The One Who Sees

By Rod Gordon (29 October 2003)

I’ll never forget it. I was playing in the wide pathway that ran through the middle of our village. I was just in front of our house making a circle of stones in the dirt.

Actually it was more than a simple circle of stones, it was five circles one inside the other. The stones with the lightest colour were in the middle and as the circles radiated out I had used darker and darker stones. You know how you just start doing something sometimes because it seems like a good idea – but then you have to finish it?

It was late in the afternoon on a sunny autumn day and the sun was starting to go down. I knew my mother would soon be coming out of the house looking for me, but I just wanted to finish the fifth circle. I looked around for a dark stone. It needed to be slightly larger than my thumb. It had to be that size or it would spoil the whole thing.

My eyes skimmed across the dirt around me and instead of finding the desired stone, they settled on a pair of feet. I looked up to see who owned the feet.

“To create something beautiful often takes a lot of hard work,” said the owner of the feet, a striking woman with long brown hair.

Instantly I liked her. She saw my circle of stones the way I saw them. Not just as stones, but as an intricate pattern of colours, shapes and sizes. And what’s more she could see not only the pattern but she also saw the time that I had spent searching for exactly the right stone in each place in each circle.

I knew this partly because of her words, but mostly because of her eyes. They spoke to me; her eyes spoke to me. They didn’t just look at me the way an adult normally looks at a nine year old.

Her eyes smiled at me, telling me that she understood my circle of stones and that everything I did in the future should be this beautiful even if it was hard work. The work wouldn’t always be seen and the beauty wouldn’t always be appreciated, but once or twice in my life there would be a moment where it would all be worthwhile.

I remembered that look for many years. It just took a second but it was a whole conversation. It was a whole lifetime of inspiration. 

She held out her hand to give me something. I held out my own hand and into it she dropped a dark stone which was slightly larger than my thumb.

She turned away and walked off through the village. I placed the stone into its place to complete the final circle.

I stood up thinking that I was probably late for dinner, but I stayed looking proudly at my picture for a few seconds. I thought it would probably be gone in the morning but I captured it in my mind.

Turning around to go back into the house, I saw my mother walking up to the gate.

“Mum, who’s that woman?” I pointed up the road.

My mother’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the woman walking into the distance and then her eyes widened. She turned back to me.

“She is The One Who Sees.”

“The one who sees what?” I asked, confused.

My mother laughed and put her arm around me.

“Come inside,” she said. “I’ll tell you while we eat.” 

We went into the house and I sat down at the table in front of the fire. My mother gave me some thick soup and a hunk of bread. Then she sat down opposite me with her own soup.

“The woman that you met outside our house is named Ardnaxela. She has done many amazing things, but the first one was when she was only nine years old – the same age you are now. This is her story.” Her eyes seemed far away as she told this tale:

She lived in one of the houses at the other end of our village and played on the mountainside the same way that you do. It was the end of the summer and we were bringing in the harvest.

It had been a very good year for our crops and this was on top of excellent harvests for the previous five years. In fact it had been a very good time for all the villages up and down the mountain.

The harvest festival was a tremendous celebration and the whole village was there. At the end of the evening Ardnaxela happened to be listening to some of the village leaders discussing what to do with the harvest. Last year’s grain had still not been used up and they were planning to throw it away so that they would have somewhere to store the new grain.

The six village leaders were sitting around a table while the harvest celebrations continued around them. Ardnaxela went up to the table and said in a quiet yet forceful voice: “We should give some of our food to people who have not had such a good harvest as us.”

The village leaders were quiet for a moment and then started laughing. Ardnaxela’s own father, Dor, was one of the village leaders and he put his arm around her and said “My beautiful daughter, all the other villages have also had good harvests.”

“But there are some people in the world who have not been so lucky with the sun and the rain.”

The village leaders looked confused.

“Maybe there are,” said her father after a couple of moments, “but we don’t know them.”

“But it doesn’t matter if you know them.”

“If we don’t know them then we can’t give them grain.”

“But you must know who they are. I know who they are.”

The village leaders laughed again. One of the others, a large man named Knom, spoke now: “How do you know these poor people? You are just a small girl. Or have you traveled across the mountains to these other lands?” He laughed once more.

It was Ardnaxela’s turn to look confused. “But you see the clouds as they move across the skies. Don’t you know that it rains on Mahnarc when the sun shines here?”

Now the village leaders went quiet. At length her father said: “How do you know of Mahnarc and where it is? It is not something spoken of in front of children.”

“Sometimes there are visitors to the village and I hear them talking. But the things that they don’t say can be seen in their faces.”

