.

Except there was no breeze. Mischief stepped forward. “Well, well. What are
you?”

A ripple ran through the thicket, a whisper. “Nothing, nothing, Maker.
Nothing to fear.”

She laughed. “Oh no? Well, not for me, perhaps, but what about the rest of the
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world?”

A woodpecker flew out of the trees, swept across the field. Before it had gone
more than ten feet, a long blackberry tendril lashed up, snagged the bird, and
drew it into the foliage. A brief flurry of leaves, then silence.

A quiet, chuckling rustle ran through the field.

“Uh huh,” said Mischief. “What do you call yourself?”

“The Collective,” came the rustling response. “The Blackberry Collective.”

“You weren’t alive like this before the change.”

“Yes, and no. We were connected through our roots. We grew together. But we
didn’t think, didn’t eat so.”

“You're spreading out?”

“No more than before. We need the light, we need the water. We need food.”

“Interesting. There’s a young man coming, on a journey.”

“We know. We can taste him already.”

“You’ll leave him alone.”

“Why, Maker?”

“Because if you don’t, I'll turn you back into a vegetable patch.”

The rustling stilled, the wide field of canes subsiding to the earth.

“Good.”

She turned, stood waiting. The young man came through the forest, saw her,
stopped. “Hello.” He looked at her, in her red robe and sandals, standing by
herself in the clearing. “I...um....”

“Yes? Is there a problem?”

He leaned on his staff. “I don’t know. It’s just that a pretty young woman
standing out in this forest, dressed like you are in your nice clean robe and
sandals, is not what I expected. And the way this world is now, I'm expecting
your head to pop open and reveal a bunch of teeth and a long red tongue to drag
me down your throat.”

Mischief cocked her head to one side. “Understood. No, I'm not really human.
But somewhat harmless. I certainly mean no harm to you. But that” — she
waved at the blackberry field behind her — “that’s a real piece of work there.”

“What, is there something hiding in the bushes?”
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The Collective rustled, a long laugh.

Oliver stepped back. “Oh.”

“Exactly,” said Mischief. “I've talked with it, and it’s going to let you pass, as
it doesn’t want to make me angry. Does it?” She looked over her shoulder.

“Nooooo, Maker.”

“Good.” She beckoned to Oliver. “Come along. If you need to get by, get by
while I'm here. And tell the others in the village they need to be careful about
where they pick blackberries.”

“I'll do that.”

Oliver came up beside her. “I'm Oliver. You're...?”

“Call me Mischief.”

“Well, that’s a name to cause a bit of worry.”

“No question. You lead. I'm curious to see where you're going.”

“Why?”

“I heard what you said in the village, and I feel something about you. I need
to find out more.”

Oliver walked for a while in silence, considering what he’d just learned. “So,
you're part of this craziness?”

Mischief smiled. “Yes. It's a wonderful new world, isn’t it?”

“No, it’s not. I was pretty comfortable before. We all were, really, despite all
our petty problems and worries.” He sighed. “I used to read a lot of old stories,
folklore from all over the world. At one time, every culture believed, in their own
way, that the strange, the supernatural, was everywhere, waiting for us, on the
other side of some thin line, ‘The Skin of the World’, I saw somewhere. It was in
the dark, at the edge of the forest, the surface of the ocean.” He laughed ruefully.
“It seems that’s true, and it’s gotten almost transparent now.”

Mischief nodded. “It was always there, you just never saw it much.”

“Or we kept shoving it away. Now we have to deal with it.” He rubbed a
hand over his black curls. “You going to tell me anything more about what you
are?”

“Maybe. Not right now. I enjoy being mysterious.”

“Fine.”
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“The tall, older man in the village said you were their only doctor. I'm
surprised they let you go.”

“So far, everyone’s been trying to work together and not be too harsh. I mean,
there’s all kinds of room for human nastiness now.”

“There is, I've seen it. Were you from around here?”

“No, I moved here a couple of years ago. I'm not actually a doctor; I was an
ambulance attendant in the city. But I was alone there.”

“Alone?”

“My parents passed away. Other relatives lived elsewhere. Most of my close
friends had moved away for work. So, rather than be lonely in the city, I decided
I'd try a small town.”

“Was it better?”

“Yes.” He smiled. “I like people. Small towns have things to do; they socialize
through church, clubs, community groups.” His smile slipped away. “At least,
they used to. I imagine everyone who's left is doing what we’re doing, fighting to
stay alive. But I met some folks when I came here, made friends, and many of
them survived.”

“Some didn’t?”

“I don’t know.” He looked away, off into the woods. “There was someone I
met; she was interesting. But she didn’t live in the village. She wasn’t much of a
people person, really. With what’s running around in the forest, she can’t be alive
anymore.”

“I'm sorry.”

Oliver shrugged. “There’s been so much wrong, so much death and
destruction, it all flows into one hurt now.”

They walked on through the forest, continuing to skirt the edges of the
swamp. They stopped when they heard something big splashing through the
water; a deep voice that sounded like it was grumbling rolled through the
woods. A little further along, a towering cedar tree woke and threw dead
branches at them. Mischief wagged a finger, and it reluctantly subsided.

“I guess I'm glad you showed up,” said Oliver. “Otherwise, something would

be digesting me by now.”
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“Perhaps. People lived in dangerous places before, when they had nothing
but spears and knives. You’'ll all get to know more about what’s around, how to
avoid it, how to fight it. Sometimes you'll lose, sometimes you’ll win.”

“If we live long enough to try.” Oliver shook his head. “Also, things seem to
change, so even if we figure something out, it might not work the same the next
time we go by.”

“That may settle down. Or maybe this is a little too far into the Shambles, and
people shouldn’t come this way, at least not often. But again, I'm sure you'll
figure out the danger signs.”

“The Shambles? Ha, I like that. It's a good name for a place like this. What do
you call us, the survivors? Not much point in using the old country names
anymore; they don’t exist, I'm sure.”

“Medials,” replied Mischief. “The ones in between the cities in the plains, and
the Shambles.”

“Makes sense.”

“Good.”

“Nothing else does.”

They laughed and hiked on through the forest.

They walked through the afternoon and early evening, and made camp.
Oliver pulled out some dried meat and fruit. “All we have at the village for now,
I'm afraid. At least we have fruit trees nearby, and the current crops of vegetables
and grain are still growing. Want some?”

“No, thanks, don’t need that, and you do. Might as well save it.”

Oliver shook his head. “I really, really, don’t understand. Nope, nothing at
all.” With that, he curled up in his blanket.

Mischief chuckled. “Not worried that I'm going to sink my fangs into you in
the middle of the night?”

“No,” came the mumbled reply, “you’d have done that already. And you
don’t have fangs.”

“I could grow some. Want to see?”

“No.”
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“Alright. Then sleep well, I'll keep watch.” Which she did, turning away a
few inquisitive creatures, singing softly to herself, feeling the night, the
movement around them, watched the stars dancing across the sky overhead.

Oliver woke with first light, had a quick bite to eat. They continued on, and
the feeling from whatever it was they approached grew stronger with each mile;
Mischief felt the pool of chaos thick before them.

“We’re getting close.”

“You can feel it too?” said Oliver. He stopped, wiping the sweat off his brow,
his dark skin shining with the moisture.

“Yes,” she replied. “Whatever’s there glows like a bonfire in my mind.”

“Mine too; it’s calling me. I feel like a moth being drawn to a flame, and that’s
not a comfortable analogy.”

“No.”

They were walking near the base of the mountains, grey stone slopes coming
down to the forest. Broken scree lay everywhere, tumbled down from the
earthquakes and eruptions. They worked their way through, walking carefully to
avoid pits and stumbles, up and down foothill slopes. It was late in the day,
almost evening, when they reached what they’d been seeking.

They stepped out of the woods into a rock alcove in the cliffs that curved
around a small, bare plateau. In the middle hung a woman, suspended in the air,
arms spread wide, feet together. Her eyes gazed sightlessly ahead.

