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“There is a whisper in the air; 

A fluttering light, a touch so soft, 

A pungent scent, a time so rare. 

Filling head and heart with truth, 

Beauty, life. Then blink! 

The whisper’s gone...for now.” 

Telagim poem 
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– 1 – 

It seemed to gestate in the big spaces, among men who drink and laugh too loud because of 

the ferment. At first it wasn’t just men, but slowly the womyn were edged out of the gather-

ings, and the men pushed deeper into the corners where whispers became more frequent than 

laughing. Then, like a dark birth, whatever this thing is called came into our world, one 

ferocious night as families tied cord and piled logs for protection against the screaming wind.  

The next day, fresh and bright, and you could swear nothing had happened, unless you 

looked into their eyes. Perhaps others didn’t see it like that; I can’t remember, it feels like a 

generation ago rather than just two annuas – two cycles of the fold and furling of seasons. 

After that came the first slap. At the time I’m not sure how we knew another would 

come, but we knew all the same. I suppose it wasn’t so much the pain of being hit, or even the 

bruises, as the change that caused so much hurt. One by one, tiny groups – close friends, 

siblings, couples, then whole blood-families – lost balance.  

We haven’t all fallen yet… 

 

We hear words long before we can speak; cliff, tree and river are three we all know, 

almost from birth. River comes first, as lots of us were born there, in the clear pool 

with the muddy banks that opens up into the fast-flowing and colder water. The 

river takes the blood away eventually, but not before every close family member has 

bathed there first, stripping naked and briefly connecting with the newborn and 

their mother. 

The warm pool is a favourite swimming spot for the youngers in our tribe. I 

remember lying on my back with the sun just out of the corner of my eye, across the 

river and atop the high trees. Clear above was the cliff, rising up steeply and hap-
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hazard– the trees clinging on in darker cracks, old paths disappearing into the sky. 

The happy shouts remain wrapped around my memories, along with the patter of 

water across my upturned belly from the wee childer who loved to splash and dive. 

If I close my eyes and block out the noise I can still hear them. 

It’s not always warm; far from it. When the air turns cold the river pool stays 

empty; bairns need to get warm quickly, so we have a birthpool at the top of the cliff, 

right next to the homefire. That’s where I was born: beneath the great pine trees that 

surround our homes and drop cones upon our heads when it’s windy. If the cones 

are left alone they sometimes sprout into new trees, that’s if the squirrels or the mice 

don’t get to them first. 

There’s a narrow burn that runs behind our small group of lodges, carrying 

fresh water down from the ridge and the mountains beyond. Only during the very 

coldest of days, when we huddle under pelts and squeeze next to each other, does 

the water freeze; but if you look hard enough, beneath the blue ice, you can still see 

it trying to burrow through and reach the fall that drops all the way down from the 

edge of the cliff to the big river. 

Mam called me Nyala, or deer-horn, after the stag she says disturbed her while 

she was with Da’; the day he forgot to come out, so made me. I’ve never been sure 

whether that makes me a mistake or a gift. I’m a storm in summer, Da’ reckons – 

skipping over any thoughts about whether I was meant to be here. He says being 

around me is like watching sudden rain on dry ground, washing out the stale earth 

to show what’s beneath. It’s true there are always things I need to know about, 

things that keep tumbling out of my head, like where our names come from, who 

decided first which foods are safe to eat, and especially what happens to our tribe 
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every few generations that makes people travel beyond the places we can see at the 

edge of our lands. 

You hear a lot while running between lodges and streams, across fallen trees 

and through sloshy bogs, being bitten on the face by midges and pulling ticks from 

each others’ legs. The stopless chatter that passes knowledge from and to each of us; 

part songs, part worktalk, part sit-down-and-listen-please-because-this-is-about-us-

all – but mostly chit-chat like the springtime birds; like the wee bairns that are only 

quiet when they sleep. 

Listen carefully and you hear tales of wildland forays to find different people; 

farther than ever before. Beyond our neighbours, the Laernil and the Caeradrol, into 

places near wide waters, where words seem strange and discussions cold like the 

wind – lost meaning leading to empty returns. I’m not sure why they need to go so 

far, but they do anyway; then they return, always drawn back home by that which 

calls us all, the tribe. The Telagim. 

 

I’m one of three; the youngest by birth, but the middle one by family. Da’ had a 

sister, who died from a bleed giving birth to Bronja, her first child. Down by the big 

river, in the warm-weather birthpool, something went wrong and she broke open 

before anyone could make a clean cut. It happens. I’m told the red stained rocks are 

from times like this, though I know they aren’t; the river washes away most every-

thing, apart from the memories. 

So I’m the middle one, with Bronja the youngest and Jared the oldest, and 

we’re a good family even when we don’t seem like it. We fight but don’t hurt each 

other; we shout but don’t stay angry for long enough to make the other feel bad; we 
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get on each others’ nerves but know when to keep out of the way; we never take any 

other for granted. We love each other like any family in the tribe. 

I never cared for Bronja in the way a big sister does for a wee one, not because 

we weren’t blood, but because Bronja was nearly always bigger than me, right round 

and upwards too, able to pick me up and carry me until I ask to be put down again. 

I’m the nimble one, though; crawling up the roots and cracks on the low parts of the 

cliff – never the high parts – then diving into the deeps and shaking myself all over 

my ever-watchful sibling. 

Jared is a little different from the rest of us. I’ve known him being like this all 

my life, though he’s seemed to get more and more different in the last few annuas. 

He can take a bit of getting used to, especially the times he needs his own space – 

squeezing into the holes in tree trunks and where the ground has shifted after rain; 

buzzing like flies if people come too near. I’m allowed to touch him, and Mam and 

Da’ can too, but not Bronja.  