“What do you mean?”

“Their faces show the problems their people are having.”

“How can you see it in their faces?” Knom asked with an expression of disbelief.

“Don’t you see it?” Ardnaxela replied, believing that everybody knew what she knew.

At this point her father spoke up once more: “The people of Mahnarc are a vicious thieves.”

“But they are only thieves because they don’t have the same good weather as us.”

“Thieves are thieves. They are born that way.”

“But if you gave them some grain then they would be happy.”

At this all of the village leaders started talking at once in angry voices. Her father, Dor, shouted above the clamour: “Stop it, you stupid girl. We will NEVER give grain to Mahnarc.”

“But can’t you see that they will attack us when they hear that we have too much grain?”

“We will NOT give grain to those thieves.”

“But –“

“STOP arguing with me, girl. Go back home and go to bed.”

“But –“

“I said STOP. Will you never do what I tell you?”

“But –“

“GO HOME. NOW!”

Ardnaxela eventually realised that she wasn’t going to be able to talk through her father’s anger. She ran back home, crying. She was crying partly because her father had shouted at her, but partly because he hadn’t believed her. It was obvious to her what was going to happen – why couldn’t he see it too?

---

Ardnaxela went to bed, hoping to forget everything. Eventually she fell asleep. However when she woke the next morning she could still see the problems that were heading for her village.

She went downstairs and found her mother in the kitchen. Her father and brothers had already gone out to work in the fields.

“Mother, why does father tell me to be strong and always speak up for what I believe in?”

“He probably feels the same way that I do. Everybody must be strong if they are to achieve what they are capable of, but especially girls. You have a spirit that cannot be made quiet, but your father and I have seen such spirit in others before and it has been ground away over the years by the rest of our people.”

“Why do people take away your spirit?”

“Oh, they don’t do it on purpose, but some people don’t like new things coming along and upsetting the pattern of their lives.”

“Is that what father is like? Doesn’t he like new things?”

My mother’s eyebrows pulled together as she looked at me.

“Your father is proud of you and feels that one day you will be a great person,” she said.

“But if he wants me to speak up for what I believe in, then why doesn’t he listen to me?”

My mother sighed and said: “Your father is probably one of the people in this village who is most able to accept new things, but sometimes he too is tired after a long day’s work. You’ve got to work out the right time to change someone’s mind. You can’t force someone to believe the same things as you and there are certain times when their minds are more open.”

“But I’m not trying to persuade anyone to believe the same things as me,” Ardnaxela replied. “The things are just there. The way the mountain is there beneath our feet. You look down and you can see it.”

“Sometimes people cannot see what others can see. You can see that five and five is ten, but Eimaj Elgnid next door can see that it is eight. You have to help him to see what is obvious to you. And at the end of the day he is tired, so it’s best to teach him in the mornings. With other people and bigger ideas, the timing is not so easy – instead of picking the right time of day, you might have to pick the right time of the week or month or year.”

“We don’t have a year, mother. It will happen today.”

“What will happen today?”

“The people of Mahnarc will be coming to borrow some grain.”

Ardnaxela’s mother trembled very slightly. “The people of Mahnarc are coming here?”

“Yes, can you not see it?”

“Who has told you this? Have there been signals from Pildrib?” This was the next mountain to ours and the people that lived there were our friends. If either mountain saw danger they signaled to each other with large fires from the mountaintops.

“No, there have been no signals.”

“Then how have you heard?”

“I haven’t heard. I’ve seen it. They will come today to borrow grain.”

Ardnaxela’s mother relaxed slightly, believing her daughter had imagined it. “The last time the people of Mahnarc came here, they burned our village to the ground and stole all our food. Their swords are made from a metal that is much stronger than our own swords.”

“That is why we must give them food.”

“Give the people of Mahnarc food?” Ardnaxela’s mother looked like she couldn’t believe what she had heard.

“Yes. Then they won’t need to steal it.”

“You don’t give a thief your jewels. You put him in prison.”

“But, mother -”

“I think it is time for you to clear the dishes and wash up.”

“But – “

“Please, Ardnaxela. The dishes.”

“But – “

“Stop arguing with me. The dishes.”

“But –“

“ENOUGH,” shouted her mother. “Do what I tell you.”

Her mother stormed from the room leaving Ardnaxela confused and tearful again. However she washed the dishes as her mother had asked.

When she had finished, she went quietly out of the house. She didn’t understand why nobody could see what she could see.