She glowed; it was the only way Mischief could describe it, though not with
any apparent light. She had a long face, with dark, slightly slanted eyes, pursed,
full lips. She was all in green, a long gown with wide sleeves flowing over the
curves of her body, hanging loose past her feet. It rippled in a non-existent
breeze, her coal black hair moving the same.

Oliver stopped, gazed at her hanging there. “Well, that’s a sight.” He looked
around. “Exactly as she appeared in my dreams.” He removed his pack, saton a
boulder. “I'm assuming that’s who or what I came to see.”

The hanging woman turned her head, looked at him. “Welcome, Oliver.”

He nodded. “Thanks, I guess. You summoned me?”

“I did.” She turned to Mischief. “Welcome, Maker.”
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“Maker?” said Oliver. “Isn’t that what that blackberry bush called you?”

Mischief nodded. “It is.”

“What do they mean?”

“Confession time, I guess. I made this mess.”

“Really? Why?”

“It's a long story.”

“The gods fight, Oliver.” The hanging woman'’s sightless eyes went between
the two of them. “They disagreed, and the result was what you’ve seen.”

He turned to Mischief, who sighed. “Not entirely wrong. Not quite right,
either.”

“Well, it’s one hell of a mess your little tussle made.”

“T know, believe me. I'm not happy, but I have to deal with it.” Mischief
turned back to the woman. “What are you? What were you?”

“TI was a woman. I lived in a town north of here. I don’t remember exactly
what happened, but the world seemed to come to an end. Then I was here.” She
frowned. “I think I'm an angel now.”

“An angel?”

“That’s what people used to call the messengers between heaven and earth,
wasn’t it?”

“I suppose,” said Mischief. “There were always a few hanging around
Mother’s court, but I don’t remember you. I'd guess you're something new; some
of that essence of the angels in the court, mixed with your human self. You have
something to tell Oliver?”

“Oh, I have much more than that.” Her hands came down and beckoned.
Oliver was pulled off the ground, sliding through the air towards her. “Hey!” She
paid him no mind until he hung in front of her. Her hands came together on his
cheeks; a green pulse rode down her arms, flowed into him. It ran over his body,
enveloped it. He stilled, caught in an emerald halo that moved and rippled. Her
hands came away, moved around him, molding the light, pushing and pulling it,
until with one final burst, it settled inside him.

Mischief felt it all. “You put more chaos into him.”

“Yes. He was susceptible, strong enough to take it. That's why I called him.”
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“What will it do?”

“He’ll be able to wield it in some way. He’ll be able to transform things. I'm
not sure how much; he’s the first who’s sought me out, so I don’t know what will
happen. I may never know, as I assume he’s going to head back to his village,
and he’s unlikely to come back this way again, without some very good reason.”

She moved her hands, and Oliver slowly returned to the ground by his pack,
slumped over, unconscious.

Mischief frowned. “Is he going to be alright?”

“T think so. As I said, he’s the first. I feel some will be fine, some won’t. Some
will be powerful, some less so.”

“They’ll all get this ability to use the magic?”

“All will be different. Some will become a different kind of messenger, one to
talk to the rest of the villagers, explain things, guide them, interpret this new
world.”

“Well, that would be good. Maybe make some sense of this craziness.”
Mischief shook her head. “So, you're stuck here, doing this for eternity?”

Green clad shoulders shrugged. “Maybe. I might be able to move. You, Maker,
can probably move me.”

“You want to move? You want to be released from this?”

“No, I'm content. The power flows through me. I'll provide for those I call,
and they’ll provide for their people.”

“Well, that's good. What should I call you?”

“I was Evangelina, before this. It will do.”

“Good, Evangelina it is, then.”

Oliver woke with a start. Night had passed as he slept; dawn had set aside the
dark, lighting the area with its soft glow. He pushed himself to a sitting position,
leaning against a boulder, his pack beside him. He rubbed his eyes, looked
around, saw Mischief perched on a rock a few feet away, hands clasped around
her legs, feet pulled in close.

Oliver stretched, moving his shoulders and stiff back. “What happened?”

“She gave you something,” said Mischief. “More of the chaos magic, the
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magic that caused all this. It's inside you now, for you to use.”

“Magic?” He shook his head. “Things were crazy enough. The world ends
and gets reshaped. Monsters are running around in the forest, apparently the
result of a dispute between the gods, who I was always pretty sure didn’t
actually exist. I meet someone who I assume is one of those gods.” Mischief only
smiled. Oliver gestured at Evangelina, gone back to sightlessly floating above
them. “An angel appears. An angel? And now you tell me there’s magic, and I
have some. What do I do with that?”

“You'll have to figure that out. But the power of chaos magic is
transformation.”

“That could mean a lot of things.”

“It could.”

He sat for a moment longer, then stood. “Not going to figure out anything else
by sitting here, unless you tell me.” He brushed off grass, dirt and pebbles,
picked up his pack. “I should head back to the village.”

“Your compulsions are gone?”

“Yes.” Oliver looked up to Evangelina. “Bye. Thanks, I think.”

She took no notice of him, floating there, dress and hair still moving in the
non-existent breeze. He shook his head. “Angels, gods, magic. Right.”

Mischief rose. “I can make sure you reach your village.”

“Thank you.”

Oliver walked for a couple of hours, saying nothing, lost in thought,
considering everything that had happened. It was mid-morning before he halted.
“Time for a rest, and something to eat.” He stretched out his shoulders and neck
again. “Not the best night’s sleep I've ever had.” He sat, leaned against a fallen
tree trunk, pulled more dried meat and fruit out of his pack.

The tree trunk he leaned against was newly fallen, from the look of the
shattered end. From underneath, a small sapling protruded, crushed and broken,
its leaves shriveling as it died, the thin bole cracked by the impact of the tree
falling on it. Oliver frowned, reached down, touched a shriveled leaf. He froze
for a moment, then relaxed, fingers running over the leaf’s surface.

“There’s something there.” He closed his eyes, concentrating. “And this thing
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the angel put inside of me, I can feel it. I think....” He took a long breath, stilled
himself. For a moment he sat there, trying to gather what he was sensing, what
he realized he could do; the magic simmered inside, ready to move. Gathering it,
he pushed, felt it run down his arm in a tingling flow.

A green spark leapt from his finger onto the plant’s surface, spun around it for
a moment, then seemed to soak inside, like water into the earth.

The leaf rippled, straightened, along with all the others on the sapling. Oliver
pulled his hand back, leaning away. When nothing else untoward occurred, he
got on his hands and knees and looked at where the sapling stuck out from
under the tree trunk.

“It's not broken anymore.”

“Well,” replied Mischief, “I guess you know something about what you can
do now.”

“I can bring things back from the dead!?”

“I don’t think it was dead. I think you healed it.”

“Ah.” A small glow of green light rippled over his hands. “That’s useful.”

Mischief considered what she’d just sensed. “I felt something when it
happened there. Some of the chaos magic you had inside went into the plant.”

“Tt did?”

“Yes. It transformed it so it could function again.”

“Odd way of putting it, but I guess it makes sense. Will I be able to heal
people?”

Mischief grinned. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Bad answer. What if I go to heal someone, and they turn into a tree?”

“You'll have fresh firewood, I guess.”

Oliver stared. “You have a terrible sense of humor.”

“I've been told that.”

The young man frowned. “Look, are you going to tell me who or what you
are? I assumed you're one of the gods Evangelina talked about.”

“Yes, I am. I'm the Trickster, and yes, I made this mess.”

She explained Mother, the court, the flow of chaos magic, and Constantine.

“Constantine? Tricksters I know about. Loki, Hermes, I know. But who is
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Constantine?”

“He’s an amalgamation of a bunch of gods of order and logic: Zeus, The Jade
Emperor, lots more. You’d know him as Maat.”

“Oh, from the Church of Logic.”

“Yes, that was the religion he created.”

“Why’d he create a religion?”

“So everyone would do what they were told.”