As far as I know, the tribe have always understood the difference between 

something that’s wrong, and something that’s just a bit different, if that’s not an 

unkind way to describe Jared. I can imagine life would be really boring if everyone 

was the same and I’m pretty sure it would be a lot worse. 

At least that’s what I thought until recently. Things are starting to happen that 

make me worried for Jared; worried for all of us, really. The changes are so difficult 

to grasp, so against everything we have ever learnt, that I have to keep reminding 

myself this is really happening. 
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When the Elders told us stories, we all sat in a ring around a shallow pit of thin, dry 

tinder. In the warmer times this would be outside; when it was cold or wet we 

would go into one of the big spaces, where there was a ready-dug pit surrounded by 

stones, awaiting such events. The Elder who spoke would hold the Talking Stick and 

keep it until their story was complete; then the stick could be passed to whoever 

wished to ask a question or say something that was on their mind. When all was 

finished the tinder would be lit from the smouldering half-lune fungus tied to the 

Talking Stick, the smoke rising and spreading our thoughts into the air. 

 

It was on the second frost of autumn when something horrible happened, quite soon 

after the laughing had turned to whispers. It was one of those mornings where you 

look down at your footsteps as they snap hundreds of tiny stems, leaving dark 

patches right down to your toe-prints. A heavy mist hung over the low ground and 

fell into every dip and crevice, so we thought maybe we would be asked to go inside 

for the gathering instead of round the tinder-pit.  

A few of us made our way over to the Gathering Space – the biggest space we 

have, where the whole tribe can be together, and where you can always find an 

Elder to ask something of, or just get warm on days like this. Something caught my 

leg and I stumbled forwards into hands that went round my middle. I thought it was 

Da’, and relaxed, but then I was pulled by the arm towards a small hut. It was 

freshly made, normal-looking from the outside, but as I was pushed through the 

opening the floor dropped down and I had to fall onto my backside. Two more 

youngers came in; one fell into me and I recognised her breath. With no idea of what 

to do, I just sat there, my eyes adjusting to the darkness that had closed in when the 
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doorway had been covered. That was except for the space at the back, where the one 

light-hole permitted a faint glow that barely reached where we sat. In front of the 

light, a figure stood. Because of where they were standing I couldn’t see who it was; 

but when they spoke, I knew. 

“You are the among the first, so you will help others to understand.” 

Aernol is older than me and I always knew him as a joyful person, full of life 

and fun. He used to play with us, a little rough at times, but always kind to the wee 

ones. I thought that maybe he had been drinking bad ferment – I’ve seen that before, 

when it’s gone over and the anger follows soon after, until they are sent away to 

think, and get better. 

Then Aernol spoke again and I knew it was something worse than ferment: 

“Things have to change, for the good of the Telagim,” he said. “Help us and every-

thing will be right...” 

The three of us with our knees touching, might have been looking at each 

other, but it was too dark to tell. I wondered what they were thinking, as Aernol 

talked on and on about things that made no sense: he spoke of a “new way”, of 

something that sounded like “nessery change” and, excitedly, about people called 

“gards” who would protect the tribe. 

Why did the tribe need protecting? I didn’t come out and say this, of course – 

by then another person had come into the hut and was standing in front of the door 

covering, standing uncomfortably beneath the low roof. If I’m being honest, both 

men seemed a little uneasy and I got the feeling they knew I sensed it. 



Other Worlds  Keith Farnish 

10 

 

After a while, Aernol coughed and shuffled towards the centre; then I felt his 

hand on my shoulder squeeze a little too tightly. A few heartbeats passed and his 

grip loosened, though I felt it for days after. 

“Time to go,” he said, and the door covering moved aside for the third time, 

letting the intense light stream into the hut. Now I could see the faces of the others, a 

little glazed like morning had come too early. 

Soon after, another small group entered the hut and the door covering was 

once again moved in front of the way out. 

 

That’s the really strange part – being told something was wrong and it had to be put 

right, when I thought nothing was wrong at all. 

All morning, small groups went into the hut, led by various men – none of 

them Elders, some of them I hadn’t seen before. Later they would come out again, 

looking a bit different or, in some cases, very different. 

And that was that for quite a while. Things went on as they had done before, 

with the only real change being no more gatherings with the Elders; in fact no Elders 

really being around much at all. We had all become used to a mixture of respect and 

love for the Elders we had been closest to. Some were blood family, but mainly the 

ones we took best to were those just outside our family, more like really close, older 

friends. 

Eilen had always been the one I would go to when I had something special to 

ask, that I knew Mam and Da’ would only be able to guess at. I was just a bairn 

when I took a shine to her; something seemed to fit just right with me, even so 

young. I couldn’t understand peoples’ answers to my insistent, disjointed burbles, or 
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maybe they just couldn’t understand me. But Eilen did, or at least she seemed to, 

always having the right words and, I think more important, being able to make me 

quiet and listen with a still look when I needed to understand. She never asked to be 

called “Elder” Eilen, and so I never did call her that. 

When Mam lost the baby, back in the summer before, it was Eilen who told me 

things I’m only just beginning to see come true. 

I went to look for her the day after my first time in the hut and couldn’t find 

her anywhere, not even on the high ledge where she sometimes went to look into the 

setting sun and think. Instead, there was just the burnt remnants of a small fire, and 

a few strands of brown willow twisted into a peculiar kind of braid. I put the braid 

into my low pocket and looked across the river, seeing nothing different; just the 

ripples across the trees in the near-winter wind. 

 