The sun was now rising in the sky and Ardnaxela could tell it was going to be another sunny autumn day. She looked across to Pildrib mountain in the distance and then looked down into the valley. It was a long, long way to the bottom of the valley but Ardnaxela could see that there was a part of the valley where no birds flew. She knew that this was where the people of Mahnarc must have camped. The birds and other animals had been scared away. They would be here soon.

What was she going to do? If she tried to tell her mother and father then they would close their minds to her straight away. She couldn’t wait until another part of the year when they might listen to her – she had to do something today. Then she had an idea: if their minds were closed to her then maybe they would be open to somebody else.

She walked through the village towards the house of her uncle Egin. He was her mother’s brother and would one day become one of the six village leaders. He was well respected in the village and Ardnaxela had always liked him. Egin had often played with her when she was younger and she liked his silly jokes.

However Ardnaxela knew that she would have to approach Egin’s mind from a different direction. If she just said ‘the people of Mahnarc are in the valley, we must give them some grain’ then she knew that he would say the same things that her father and mother had said.

She knocked on Egin’s door. After a moment her uncle opened the door and a big smile appeared on his face when he saw Ardnaxela.

“My little niece,” he exclaimed, holding out his arms. “How are you?”

“I’m very well thank you, Egin.” Ardnaxela paused for a moment and then, picking her words carefully, she said. “The village leaders were discussing what to do with last year’s grain last night. It needs to be taken out of the barns and loaded into wagons so that this year’s grain can be stored in its place.”

“Did your father ask you to come and tell me this?” enquired Egin, a little surprised. “Am I supposed to load the grain onto the wagons?”

Once again Ardnaxela chose her words carefully. She did not want to lie, but she wanted Egin to believe that her father had sent her.

“My father is out in the fields, but some people are arriving this afternoon to take the grain.”

“Really? Who are we giving the grain to? I thought all the other villages had a good harvest this year.”

“They are not people from our mountain, but they are going to teach our village how to make our metal stronger. Our ploughs will then last longer in our stony soil and our other tools will be tougher.”

“Really?” Egin’s eyes widened and, for a moment, Ardnaxela thought that he hadn’t believed her. But then he nodded and said, “That sounds like a very useful skill. It takes a long time to build a good plough and it is such a shame that they only last a few years. When will these people be here?”

“This afternoon, Egin.”

“This afternoon? In that case we’d better get working. There’s a lot of grain to be shifted. You can tell your father that I’ll get my men onto it straight away.”

Egin got his coat and closed his front door. Egin went towards the barns and Ardnaxela set off the other way. However she wasn’t going to tell her father.

Ardnaxela set off down the track that lead from their village to the valley. She walked for about half an hour to and then sat down to wait on a large boulder. Her resting place was out of sight from her village or any people working in the fields and she could see all the way to the bottom of the valley. She waited.

Every now and then, in the distance she could see signs that the people of Mahnarc were coming closer. Sometimes it was the movement of the birds, sometimes she would see a herd of cows move away from the track to the other side of their field and then, as they drew closer, she could sometimes catch a glimpse of the men themselves.

It looked like a very large band of men, and even though she didn’t believe that the people were murderous thieves, she was a still a little nervous. 

The sun reached the highest point of its journey through the sky and as it started its downward trip, the men of Mahnarc eventually came out of the woods that were just below her. There were perhaps a hundred men and they were all carrying swords and other weapons.

A couple of men were a little way ahead of the rest of the group and they saw Ardnaxela sitting on her boulder. They looked around in case she wasn’t alone, perhaps fearing an attack by the men of Ardnaxela’s village. But when they saw that Ardnaxela was alone they signaled back to the rest of the men to keep marching.

A little while later, the men reached the boulder where Ardnaxela was sitting and they stopped, looking up at her.

“Hello, young lady,” said one of the men and Ardnaxela was pleased that he seemed just as friendly as the men in her village.

“Hello,” said Ardnaxela. “Please may I speak with your leader?”

The man smiled and said “And may I tell him the name of the lady who wishes to speak with him?” He had the tone of someone who was just playing a game with a little girl.

“My name is Ardnaxela. My father is one of the leaders of our village.”

The man was a little surprised and after thinking for a moment called back to the main group of men. “Eiknarf, there’s a person who wishes to speak with you.”

The man leading the main group waved a hand and they continued to climb. Presently they arrived at Ardnaxela’s boulder.

The leader, Eiknarf, looked at Ardnaxela suspiciously as if wondering why a small girl was . The men behind him looked like they were happy to have a rest from climbing up from the valley below.

“Yes?” said Eiknarf.