“I....” Oliver sat for a second, then chuckled. “That’s one of the most honest
answers about why anyone would create a religion I've ever heard.”

“It’s one of the oldest reasons there is. Not the only one, but a well used one.”

“No doubt.” Oliver stood. “Well, time to go. Monsters to avoid, magic to
figure out.”

“Dark Lords to avoid and demonize.”

“Dark Lords?”

“Constantine. He made that dull world you lived in. This new one is going to
be a lot better.”

“Really?”

Mischief laughed. “Really, if you just do what you're told.”

Oliver exited the forest, stepped onto the edge of the fields. It was late in the
day, but normally there’d be people working still, using the daylight. But it was
empty, as far as he could see.

He turned to say something to Mischief, but she was gone. A raven sat on a
stump, looking at him.

“Hmm. Raven, too. Makes sense. If that’s you.”

Raven chuckled in a girl’s voice. Oliver nodded, waved. “Goodbye then.”

He strode along the path that led through the field. As he neared the gate to
the palisade, he found tools lying abandoned in the dirt. That wasn’t good;
something had made them run. That something probably came out of the woods
or swamp. What would be so fierce as to drive them all off, dropping their
precious tools?

He strode to the gate, pounded on it. “Hello? Open up, it’s Oliver.”
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A faced peeked through a head high slot. Oliver heard the sound of the log
that kept it shut being pulled out, and the gates creaked open.

Oliver stepped through, turned to the man who’d opened it. “Shane, what
happened? Why is there no one in the fields? Why is the gate barricaded
already?”

“Jen was attacked. They had to carry her in.”

“Attacked?”

“Wasp, massive. Just flew up and stung her. She fell; it tried to land on her,
and do something else, maybe lay some eggs, maybe finish her off. The rest of
them drove it away and brought her inside.”

“She’s alive?”

“For now. She was swelling up huge last I saw, and having trouble
breathing.”

“Where is she?”

“The meeting shelter.”

Oliver ran. He found much of the village standing around the shelter. “Excuse
me, let me through. I'm the one with the medical knowledge.”

The crowd parted, and he saw Jen lying on the table. Swollen would not begin
to describe her state; her back looked like half a pumpkin, yellow and orange, a
wide lump pushing out of it. He went around the other side to face her. Her
breath was a bare rasp, her throat almost closed by the swelling. Sebastian stood
beside her, holding her hand.

Oliver turned to him. “Have you done anything for her?”

The older man shook his head. “Do what? We don’t know how to counteract
the poison.” He closed his eyes, tears pushing out the sides. “We have no
medicine, no knowledge, nothing. All we can do is hope, and wait, and see if her
body mends itself.”

Oliver looked at him, looked at Jen. Her eyes were closed, she was slipping
away, her breathing growing more and more ragged. “Her body won’t mend
itself.” He straightened. “Well then, time to try this gift I received in the forest.”

“What gift?”

“I met an angel, Sebastian.”
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“An angel? Oliver, what are you talking about?”

Oliver leaned in, laid a hand on Jen’s neck. He closed his eyes and felt the
magic swirling slowly inside himself. He sensed what lay inside Jen, the
wrongness of the poison, accompanied by the touch of chaos the wasp had
injected with its venom.

What had he done with the little tree? He felt for his magic, felt its tension
again, ready to go, to move out. But was that all that was needed? There were
two things here: the poison and what it was doing, and the chaos magic that
accompanied it. “I need to get rid of that.” He reached out with his new internal
sense towards the small bloom of magic, touched it. His will closed around it and
pulled it back.

He felt it go inside, join with the other magic he already held. He could sense
a slight difference in its taste; had being in the wasp changed it? Possibly. It
didn’t matter; it was a small amount and blended with what he already had.
Now to the wound, and the poison.

The green glow bloomed around his hand. He ran it over Jen’s throat, over
her back where the stinger had pierced the skin; but unlike what the wasp’s
magic had done to her, Oliver controlled it, transforming her, not injecting her.
Foulness erupted from the wound, the corrupted matter the poison had created.
It splashed across the table, onto the floor, causing those on that side to jump
back. The hump shrank, and her skin color returned to normal. The stinger
wound closed, the swelling in her neck disappeared. She rolled over flat and
went into a deep sleep, her heavy breathing going quiet, soft.

Oliver lifted his hand, smiled, looked around. The faces of those watching
were a mixture of awe, fear, and delight.

“What,” asked Sebastian, eyes wide, “was that?”

“It was good, was what it was, don’t you think? By the way, I learned about
what happened.”

“What do you mean, ‘what happened?””

“The disaster. The end of the world as we knew it. You can believe it or not, it
doesn’t really matter, but I'm pretty sure it’s the right explanation.” He turned to

the peacefully sleeping woman on the table. Others were putting blankets over



/ THE SKIN OF THE WORLD /40

her, propping up her head. “What’s important is that I can do healing magic.”
“Magic.” Sebastian shook his head. Others around the shelter were

whispering, looking at Oliver, looking at Jen. “Once we get Jen settled, and

everyone is here, perhaps you can tell us the whole story of your trip.”

“I will. Of angels, and gods and Tricksters, and” — he laughed — “a Dark
Lord, Lord Constantine.”

*k*

Well, that was hopeful. Not the monsters in the city eating each other, or making the
forests and swamps into killing grounds. But with the villagers working together, and
Oliver’s talents, there are the beginnings of a new order, where humans can live with the
chaos. So much more satisfying than what had been there before, when everything was
pounded into such straight, regular lines. Chaos is malleable, more than malleable, it’s
ever changing. This Trickster likes that thought; maybe the world will never settle down.

Of course, Constantine isn’t happy in the slightest. Fortunately, he’s somewhat

preoccupied with his own mess, enough that maybe he’ll stay out of mine for a while.
Maybe.

The High Priestess

So, there I was, Mischief, the Trickster, and I had the beginnings of a plan, a plan to
fix the world I broke.

Well, big lie there. More like stuff was happening, and I was watching, poking,
prodding.

I had a mage, Oliver. Mages hadn’t existed before the disaster; Constantine had
shoved almost all the chaos magic out of the world, and it was so much duller for it. But
that’s him, that’s his thing. I had countered his society, (perhaps a touch too drastically),
and I now had the first magical practitioner in the human world. And not only a mage, I

also had an angel, ready to make more mages, to transform those with the talent, the
capacity to hold and manipulate chaos.
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But, were mages all that would be? Did I need some kind of priesthood to guide the
morals and ways of this new world?

That sound you just heard was me throwing up a bit. Well, figuratively; gods and
goddesses rarely need to do that sort of thing. But the thought of having a priestly
hierarchy is nauseating. Yet, something was needed — don’t you think?

Sarah Tennant crouched in the bushes outside Gallagher, watching the
workers in the field. It was late in the afternoon, the sun beating down, and it
was hot out there. The workers stopped for frequent water breaks, but kept
diligently tilling, harvesting what looked like potatoes or yams, weeding, turning
the soil.

She wondered, as she always did, what had passed in the village in the few
short months since the world had broken. They seemed to be surviving. At least
they had food and shelter; but she wondered what else had occurred inside the
palisade as they figured out how to live. Who was in charge? How did they stay
so? Did the whole group decide? Or was there a dictator, someone who’d taken
power and ordered them all around?

She’d seen the tall, older man, Sebastian. He seemed to direct a lot of things,
at least, the others seemed to defer to him. But she’d seen no violence, heard no
loud voices. Perhaps it was alright. She could get up right now, walk out of the
woods and over to them. Get out of this insanity, back with people again.

But she didn’t. She hadn’t been around people much since long before the
disastrous changes that had rocked the world. Her little cabin in the woods had
survived the earthquakes, and she’d survived as well, would continue to do so.
Though it had certainly become a lot harder.

