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Dedication
To D and to Paul Weimer.
When, last year, I offered to the Con or Bust Auction a short story set in the Spiritwalker Trilogy written to the prompt of the winner’s choosing, little did I imagine that two people, Paul Weimer and D, would duel over the piece with such enthusiasm. Paul wanted a story on a Roman theme, but it was D who won the auction and asked for a story around a Carthaginian theme. That this story exists is due to their spirited bidding.
Thank you.



THE BEATRICEID


Book I





  1


There was an ancient village called Adurnam,
 founded by the Celts of Tarrant fame.
 Along the sea they plied their leather boats
 and fished and farmed and lived in amity,
 if amity is one raid every year.




 
  6


Then came across the sea on winds of change
 the bold Kena’ani, wise merchants all.
 Made famous by their victory at Zama
 they sought out harbors new, and tin and wool,
 and on this shore they landed. Very soon
 they drafted trade agreements and built homes.
 With vigor the town grew into a port
 whose gleaming wharves and bustling markets swell’d
 into the jewel and heart of western trade
 where every ship flown north a cargo lade.




 
  16


Adurnam’s fame grew great. The Romans came,
 cloaked in fog and lies as is their wont.
 Their stadia and roads blighted the earth
 until the Celtic tribes, having enough,
 shook free the heavy yoke of Roman rule.
 Before the warlike Celts the empire fled
 to take its refuge in Latium walls
 and slake its thirst for gold in minor wars.




 
  24


But left behind, Rome’s footfalls hammered deep.
 Their boots have trampled down Truth’s fragile keep.
 Who will stem the tide of Roman lies?
 What voice lays fortunate claim to verity?




 
Book II




  28


Thus Blessed Tanit turns her kindly eye
 to seek her faithful daughters in the crowd
 of pupils who arrive on morning’s blush
 into the halls of the Academy.
 In this court of learning youthful minds
 can measure out the workings of the world
 and scope the orbits of the moon and sun,
 the cunning nature hidden within beasts,
 deeds of man and woman keenly sung.
 All this, and cautious speculation, too,
 into the secret lore of mages cold
 and blacksmiths’ fire. So do the gods o’erlook
 from vasty heights our tiny little world.




 
  41


So thus they come, in twos and fours and tens,
 pupils from the fashionable homes
 of the city’s highest-ranking clans
 with lineages and language as diverse
 as these waters on whose shores we live.
 Celt and Mande, Rome, Iberia,
 Kena’ani and Kush, Oyo, Avar.
 All who can afford it send their youth
 to take their places in the lecture halls
 and rooms where knowledge rains upon their heads.




 
  51


There sit the richest girls, the Roman snobs,
 who laugh and tell the tales that they believe
 will earn for them attention from young men
 whose clans and looks agreeably contend
 for princely favor or a wealthy bride.




 
  56


Chief among them, Pulcheria. Long
 the acknowledged leader of the set.
 She smiles and blushes, falsely, and begins.




 
  59


“I sing of arms—that’s swords, not arms and legs—
 and Aeneas who did brave the salty sea.
 The salty sea I say, but not the rivers
 because rivers, as we know, do have no salt.”




 
  63


Her friends assay a laugh, applaud her wit,
 all while sidelong eyeing fine young men.
 They simper, and display their fashionable hair
 with knots and bows a-flutter, dazzling bright.
 This style the newest vogue in these dull halls
 and woe betide those girls who due to lack
 of coin or cooperative hair, cannot so style
 themselves in current mode. These sit alone.




 
  71


As on the chamber’s poorest bench there sits
 a quiet cat-like girl, Kena’ani.
 She reads a book. But words scald ears, and thus
 she lifts her head to better hear the tale.




 
  75


“Fugitive, the bold Aeneas fled
 the burning pyre of Troy with all his men.
 For years the pitiless sea was all they knew
 as angry Juno’s hate hounded them far
 and wide with waves and gulls their only friends
 and not one shore to welcome them to home.
 It was so hard to found the race of Rome.”




 
  82


So muttered quiet Cat, “Not hard enough.”