“My name is Ardnaxela. I am the daughter of Dor, one of the village leaders. I told my people that you would be coming this afternoon.”

Eiknarf looked a little surprised.

“I know you have come to take our grain,” continued Ardnaxela. “But there are many men waiting to fight you. Hundreds of men from the other villages. Far more than you have in this small group.”

“And why do they send a small girl to tell us this?” grunted Eiknarf.

Ardnaxela decided to ignore this question. “The thing is, we have plenty of grain. There are men loading grain into wagons for you now.”

Eiknarf squinted at Ardnaxela. He was just about to speak again, but Ardnaxela knew what he was going to ask.

Ardnaxela answered the un-asked question: “My village would like to give you the grain as a gift, but we would be very grateful if you could in exchange teach us some of your skills with metals. Our ploughs never last longer than a few years and we have heard that you have learned ways of hardening metal so that it might last longer.”

Eifnarf looked at Ardnaxela and considered her offer. She waited anxiously for his decision. She knew that they were not really a vicious people and that the trade she offered was a good one, but there was always a chance that he wouldn’t believe her.

Eventually he said turned to his men. He called four of them forward and he ordered the rest to wait by the boulder and make camp for the night. He told them that if he had not returned with the grain by noon the next day then they were to attack the village and destroy everything.

Turning back to Ardnaxela, he said gruffly, “Lead the way, young lady.”

Ardnaxela and the five men climbed the track towards her village. It was mid-afternoon and she knew that her father should still be in the fields, but he might have come home early for some reason. As they neared the village she looked around nervously, but he wasn’t to be seen. She knew that he would find out at some point, but she hoped that by then it would be too late. Hopefully the grain trade would already have happened.

Ardnaxela took the men to the barns where her uncle Egin and his men were just finishing loading the wagons. Wiping his brow, Egin turned round to see Ardnaxela and the five men.

He walked forward and greeted the visitors. “So you have come to teach us your ways?” said Egin. “We are most grateful. Here is the grain that you are to take in exchange.”

Eiknarf was impressed by the three wagons brimming with grain. He saw now that Ardnaxela had been telling the truth. He bowed to Egin. “You are very kind to provide us with so much food. We have had a bad summer in our land and our harvest has not been good. My two men here, Kram and Divad, are two of our finest blacksmiths and they will be pleased to stays with you for the next few weeks to teach you some of our techniques for working with metals. Myself and my other two men will drive the grain wagons.”

“I trust that you will stay for the night. I’m sure the village leaders will have prepared a great supper for you.” He looked at Ardnaxela and said, “Perhaps you could fetch the village leaders please, Ardnaxela?”

For a couple of seconds Ardnaxela wasn’t sure what to do, but then realised that she had better do as her uncle had asked. She ran to find the village leaders, one of whom was of course her father.

Most of the men were out in the fields and it took her over an hour to find them all, but eventually she brought them back to the barns. The village leaders wanted to know what it was all about, but she just said that Egin wanted to see them. Her father asked her the most questions, but she just kept repeating that Egin would tell him. She wasn’t sure what was going to happen when the village leaders found five men from Mahnarc in their village.

When she got back to the barns, she found that Egin and Eiknarf were sitting down with their men drinking beer and talking. Ardnaxela wondered what they had been talking about. Had Egin already discovered that these men were ‘thieves’ from Mahnarc? She decided that he couldn’t have because they were laughing and joking with each other.

The village leaders walked over to Egin, who rose to greet them. “You called for us?” said Knom.

“Yes, these are the men who have come to trade with us. May I introduce Eiknarf and his men.”

The village leaders looked confused, but did not want to appear rude, so they stepped forward and shook hands with Eiknarf and his men.

After everybody said hello, there was silence until eventually, Knom spoke up for the village leaders and asked “Forgive my ignorance, but what are we trading?”

This was the moment that Ardnaxela had been dreading. She shrank back and tried to make herself invisible.

It was Egin’s turn to look confused. And Eifnark started to look suspicious. He and his men glanced around nervously.

“But,” started Egin. “I thought you had asked me to prepare these grain wagons for these men to take away?”

“What?” shouted Knom. “Take our grain? Who are these men?”

Egin looked confused and said: “Their leader’s name is Eiknarf.”

Knom turned to Eiknarf and asked: “Where are you from, Eiknarf?”

This is it, thought Ardnaxela. She tried hard to believe that everything would turn out okay, but this was the turning point. One way lead to peace and the other way lead to war. She held her breath.