She looked at her catch for the day, one small, skinny rabbit she’d pulled from
a snare. When she’d first come to this area a few years back, it had been easier.
The wildlife was plentiful, the hunting and gathering simple. She’d been content,
had enough to eat and live on; she only had to go into the town and its store
occasionally, buying a few necessaries with her small savings. Now she was
lucky if she didn’t find her snares destroyed, whatever had been caught in them
devoured by some larger beast, happy to take advantage of easy prey.
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She’d been forced into occasionally poaching from Gallagher’s fields; today
would be such a day, as this rabbit was all she’d caught this week, and her stock
of dried provender was getting thin. She settled into her shaded bower, watching
the villagers, listening carefully, sensing what went on around her, with eyes and
ears, and also with that odd extra feeling she’d developed, an early warning
against the predators who now filled the forest and swamp.

She froze; something was coming. Along with the feeling in her head, a heavy
buzzing sound erupted from deep in the woods. With a whirr, a giant wasp, its
body near the size of her own, darted overhead, out over the field, directly at the
workers. Before any of them really knew what was happening, the insect
plunged its stinger into the back of a woman who’d been standing a little apart
from the rest.

They’d been on guard against attack, she’d seen them taking turns, but the
assault was so fast and brutal they had no time to react. The woman fell to the
ground, the wasp straddling her, its abdomen raised to strike again.

But a shovel swept through it from one side, clouting its head, driving it
sideways, rolling onto the dirt. Sarah couldn’t tell was going on in the wasp’s
brain, but she could see the fury; it bounced to its feet, head low, turning to those
who’d attacked it. It had been hunting, no malice or emotion, but now it was
angry. She supposed wasps had always been like that, not enjoying being
attacked or denied their prey.

It rose with a buzz, flew at the humans. But the shovel rose again, and others
stood in a group, implements raised as weapons. It buzzed straight up, came
back down, but sharp edges hacked at its body and legs. Frustrated, it turned to
its original target, but the field workers followed, flailing at the creature. They
stood around the fallen woman, protecting her, as the wasp rose and dove again
and again, wings whirring, yellow and black carapace shining in the sun, long
stinger darting forward.

A rake hooked a leg, dragged down. A hoe smashed into its side, scored a
long mark. The wasp jerked free, losing half the leg. It rose a little higher, hung
there a moment, watching, assessing. Then, as suddenly as it had arrived, it spun

in the air and tore off through the trees, passing right over where she sat.
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She crouched, quiet, shielding her thoughts as she’d learned to do; there’d be
no gentle persuasion with such a creature, not today, when it had failed in its
hunt, was hurt. Best to simply avoid the possibility of it noticing her.

The wasp gone, she turned her attention to the field. The workers had
dropped their implements, taken up the stricken woman, and carried her to the
village, through the palisade gates, which closed behind them.

Time to take advantage of the fact that the field was now empty, and she
could get some easy food; they’d left what they’d gathered sitting in baskets in
the dirt. She went to stand.

And froze again. She sensed something else coming, something holding much
more of that strange, roiling feeling than she’d yet felt anywhere. She crouched,
curtailed her movements, her thoughts and emotions.

A younger black man strode out of the trees, stopped, surveyed the litter of
tools. He passed quickly over the field, pounded on the gate. It swung open, and
he went inside.

Oliver. That was his name. He’d found her cabin in the woods some time ago,
had stopped to talk. She hadn’t wanted to talk, she rarely did, but he’d been
polite enough, merely asking after her health. He’d been some kind of medical
personnel, not a doctor, but with some knowledge. He’d stopped by a few more
times over the following months, and she’d loosened up with him; they were of
an age, and he’d never tried to get too close, never pushed.

The visits ended after the disaster. No one went into the woods but her
anymore. She thought of him occasionally as she danced and sang outside her
cabin, mind filled with the new flow that moved through the world.

She stayed hidden in the bower until after he entered the village; what she’d
felt, that burst of the odd feeling, hadn’t diminished. She’d sensed something
coming off Oliver, but that wasn’t all of it, oh no. He had a lot more than most
people in the village, but this was something else.

A flutter of wings. A raven came down on the dirt at the edge of the field, a
few feet from where she lay in the shade of the bushes. It sat there, glossy in the
golden sunlight of day’s end, its black, beady eyes looking straight at her.

It opened its beak. “Hello.”
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She sat up so suddenly she bashed her head on a branch overhead. She went
to scramble backwards.

“Relax, I'm not going to hurt you.”

The odd feeling came off the bird in waves, like a strong scent, or the bright
light of the sun directly in her eyes. Sarah looked at the creature. She knew quite
well that whatever it was, it had trapped her; it knew her, would follow, could
find her.

A flicker, and the bird transformed, became a young man, with curly blond
hair, blue eyes, wearing a white robe, with sandals on his feet. Sandals with...
wings?

He spoke. “Well, introduce yourself.”

Her voice was a squeak. “Sarah.”

“Sarah? That’s it?”

“Um.” She swallowed. “Sarah Tennant.”

“Hello, Sarah. I'm Mischief. Though” — he waved a hand at himself — “I'm
feeling a lot like Hermes today.”

She slowly sat up, rubbed the sore spot under her thick brown hair where
she’d hit the branch. “Hermes? The messenger?” She regarded his feet. “The
sandals fit, with the little wings on them.”

“Ah, you know your Greek gods? Yes, the messenger, god of thieves, herds
and flocks, travelers and hospitality, but most important, the Greek version of the
Trickster.”

She looked him over. Whatever he was, he was well made, all lean muscle, a
pretty face underneath curls.

Mischief laughed. “Like what you see?”

“Not particularly.” She took a breath, gathered herself. “But I don’t like
anyone much.”

His eyebrows rose. “I see. Why not?”

“Because most people seem to think they need to tell me what to do.”

“And you don’t need telling?”

“No.” She moved back, out of the bushes, into the forest. She rose, turned, to
find the youth standing and waiting for her. “That’s a fine trick, to move that
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way.

“Gods can do things like that.”

“You're really Hermes, or you think you're Hermes?”

“T'm Mischief. I'm kind of a mashup of all the Tricksters that have ever been.”

“How does that happen?”

He shrugged. “Maybe someday I'll tell you.”

“No need; I've no desire to hear it.”

She walked off into the woods, long legs propelling her quickly down one of
the tracks the animals made through the dense growth. Mischief remained for a
moment, head cocked to one side, contemplating the woman. Then, with a flash
of winged sandals, he moved up beside her. “You're very interesting, Sarah
Tennant.”

“That’s unfortunate. You'll have to come up with a better line.”

Mischief laughed. “I don’t need to, as you won't be able to get rid of me
easily.”

She stopped, glared at him. “Why’s that, your godliness?”

“Ooh, ouch.” He smiled. “Tell me, Sarah, what do you see in your dreams?”

She was silent for a moment, frowning. “Why would I tell you? I certainly
don’t see either Hermes or a raven there.”

“Do you see a woman, hanging in the air, dressed in green robes, her arms
spread as though she’s welcoming you? She has long black hair that ripples as
though there’s a wind.”

Her eyes widened. “How did you know that?”

“A wild guess?” Mischief laughed, the sound fluttering through the trees like
bird song. Sarah shook her head and strode off deeper into the forest. The
annoying young man, who thought he was a god, who might be a god, didn’t
follow.

But a coyote did, bounding by her on light feet. “I'll be around, Sarah
Tennant. We have much to discuss, you and I.” Then he was gone, deep into the
woods.

*k*

She saw no more of Mischief on her way to her cabin, no coyotes, ravens, or
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pretty young men. The cabin sat on a hill overlooking what was now the swamp;
before, the swamp had been a river and a few creeks flowing into it, but it had
sunk enough in the cataclysm that it now gathered water, a wide, marshy
expanse, full of frightening creatures and the occasional terrifying plant.

The cabin had survived the shaking. It was simply constructed, like the homes
in Gallagher, wood frame with split wood shingles on top. She’d had to replace
some of those, but the basic structure had held solid.

She stopped at the bottom of the hill, looked around. This was where she’d
come to rest when the shaking had stopped. She’d been standing outside her
door, thinking she needed to dance, reaching for her guitar, when everything
began to move. Her feet flew upwards, spun over her head, and she’d
somersaulted down the hillside, bouncing off the grass, coming to rest against
the edge of the forest at the bottom, sore, but without major damage.