 
  83


But Roman ears are quick to catch a slight.
 Pulcheria turns her head to glare
 by which her profile shows to best effect
 and decorative bows and knots to sway.
 The young men look, and smile, and thus become
 the audience she all along has craved.
 So, on she speaks. “Yet dutiful Aeneas
 will in no way despair. He leads his men.
 Across tumultuous seas they come to land,
 spy glassy bay and black-browed cliffs. Not sure
 if this land will grant haven to the lost,
 to those who wander far with pious hope,
 and seeking answer to what will soon become
 a fateful question, on the deck he stands.
 His men await his word. But still he stands,
 uneasily athwart the ship’s proud head—”




 
  99


She breaks off as new smiles crease the lips
 of those she hopes will most admire her tale.




 
  101


So speaks the quiet Cat: “Folk call them prows
 or stems, as those who ply the seas must know.
 To be uneasy athwart the ship’s proud head?
 That doth portend a different apprehension.” 




 
  105


The haughty Roman girl lifts up her chin,
 her eyes ablaze with anger so astounded
 that at first she merely huffs. Her friends
 their mouths do shield with hands. She burns,
 sensing the mortifying beat of mocking words.
 A clamor in her head shrieks “vengeance mine!”
 And yet her cunning guards intemperate speech.




 
  112


“What mewling do I hear?” she says. “My friends
 and my companions, have your ears been soiled
 by lowly merchant’s wares that are mere dirt,
 not the gold of civilized discourse?
 Who even speaks aloud of things best left
 to silence and respectful curtains drawn?
 No mention would an honorable soul
 make of that which well bred folk do leave
 behind closed doors. But how can we expect
 a crass Phoenician to abide by rules
 that their untidy mercenary minds
 cannot sell and make a profit on?
 Give her a coin, and let her close her mouth.”




 
  125


She reaches for her purse. She finds a coin.
 “One as or two?” she asks with vicious smile,
 and flips a coin across the gap between,
 meaning for the flashing copper coin
 to strike her hated foe right in the face.




 
  130


But angry cats are quick. Thus, with a snatch,
 swift Cat captures the coin out of the air
 and throws it back both accurate and strong
 like any Argive spear was flung at Troy.
 The as hits true. It strikes her Roman nose,
 and Pulcheria shrieks. The young men laugh.




 
  136


“You! You! You! You!” she screams! “You! You! You! You!”
 She shakes a fist.




 
  138


“Don’t hurt yourself,” Cat drawls.




 
  139


“You crawling vermin! Baby-slaughtering tribe!
 You might as well go prostitute yourself 
 at Tanit’s temple gate. But what is this?
 Oh dear!” She gives vent to pretended gasps
 of sad regret. “I should never have said,
 for we all know that every Phoenician girl
 already has.” This slur, or indeed the one
 against the Blessed Tanit, overwhelms
 young Catherine’s tenuous calm, admittedly
 a trait whose scant reserves she’s now drained dry.




 
  149


To the attack she springs. She jumps upon
 the bench and thence upon the table too.
 From the schoolroom’s dimly lit back wall
 she bounds so light of foot that it may seem
 a certain feline grace does drive her feet
 as from table to next table she does leap.
 With a cry the Roman girl draws back
 behind the quivering bodies of her friends,
 a shield wall of silk, expensive gowns
 and all the bows and ribbons in their hair
 like banners fluttering in a storm-swept air.




 
  160


“Will no one guard me from this cruel assault?
 This unharmonious brute? Immodest girl!
 How dare you strike at me? For am I not
 a modest picture of chaste piety? While you!
 You! You! Are nothing but an unbecoming beast!”




 
  165


Too late Cat finds herself caught in that place
 she likes the least: The censure of all eyes.
 Hard to fade from notice when she stands
 atop a table shaking with righteous rage.
 She’s trapped by her own nature. What to do?




 
  170


“Apologize at once!” cries Pulcheria,
 who like a jackal senses lowering doom
 and means to gnaw this flesh and bone until
 the last worn tatters of repute are dead.
 Dead. Dead. Dead. Dead. The battle lost.




 
  175


Cat knows not what to do. Her pride rebels
 from speaking even one soft humbled word.
 Yet all have seen her act in such a way
 that Pulcheria’s sneers are long forgot,
 her crime of grossly unbecoming slurs
 does fade compared to Cat’s rash rough assault.