Eiknarf was confused. He had believed that he had been invited here to trade. He had been told that there were hundreds of men waiting to fight them and now he wondered where all these men were. His hand went to his sword. “I am Eiknarf of Mahnarc,” he declared proudly.

The six village leaders stepped back. None of them were wearing weapons, but their enemy was in the village. They had to fight.

“Run for help,” shouted Knom to Oderfla, one of the other village leaders. “Men and swords.”

Oderfla ran off to get help. The five men from Mahnarc gathered together in a circle and Eiknarf looked like he was about to give the order to attack.

Egin looked at Ardnaxela and after a moment a look of understanding appeared on his face. He nodded and Ardnaxela wondered if was agreeing with her plan now that he understood it. He raised his hands.

“Wait!” he shouted. “These men have arrived in our village expecting to trade not to attack us. And what’s more, this trade is a valuable one – for us and them. We have too much grain and they don’t have enough. Our ploughs wear out after just a few years on our stony ground and they are willing to teach us their ways of working with metals.”

Egin nodded to himself again and looked like he understood more deeply. “Look at their swords, but don’t look at them with fear. Look at them with excitement. We have known for years that the people of Mahnarc are able to create swords that are far stronger than our own, but think about how that strength can be used for our ploughs. And all our other tools. Is that not worth trading a little bit of grain for?”

His eyes begged the village leaders to think about this trade. Just then Oderfla returned with all the men of the village. They had swords, axes and farm tools. They looked at the men from Mahnarc, not sure whether they should attack.

Everyone looked at the village leaders and Knom stepped forward and raised his hand.

“Wait!” he said. “Perhaps we should hear more about what the people from Mahnarc are offering us.”

Egin relaxed and Eiknarf and his men didn’t look quite so tense. They didn’t yet take their hands from their swords, but they looked like they hoped that they wouldn’t be needed now. Ardnaxela realised she had been holding her breath and breathed out in a long sigh.

Knom turned to the men of the village who were brandishing the swords, axes and farm tools. Keeping half a dozen men just in case, he told the rest that they could return to their homes or to the fields.

Knom, Dor and the other village leaders sat down cautiously with Eiknarf and his men and for the next hour they discussed the terms of the trade. It was agreed that the two blacksmiths from Mahnarc, Kram and Divad, would stay for a month and would pass on their knowledge in that time. Some men from the village were chosen to help Eiknarf and his two other men drive the wagons down the mountain.

That evening a dinner was quickly prepared for the guests and the celebrations were almost as loud as the previous night. Knom, Dor and the other men of the village discovered that the five men from Mahnarc were in fact just like them. Normal people who like to eat, drink and enjoy themselves.

Towards the end of the evening, Dor was talking to Egin and was telling him that he had arranged a great trade. However told him that it was his own daughter who had arranged the whole thing.

At first, Dor didn’t believe it, but slowly the pieces of the jigsaw fitted together in his mind and he realised that Egin was telling the truth. The full story of how Ardnaxela had pulled the two tribes together was soon re-told throughout the village.

My mother settled back in her chair, a little tired from telling the story. She told me that this was just the first of many stories of how Ardnaxela helped not just our village, but all the villages on our mountainside. She told me that soon Ardnaxela came to be known as The One Who Sees.

“But why do they call her The One Who Sees? Can she see the future?” I asked.

“She can’t see the future in the way you are thinking. She looks at what is happening in the world today and can work out what will happen the next day. Maybe anybody else could do it, but they don’t seem able to. She looks at all the thousands of things that happen each day and seems to be able to judge how they will affect each other. She can see which one will win and lead the way tomorrow – and then which one will lead the next day and the next and the next.”

My mother paused for a moment and then continued: “We used to have kings who were our rulers and they wanted to make Ardnaxela queen. But she didn’t believe that she was better than everyone else and said that she didn’t want to be queen.”

“Is there still a king then?” I asked.

“No, the king stepped down and although Ardnaxela didn’t want to be queen she became the leader of our people. They gave her the name Ardnaxela from the ancient language of our people – it means The One Who Sees. She doesn’t want to lead, but she can’t stop it happening. Where she goes, people follow. They know that she will find the safe path through the treacherous swamp of life.”

I sat looking into the fire, thinking about the Ardnaxela. I realised my mother had started clearing away the plates and I rose to help her.

After we had washed up together, she took me up to bed and I went to sleep thinking of Ardnaxela’s eyes. I could still seem them imprinted on my mind. You know how sometimes you look at a light and then when you close your eyes you can still see it. Those fierce yet friendly eyes that felt like they were looking into my soul – I can still see them now when I close my eyes. 

The End