Not something she could say about the surrounding landscape. Trees had
fallen all over. The swamp was forming. And the mountains; what are you
supposed to think when the horizon changes drastically, in a matter of seconds?
Old peaks broken, new ones thrust up. Clouds of dust and debris floating
everywhere in the air.

Followed by all the oddness in the forest, the altered and new creatures, the
sentient plants. If it hadn’t been for the changes within herself, her newfound
ability to sense and control the oddness, she’d have been gone within days.

That sense was alive now, on fire so to speak. Something was inside her cabin.
From the intensity of it, Mischief, whatever it was, bird, creature or person, was
sitting there, waiting for her.

The old anger roared through her; why couldn’t people, or gods, take no for
an answer? Why did they have to keep trying to talk? She strode up the hill,
pulled open the door, stepped inside.

“Hello, Sarah.”

She stopped, frowned. “Another look?”

A tall man faced her. His skin was the oddest color, grey, a shade that seemed
to be shifting slightly as she watched; she blinked, it had to be some trick of the
light coming through the forest. He was all in deep blue, long robes, boots on his



/ THE SKIN OF THE WORLD / 47

feet. His hair was the same odd shade of grey as his skin, and curly, with loose
ringlets, trailing forward in a tail over one shoulder.

He frowned at her words, brows lowering over grey eyes, liquid darkness
searching her own. “I don’t believe we’ve met before. And this is normally how I
present myself to humans.” He sighed as the realization came. “Ah, you’ve been
talking to Mischief.”

“Who are you?”

“Lord Constantine.”

“Lord Constantine. And what mythical creature do you use to describe
yourself?”

“Oh my. She gave you the whole description, did she? Or was it he today? I'm
just me.”

“Not a Trickster?”

“No,” he scowled, “anything but. I represent stability, the unchanging. The
need for the universe to calm down, be steady.” He waved a hand. “Mischief’s
opposite.”

“Well, I don’t want any part of you, either.”

“Really.” Constantine’s eyes travelled around the cabin. One room, a wood-
burning stove, a single bed, a table with a couple of chairs, some tools on the
wall, some drying herbs and roots. “This is what you want?”

“Yes.”

He shook his head. “This little hovel? What on earth brought you to this? The
cataclysm?”

“No.” She sat in a chair by the table, crossed her arms over her chest. “I got
tired of the world of people. I got tired of fitting into a society that wanted me to
behave and do what I was told. It was boring. Everyone acting and being the
same. Everyone watching the same things, playing the same games.” She
grimaced. “I was sick of people telling me I had to do certain things, be certain
places, act in certain ways. I spent several years trying to do that, before I gave
up and moved here, where I don’t have to answer to anyone.”

“Well, in a perfect society, we can’t be complete individuals. That would be

chaos. Like you're seeing outside your door.”
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She laughed bitterly. “That’s still better than what was going on before.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Well, Sarah Tennant, the world needs rebuilding.”

“I suppose it does. Is that your job?”

“Partly. Mischief and myself. And you, if you’d like to participate.”

She stilled. “What do you mean?”

“I need to rebuild what I made before, and to start, I need a new hierophant.”
He smiled, held out a hand. “That should be you, Sarah Tennant.”

She could only stare for a moment. “The hierophant? The leader of the Church
of Logic?”

“Exactly. The old one didn’t make it through the disaster.”

She sat back. “Who are you to offer me that? And why? Aren’t there other
priests in that stupid church to promote?”

“Well, as to who I am, I may have misled you earlier. I was known as Maat,
though like Mischief there’s the essence of many other old gods in me. Gods of
stability, and order.”

“You’re Maat? The goddess of the church?” She shook her head. “You don’t
look like a goddess.”

“All subject to change without notice. There’s some Zeus, some Yu Hudng,
among many others.”

“Really. Well, I'm sorry, I don’t believe in gods.”

“Yet you've met two today.” He smiled, a hard smile. “Sarah, I'm offering you
this because you have power, power over the chaos magic. Don’t deny it; you
could sense me here. And you’ve been able to hold off the wilder beasts from
attacking you; you sooth them.”

She sat tight-lipped. “Is that what the strangeness is, chaos magic?”

“Itis.”

“Magic and gods. This is so crazy.” She shook her head. “Even if I did want to
accept, and become your hierophant, why would I? I don’t like people. I don’t
like what they do. I didn’t like your church and the control it put on everyone.”

“But,” he said quietly, “this time, you’d be in charge. You’'d get to decide what
the church looks like. You'd be the one who’d get to define what everyone does,

what’s normal. So, not doing what you’re told; doing what you want, and
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making the rest of them dance to your tune. Isn’t that your secret desire, Sarah?
To pull the strings, instead of being pulled by them?”

Silence fell; at least, words ceased. Inside Sarah, the anger and fear swirled,
propelled by wonder at what this creature knew about her. And something else:
an understanding. An understanding of what he offered, and some inkling, deep
inside, about what he’d said about her desires.

He straightened. “I'll let you think about this. But don’t think too long. I'll be
back. I'll be watching and listening.” He walked to the door, paused. “Freedom,
Sarah. When you’re in charge, there’s complete freedom.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then you're Mischief’s creature, and he and I are in conflict.” He smiled
slowly, though the expression didn’t extend to his eyes; Sarah felt a chill at the
promise she saw there.

Then he was gone, out the door. She rose and slowly followed, looked down
the green hillside, over the water below. No sign of him, either physically, or any
residue of the power, the chaos magic he’d called it, that she could sense. He’d
vanished.

She stood for a long while, considering. What a day. Had she really just met
two gods? She grimaced; she was going to have to reassess her views on how the
universe worked.

Whatever that meant, she didn’t want to think about it right now; she’d
absorbed more than enough, and it was time for something else. She took her
guitar off the wall, put the strap around her neck. She walked out the front door,
kicked off her shoes, her bare toes digging into the dampness of the grass. Her
hands went to the strings and she played, a tune that wandered and flew,
winding through the plants and animals in the forest around her. Her feet
moved, and she danced and sang, all around the hillside; the forest, the creatures,
and the magic inside all watched, and moved with her, swaying to the hidden
currents Mischief had dragged into the world.

This was what Sarah always did when her thoughts were in such a state. She
danced often, even more so since the world had been spun on its head. But when

her emotions rose in a muddle, there was only one way to straighten them, to
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remove the tangles of worry, doubt and fear.

She danced it all away, as the sun disappeared, and the stars and moon came
out, and her hillside glowed in the light of the heavens.

She ate the rabbit that night and woke the next morning to the knowledge
that there was little food in the house. She should have grabbed some of what the
villagers had left in the field. But she hadn’t exactly been thinking straight
between the wasp attack and meeting a god.

A god. Two gods. Both of whom wanted her for something.

She had no need for either of them, no need for anything, except to survive.
She’d given up on people, but not life, had come here to make her own, to get
away from the reaching, grasping hands that wanted her, to own her, to
command her, her body, her mind.

Though, if she became hierophant, there was a certain priest she’d like to find.
She’d be in control this time, not him, and she’d make him dance, oh yes, she
would....

Don’t go there, Sarah. You left all that behind, gone and buried.

She had, and she’d been mostly successful at leaving it, along with everyone
and everything else she no longer wanted in her life and mind. With one
exception: the dreams Mischief had mentioned. How had he known that?

Well, he is a god.

That made her laugh, as she bathed in the cold pool at the base of the hill. She
washed her clothes from the day before, hung them on the line outside her door,
and dressed in clean pants and t-shirt. All her clothes were showing wear and
tear; she was going to have to figure out how to replace them soon; running
naked through the woods would be uncomfortable in the winter. She’d been
learning some tanning, weaving and fabric making skills before everything fell
apart, but most of those still relied on materials she’d have needed to purchase.