 
  181


“Bow down and beg forgiveness. You! Bow down!”
 The Roman girl awaits her foe’s defeat.




 
  183


All wait. All stare. Cat trembles. What to do?
 The room grows hushed.




 
  185


And yet the gods can hear.




 
  186


The Blessed Tanit guides her favored daughters
 and shelters them in times of storm and stress.
 A sound! A foot does fall before the door.
 The threshold shakes! Bold Beatrice arrives!
 Her beauty is her sword, her gleaming eye,
 her gaze a spear to part the seas of doubt.
 All those her eye surveys take swift step back
 as if to get some distance from her scorn.




 
  194


“What’s this?” she asks. “What have I missed today
 that drives my dearest cousin to stand atop
 a table as if the seas are soon to rise?
 Is this some Roman custom of debate?
 Perhaps a means by which some stand below
 while others must of course be stood above?
 Who then shall rise and who perforce shall fall?
 Who must command and who in truth bow down?”




 
  202


“The girl did cast a coin against my face.”




 
  203


“You threw it first!” cries Cat, then silent falls
 as Beatrice does raise a pretty hand
 whose graceful wave the young men do approve.




 
  206


“Oh la! Such goings on! What started this?”
 She asks. And Pulcheria does reply,




 
  208


“I merely told the true tale of Aeneas.”




 
  209


“Oh that! I know it well. Shall I proceed?”




 
  210


A blink is all it takes. Cat knows the plan.




 
  211


Into the room bold Beatrice does sail
 and every eye does capture her fine form,
 her sterling intellect and majesty
 like that of Didos, queens of Qart Hadast,
 who led their people far across the seas
 to found a prosperous city, rich and strong.




 
  217


“To Qart Hadast he came,” says Beatrice,
 “Aeneas, fled from Troy and tempest tossed,
 his ships and men and household gods he brought
 to Libya’s fertile shores where he sought peace.
 Son of Venus! A manly man, it’s true!
 How fortunate to wash upon these shores
 where nectar flowed in honey and cattle grazed
 and every shrine and temple rich with gifts
 in honor of the well belovéd gods—”




 
  226


“Who feast on infant blood!”




 
  227


“You tell a lie!
 But let that pass, for my tale’s not yet done.”




 
  229


So Beatrice takes center stage and smiles
 and all who look upon her must forget
 that Cat who was just now upon the table
 has vanished. She is gone. She can’t be seen.




 
  233


Bold Beatrice speaks on. “So gather folk
 who happily will feast the weary men.
 The Dido welcomes wanderers brave and true
 and likewise all with thrilling tales to tell.
 And in all honesty her eye is caught
 by the particular beauty of the man
 who calls himself Aeneas and their lord.
 His raven hair, his brilliant eyes, his smile,
 his sculpted shoulders shown to best effect.
 His arms, his legs…Enough! ‘Tell us your tale,’
 the Dido says with generosity,
 as servants bring a feast munificent
 and cups that never once fall scant of wine.
 Tongue loosened he does speak, at length, of deeds
 and fights and storms and suffering and pain.
 Oh what a man he is! to suffer angst
 that no mere woman dares hope to comprehend.
 Always polite, the Dido nods and smiles,
 and smiles and nods as he goes on and on,
 sure of acclaim, for every man’s account
 has great import, as we all know is true.”




 
  254


The young men, list’ning, pause. One nods and grins.
 The rest do hesitate for they’re not sure
 if nods and smiles do signify assent,
 or possibly some other hidden view.




 
  258


“Of course it’s true!” cries Pulcheria, quick
 to grab advantage while her foe is quiet.
 “What noble man! What brave audacity!
 No common man could soldier ever on,
 his shoulders heavily burdened by his woes.”