She’d figure something out. What she needed now was to find some food. She
took her knife and bag and set out to check her snares.

It turned into another fruitless day. She found a few salal berries and

munched on those, but it wasn’t enough to fill her stomach, the growling and
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discomfort growing as she moved.

Her thoughts went to the previous day, thinking about Mischief and
Constantine, about what they’d told her. She shook her head; she was feeling
lightheaded, both from hunger and the thoughts that spun, refusing to stop.

She reached the village, checked the field; no one was working today. The
tools were gone, so the villagers had returned to gather them up along with
whatever remained of the harvest. If they’d left it overnight, something had eaten
it; the forest was full of ravenous mouths.

She looked at the palisade surrounding the village. She saw no one there;
perhaps she could run out to the disturbed earth, check and see if anything had
been dropped or overlooked.

She trotted across the field, was bending to examine the furrows, when she
felt it coming; a disturbance through the wood, the thick buzzing sound in the
air. She faced the trees, watched as the massive wasp from the previous day came
out of the trees, saw her, and darted in her direction.

She had only seconds, and she was more used to avoiding creatures this size
than subduing them. Her hands came up, and she moved, one foot, then another,
stepping into a dance. She focussed quickly, as hard as she could, chanted.

“Peace, peace, quiet, friend, quiet....”

The insect swept up to her, rose, presented its abdomen, the shiny black
stinger in her face. A drop of yellow poison oozed out of the tip, hung there,
waiting.

“Peace, quiet....” She whispered the song, her dance continuing, hands
moving in the air. She could feel the creature, feel its hunger and need, but her
voice was reaching it, her dance influencing the flow inside it, soothing it,
calming the ferocity.

Noise from behind her as the palisade gate banged open.

“We’re coming! Hold on!”

No, no. She wanted to shout to them to stop, don’t come near, she was barely
in control, but to do so would have interrupted her dance, her voice, and that
terrible stinger sat there, ready to strike.

Something flew over her shoulder, a spear, and hit the wasp in the chest. She



/ THE SKIN OF THE WORLD / 52

faltered in her dance, just for a second, but it was enough. The wasp shot
forward, thrusting with the stinger; Sarah moved to the side, but it stabbed her
shoulder, and she felt the burning poison eating into her flesh.

She collapsed to the ground, the last thing she remembered being more
weapons hitting the wasp, and it fell to the ground beside her, chittering in anger
and terror of its own. Then blackness took her away.

Sarah woke, not knowing where she was, just that it was inside a building
somewhere. She certainly wasn’t looking at the ceiling of her cabin.

She lay on a bed, covered in blankets. She was sore, and tired, and ill. It took
her a moment, but it all came back to her, the wasp, the sting piercing her
shoulder, the people killing it.

“She’s awake.” A woman'’s voice.

“Good. Hello, Sarah, how are you feeling?”

She turned her head. A dark face stepped up, leaned over her. “Oh, Oliver.
Hello. I feel terrible.”

“I bet. Same thing happened to Jen the day before.” He pointed over to where
another form lay under a blanket, a woman. She waved at Sarah.

“She’ll be up today,” said Oliver. “She’s fine, and you will be, too.”

She took a few long breaths, closed her eyes. “That’s surprising, remembering
how that venom felt when it went into my shoulder.”

She moved her arm; a little sore, but not so bad. She reached to the spot where
the stinger had pierced her skin; nothing, no wound, only a bit of a mark.
“How...?”

“Magic,” said Oliver. He held up his hands. “Honestly, that’s what it is. I have
a new talent since we last talked.”

The tall man she’d seen in the fields walked up beside the medic. “A little
hard to believe, isn’t it? But we can’t explain it any other way.”

She lay back, closed her eyes. “Well, no harder to believe than anything else
from this past little while. I met two gods yesterday.”

“Oh, interesting,” said Oliver. “I only met one god, but she told me there were

more. I also met an angel.”
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“Really. I've been dreaming about one, I think. She’s trying to summon me.”

“Hanging in the air, green dress, black hair?”

“Yes.” She opened her eyes, frowned. “You had the visions, too?”

“I did. You’'d better go see her.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Why not?”

She laughed weakly. “I'm not very good at doing what I'm told. I think I told
you, that's why I ended up out at my cabin.”

Oliver grinned, dark cheeks splitting wide. “Well, there’s a difference between
being told and being summoned. The dreams only stopped for me after I went.
And the summons was very strong, hard to resist.”

“It is.” She moved her shoulder, and a twinge of pain came, causing her to
wince.

Oliver laid a hand on her arm. “We'll let you sleep now.” He turned to the
other woman. “Come on, Jen, time to get up, I think. Let’s see how you look.”

Sarah didn’t hear what happened after that, as she fell back into dreams about
the angel, beckoning her, telling her it was time. The creature’s eyes were black,
empty — but something in that blackness swirled.

“No,” Sarah replied, “I won’t come.”

“Yes, child, yes, you must.”

“Child? You don’t look any older than me.”

“I wasn’t. Now I am.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Time to abandon that idea.”

“What, that I should try to understand?”

“No, that it should make sense.”

*k*

When Sarah woke again, Oliver was there, sitting on the other bed, watching
her.

She frowned at him. “That’s kind of creepy.”

He hung his head, chuckling. “Sorry, been waiting for you to wake up. I have

questions.”
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“Not sure I feel like providing answers.”

“Well, I can only try.” He shrugged. “We thought you’d be dead, living out in
the forest by yourself, after all this happened. I told the others about you, and
we’d been thinking about going and checking your cabin, but none of us had
been that far into the woods.”

“Understood,” she replied. “Can anyone here feel the weird flow going on?”

“Only me, and only since I went to see the angel. I can feel it in you now,
though.”

“And I feel it in you.” She considered him; he was the one person she’d
spoken with at any length in the last few years. He’d been kind, respectful of her
need for distance. Certainly more than most had been; a bit of trust was
warranted. “I can tell when altered creatures are nearby. I know when they’re
coming.”

“The people who came out and attacked the wasp said you seemed to hold it
off somehow. You were dancing and singing?”

She nodded. “Yes, I can do that. I'm not sure how long I'd have been able to
keep it away; it’s a pretty crazy mind in there, not very reasonable.”

“I can imagine. Well, it's dead. We can only hope there aren’t more around.”

“Oh, there probably are. There are a lot of things just as bad.”

“But you survived by doing whatever you were doing. That’s incredible.”

“I suppose. It was getting harder to find food, though.”

“We have enough in Gallagher for now. You can stay with us.”

She grimaced in reply.

He smiled. “I know, you don’t like people. But it’s safer here, and we have
food. And if you can help the field workers by holding creatures off, that would
be great.”

“Maybe.” She pushed herself to sitting. She was still tired, but less sore than
she had been. Looking down, she saw she wore a white linen shift. “What
happened to my clothes?”

“The wasp sting, the blood and poison ruined your shirt. Pants were a mess
as well, though they can be washed.”

“Right. Hopefully, there’s something else I can wear. I can’t see running
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through the woods wearing a shift.”

“You’d be very fetching. You and Mischief would make a pair.”

“The young maiden and Hermes, dashing through the trees?”

“Hermes? ‘He” was a young woman to me. Really petite.”

“A couple of nymphs in the woods, then? I'm a bit tall for a nymph.” She
waved a hand at him. “I’'m pretty sure they’re there already.”

“You've seen something?”

“I saw a unicorn. I think I saw some fauns.”

“As in, the mythic kind with hooves, hairy legs, and horns?”

“Yes. And maybe a dragon, soaring over the mountains, a long way off. It
must have been pretty big.”

He stared at her. “A dragon? And we’re worried about giant wasps?”

“I know.” Her stomach rumbled. “I could use something to eat. I was hungry
when I got here.”

“Come on, then. Let’s find you some food.”

She stood; her knees buckled a little, but Oliver caught her arm. “Sorry,” he
said as she winced, “but I'd better hold you.”

“It’s alright.” She clasped his arm more tightly.

They passed through the door, out into a sheltered sitting area. Jen was there,
a platter of pickled vegetables, apples, and cured meat beside her. “Here, Sarah,”
the older woman said, passing it all over to Oliver. “Help yourself. I've had
enough.”

“Thank you.” She put the platter in her lap, ate. It was a little while before she
looked up, to see the two of them smiling at her. “I was starving.”

“You were,” said Oliver.

They sat in silence. The sun warmed the village, and a gentle breeze slipped
over the palisade walls, drifting over Sarah’s skin, ruffling her brown hair. She
relaxed, put her head back in the chair, closed her eyes; tension slipped away,
and she realized how much it had filled her, been a constant companion these
past weeks and months. She sighed.

“You okay?” asked Oliver.

“T am.” She opened her eyes. “Ijust realized how wound up I've been. I
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actually feel safe.”

“You should,” said Jen. “You're inside some walls, with others around to
help.”

Sarah shrugged. “I don’t know what Oliver told you, but I don’t do people
well. Even less so since I gave up on them and moved out here. Though it may be
time to reconsider that.”

“Maybe.”

A raven circled over the village, floated down, landed on the ground right in
front of them.

“That’s weird,” said Jen, “they’re not like crows; they don’t normally get so
close to people.”

“It's not a raven,” said Sarah. “It's Mischief.”

With a flicker, the raven transformed, became a young blond woman in a red
robe and sandals.

“Hello Sarah, Oliver.” She nodded to Jen. “Hello, Jen. Pleased to meet you.”

Jen could only stare.

“Yes,” said Mischief, “this is a rather fetching outfit. It stops conversation
when I walk into a room.”

Jen sat for a moment longer, then chuckled. “Yes, I can imagine. Especially
when you arrive as a raven.”

Mischief nodded, turned to Sarah. “How’s the High Priestess today?”

She frowned. “High Priestess? Constantine said he wanted to make me his
hierophant. Is that what you're talking about?”

“No. He'll do what he does. I do what I do, and we're very different.”

“None of it makes sense.”

“Then you need to go to the angel. She’ll straighten you out.”

She raised a hand. “Really? Someone else who wants to ‘straighten me out?””

“She doesn’t tell people what to do. She merely aids them on their journey.”

“Who decides what the journey is?”

“You do. Up to a point. But the choices you make drive you to the next place,
the next decision. That’s life. Once you start things moving, they don’t just

suddenly stop.”
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“That’s why I went to my cabin, to get out of that.”

“But,” said Oliver, “wasn’t that just another decision, another path, that’s led
you to another choice?”

“T guess.” She crossed her arms over her stomach, hugging herself, thinking it
over. Then she turned to Mischief. “If I decide to not go, will she leave me alone
and get out of my dreams?”

Mischief shrugged small shoulders. “I can’t say for sure; this is all pretty new.
My guess, though, is no.”

“So she’s forcing me.”

Mischief rolled her eyes. “The world forces you. You have to eat, you have to
sleep. You have to do things to survive. Nobody can sit in a place and decide that
nothing is ever going to happen to them again.”

“Even gods?”

Mischief laughed. “Even gods. Believe me. I have a monumental task, as does
Constantine, and we have an impatient, powerful overlord demanding we get it
done.”

“Ibet you do.” She sighed. “Alright, I can at least go talk, maybe get her to
stop bugging me. Let me recover from this, and I'll go.”

“Great. Oliver and I'll come with you. I need to see what happens, and we'll
keep you safe.”

“I don’t need to be kept safe. I've been doing that myself.”

“T understand. But I don’t want to take any chances.” Mischief frowned. “I
have this feeling you're important, or at least, the role you'll be playing around
here will be important. Like Oliver is.”

“You haven’t told me why you called me a High Priestess yet, either.”

“Just a feeling, from something the angel said. I'm not going to start a
religion, not like Constantine did, as he plans to do all over.”

“So what, then?”

Mischief crossed her arms. “More like what we used to call shamans, from
what the angel said before.”

“You're worrying me.”

“That’s what I do best, cause people concern. You'll get used to it.”
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“Like all the rest of this?”” She snorted. “I think not.”

Sarah took a few more days for recovery, and to think about what she wanted
to do; but the dreams didn’t stop, the summons was there.

“Alright, alright, I get it. You're not going to give up. Stop nagging.”

The following morning they loaded some packs, and she led Oliver and
Mischief into the woods.

“I can feel if anything’s coming in the forest and swamp. I might as well show
you what I can do.”

She moved through the forest carefully, stopping sometimes, turning, going
around an area; they ran into nothing, no nasty creatures roaring out of the
undergrowth.

“You're good at this,” said Oliver.

“You can’t figure out where to go?”

“I suppose I could, though everything seems to avoid you somehow, as well
as you avoiding them. But I can transform things; last week I turned what looked
like a small dinosaur back into a lizard. Not sure quite how big a change I can
make yet.”

“It’s easier just to talk to things.”

“Or be like Mischief. Everything runs away from her.”

“Maker....” came a shivery chorus from all around them. The three of them
stopped, Sarah and Oliver’s heads spinning, searching for the source. Mischief
merely smiled and bowed.

Sarah waited a moment, but nothing came out of the forest, and she set off
again, with a little more care, still following the inner guide, the tug of the angel.

They came to a large clearing, filled completely with blackberry bushes. Sarah
stepped out into the sunlight; Oliver came up behind her. “Be careful; it’s all
alive.”

“I know.” She paused for a moment, a smile on her lips, regarding the field of
green, the barbed canes in arcing tangles. Then she lifted her hands, rose on her
toes...and danced.

A melody flowed from her lips, ran out and around the clearing, slipped
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through the leaves and canes, and they rustled. “Ah, lady, welcome back....”

The canes parted, and a grassy path appeared. Sarah danced forward, moved
through it, and Oliver and Mischief followed along behind. It wasn’t until they
had passed right through the clearing, into the trees on the other side, that Sarah
ceased her movement. Her eyes went back to the renewed wall of canes, leaves
and curving thorns.

The collective moved, spoke. “Come back, dancer, come back.”

She laughed lightly. “Some other time, my friend.”

She strode off into the forest, Mischief and Oliver following behind.

“That’s an even more handy skill,” said Oliver. “Much easier than turning
everything back into whatever it was before.”

“You make more friends this way.”

“Right.” He was quiet for a moment. “Sarah, [ was going to come see you
once I had this power.”

“What, I wasn’t worth risking death and dismemberment for before?”

“I....7

She laughed. “Sorry.” She patted his arm, looked away. “I wish you had.”

“Really?”

“When all this happened, I guess I was like most people; I thought I was
going crazy.”

“We all needed someone to talk to at that point.”

“Yes,” she replied. “I think I still do.” She stopped, closed her eyes.

“Sarah? Is something wrong?”

“It’s just, this, where we’re going, what I'm supposed to do.”

He took her hand. “It’s okay. I went through it. It’s fine, honest.”

Her gazed dropped to where his hand was on hers, but she didn’t pull away.
“I feel like I'm losing control, the control I won by going to my cabin.”

“Understood. Well, if it makes you feel any better, I'll be there, ready to help if
you need it. If you want it.”

“Yes.” She sighed. “I know.” A small smile came. “It's funny; I've known that
about you since you first showed up at my door.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?”
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“Itis.” She laughed. “The world keeps changing, more and more. Maybe...
you can come dance with me sometime?”

“There’s an invitation I can’t turn down.”

Mischief, walking behind them, could only smile.

They reached the angel’s rock alcove on the second day. She was exactly as
she’d been when Oliver came to see her.

“Hello, Evangelina,” said Mischief, stepping out in front of her. “Been keeping
busy?”

Black eyes turned to him. “Only in trying to summon this child you have with
you.”

“How many times do I have to say this?” said Sarah quietly. “I'm hardly a
child.” She laid down her pack, went and stood beside Mischief in front of the
hanging woman.

“Only in how you deal with the world. Hiding from it, not accepting it.”

“It wasn’t worth my time.” Sarah shrugged. “Well, here I am. What do you
want with me?”

The angel’s hands fell, and she beckoned, as she’d done with Oliver. Sarah
rose off the ground, brought up to face her. Evangelina’s hands came up, cupped
the young woman'’s chin; the green flow of her magic slid down her arms and
surrounded Sarah. Evangelina released her, and she floated there, while the
angel’s hands patted the green glow, shaping it, pushing it into Sarah’s body.
When the last piece was shoved under her skin, the angel’s hands stilled, rose
again to point out to the sides, and Sarah slowly floated down to the same spot
where Oliver had come to rest. Her eyes were closed, and she breathed quietly.

“Interesting,” said Oliver, rubbing his short black curls, “to watch it from the
other side. What happens now?”

“Time for her to rest,” said Evangelina. “The day’s ending. Sleep, and in the
morning, I'll have more to say.”

Oliver awoke to dawn’s light. He sat up, rubbed his eyes, looked around. A

tall figure dressed in black stood in front of Evangelina, glaring at her.
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“Hey,” Oliver called, “who are you?”

“That,” came Mischief’s voice from behind him, “is Constantine.”

“Lord Constantine, to them,” replied the man in black. He turned to look at
them.

“You insist on being called Lord?” asked Sarabh, sitting up beside Oliver.

“Yes, Lord.”

“The Dark Lord?” asked Oliver.

“Dark Lord?” Constantine looked at Mischief.

She waved a hand at him. “Seems appropriate to me. So yes, that's what
you're going to be to them.”

He glowered. “I don’t bring darkness. I bring order, calm, peace!”

“Which,” replied Mischief, “is why your people on the plains are busy cutting
each other’s throats to survive, instead of cooperating?”

“Which is all your fault, Mischief! They were living quietly before you broke
everything.”

“You broke everything?” asked Sarah.

“I suppose I did.” Mischief closed her eyes for a moment. “I certainly didn’t
mean for things to be so bad. But, it needed it.”

Sarah nodded. “It did.” She rose, faced Constantine. “You want to put it back
the way it was, with me as your hierophant, running things?”

“Yes. You can sense the chaos magic, work with it. You'll help me find it, put it
into its box. And for that, you'll be in charge, worshipped, adored.”

“Do you get many takers for that kind of offer?”

“Actually, over the eons, it's mostly been yes.”

“I suppose it has. But for me, it’s boring. And I won’t be in charge, you will,
telling me what to do.”

He glared. “There needs to be an order to how things work!”

“Of some kind, I suppose.” She glanced at Mischief, sitting primly on her
rock, legs crossed, robes tucked in. “Mischief — are we supposed to call you Lord
Mischief, or Lady Mischief, or, I don’t know...?”

“No, certainly not. Just Mischief.”

“And do you have an order in mind, the way things are supposed to be, the
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way you want them?”

“No.” Mischief stood, walked over to stand beside Constantine, regarding
Sarah. “No, the only rule I have is the rules will change. Permanence is an
illusion. No point in trying to force things into boxes where they don’'t fit.”

“That’s what people want!” said Constantine.

“No. People want a comfortable corner, where they can keep things as they
were as a child. But if that comfortable corner encompasses change, a world not
so tightly managed that all the life is sucked out of it, then they’re good with that
as well. We start out with that in mind, and grow.”

“You’'re not,” said Sarah slowly, “going to be laying down rules about what
we do, or how we behave?”

“No, you'll have to do that yourselves. Can’t have a free-for-all, where
everyone does what they please. But a little structure, I'd think, would serve the
best.”

“What’s my role?”

“I think Evangelina is the one who’s going to answer that.”

They turned to the angel, floating quietly overhead. She brought her hands
together in a clap. A small box appeared in front of her; with a wave, she sent it
sliding down to Sarah, who accepted it.

“What's this?”

“The Cards.”

“And what do I do with them?”

“Talk to the chaos. Ask it questions. You'll have to figure it out. The Skin
around the human world, that protected you from the supernatural, has become
very thin; someone needs to make sense of it, be the one who sees things
unfolding, lets others know what they need to do. Read the cards; they’ll give
answers. Rarely straightforward: you'll have to figure out what they mean. But
you're the guide, the channel, for the people of your village to listen to, and the
guiding and channeling will be through the cards, through music, dancing. What
I gave is additional power to what you already have, more ability to listen, to
persuade the chaos. The other half of what Oliver represents. He’s physical

change, you're the creative impulse.”
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“I see.”

“Hey,” said Mischief, “can I have a deck, too?”

“Of course, Maker.” Another box materialized, slid down to her. Both she and
Sarah flipped the lids open. “On top,” said the angel, “are the major arcana. They
all have names and meanings. You, Mischief, are the first, the Fool.”

“Oh, well, that’s appropriate.”

“Oliver is the Magician, Sarah the High Priestess, each the first of their kind.
At least, Sarah can be the first Priestess if she accepts this role. Otherwise, if she
goes with Constantine, she’ll be the Hierophant, who appears further down in
the deck.”

“And what of me?” said Constantine, frowning. “Where do I appear?”

“The Emperor.”

He straightened. “Of course.” He turned to Sarah. “Time to make your choice.
What will it be? The path of power, of stability? Leading, by yourself, or acting as
nothing but a teacher, part of a crowd?”

“Hardly seems like a choice, really. But let’s see.” She held the open box in her
left hand, laid her right hand palm up over it. A card appeared, lying there. They
all leaned over to see. “High Priestess it is.”

“Regrettable,” said Constantine. His eyes narrowed to slits. “Very regrettable.
For the world, and for you.”

“Tsk, tsk,” said Mischief. “I think making threats is going a little beyond
persuasion.”

“Only,” said Evangelina, “if he carries them out himself.”

“Indeed,” said Constantine. A puff of smoke, and he was gone.

“So,” said Oliver, smiling at Sarah, “did you choose that card, or did the set
just provide it?”

She laughed. “A little of both, actually. A little randomness, a little
persuasion.”

“Which,” said Mischief, “is exactly how the world is supposed to work.”

With a snap of her fingers, she was Coyote, and trotted off into the forest.

Oliver looked up at the angel, hesitated, but Evangelina was back to her inert

self, hanging unmoving. Oliver shook his head.
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“I don’t think,” said Sarah, “that we’re getting any more direction from
there.” She stepped up, put her arm through his.

He looked down in surprise. “I don’t suppose we are. Or from Mischief, I
gather.”

“Well, who knows? Mischief, I think, is just going to appear off and on to
make sure things don’t get too complacent.”

“Probably. And Constantine” — he laughed — “I doubt he’s going to give us
much direction at all. Rather, he’ll try to, and we’re going to ignore it.”

“Exactly, and hopefully we’ll be able to. Come on, time to head back to
Gallagher, and figure out what we can do with all this.”

“Not to your cabin?”

“No.” She smiled. “No, though I think it'll make a nice little retreat. For now,
it seems we have some work to do together.” She took a long breath. “Time to get
used to people again. Hopefully, it goes better than the last time.”

“It will.”

They picked up their packs and walked off, arm and arm, in the morning sun.

Well, how was all that? Me, Mischief the Trickster, made a start on creating order out
of the chaos. Who'd have thought? So now I had mages, I had shamans. People to fix
things, and people to interpret the chaos for the masses of humanity who didn’t have a
clue, and didn’t want to have a clue.

Why is it that people like to have things laid out for them by someone else?
Constantine likes that. I don’t much, not at all. But that’s humans for you.

Sarah and Oliver were the first of many mages and shamans. They spread the word,
being able to travel somewhat safely because of their newfound powers, through the crazy
world that had come into being. I did as well, because I can move a lot faster, and the
creatures were less likely to try and eat me, being as I was the Maker, and they all knew
what would happen if they tried.

Which means it’s time to move on, and get a few years down the road. What's
everyone going to do now, the monsters, the people...the gods? What turmoil is coming?

Stay with me, dear reader, and we’ll see. ...
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