 
  263


“And handsome shoulders too!” says Beatrice.
 “Or so the Dido thought as she grew bored
 and gave her mind free rein to walk amid
 the more enlightening groves of learnéd thought:
 The means by which a scholar calculates
 precise circumference of our great green Earth,
 the equinox recession, how to plumb
 the ocean’s briny depths. The winds! The stars!
 The gods are kind! For all their cruelty
 they still have given beauty to the world
 which humans can extol and praise and seek.
 These thoughts did cause a smile to tease the queen’s
 becoming lips. A spark shone in her eyes,
 which he mistook for admiration’s blush.
 Thus kindled in his heart and loins a lust
 to fondle her with his ideas and love.
 What woman could resist? So ran his thoughts.
 While she considered altitudes and math.




 
  281


‘Too terrible the pain I now recount!’
 His cry did echo in the marble hall.
 ‘And yet the gods did favor me, it’s true.
 Which I shall now relate, in chapter two.’




 
  285


‘We shall go for a hunt!’ she intervened.
 ‘And the next verses leave for later on.
 We’ll rest this night and then ride out at dawn
 among a mighty crowd, and with my hounds
 shall race the stags and lions to their end!
 Such sport shall entertain us, shall it not?’




 
  291


He says, ‘Your word is law, oh mighty queen.’
 Meaning the words to have a second sense
 that he supposes will engage her heart.
 Escorted to his room, he lies abed,
 where flames of love do flood and drown him whole.
 Again, again, again, he thinks of her:
 ‘She looked at me with soft, forgiving eyes!
 I am thick in her heart. She will recline
 amid my strong embrace. She’ll marry me!
 The land she rules, her breasts, her Venus mound.
 All this shall welcome my supremacy.’
 It’s hard to sleep, so very swelled is he.”




 
Book III




  303


While Beatrice holds forth, a shadow hunts
 through the academy, seeking its prey.
 ‘Tis in the kitchen Cat finds what she seeks,
 though no one working there can see her pass.
 A jar of honey, borrowed. That is all.
 Wrapped in shadow she returns post-haste
 and into the schoolroom creeps, unseen,
 where none do know she’s missing, or returned.
 None but Beatrice, and she’ll not tell.
 Their plan relies on secrecy, it’s true,
 and none more secret than a cat who can
 conceal herself in plain sight, and a bee
 whose buzzing will attract every last eye
 and keep the audience all well entranced.
 Thus Beatrice continues. She speaks on:




 
Book IV




  318


“Thus dawn’s sweet light does bring the hounds to bay.
 The hunters take their places. She appears,
 more beautiful than gold, and strong as iron.
 A purple cloak does hang down from her shoulders.
 Her quiver has an ornament of gold.
 Her hair falls careless, free, and unadorned,
 for no adornment outshines majesty.




 
  325


Aeneas, too, looks splendid. She admires
 his flowing hair, his graceful poise, his lips.
 And so they reach the hills where stags do run.
 The chase begins, and yet the gods step in.”




 
  329


She takes a breath. And all her listeners brace
 for the words that all must know come next.




 
  331


“A dreadful storm! Hail! Wind! The thunder rolls.
 Lightning scatters horses!” 




 
  333


Her loud voice
 does make all of her listeners jump, surprised,
 and, embarrassed, giggle at their fright.
 So none, not Pulcheria, not her friends,
 note the shade that, sliding, slips among them.




 
  338


Beatrice resumes. “Queen and lord
 take refuge in a cave. They are alone.
 He means to speak at length with honeyed words.
 She chooses the more interesting act,
 engages him in pleasure and delight.
 For her an afternoon’s sweet dalliance,
 but in his mind they’re married. It is love!
 Love and conquest’s all the same to him.
 He tries his best to please her, and he does.




 
  347


Then when the storm is over they depart.
 They hunt. They feast. The days pass in abandon.




 
  349


He corners her one night and, fierce, he speaks:
 ‘Oh glorious queen! Yield to my yearning heart!
 Let us join our selves, our hearts, our souls,
 our kingdoms!’ ‘What kingdom have you?’ she asks.




 
  353


‘The one that we will share! You and I.
 Together we will rule in harmony.
 Where is my crown, my dearest love, my sweet!’




 
  356


‘Your crown? Crown you?’ she says. ‘I need no king.
 I’ve ruled alone for years. My people thrive.
 If our arrangement does not satisfy
 then you may sail along to other shores,
 and I will kiss you for a last good-bye.’




 
  361


What madness clutches her, he cannot tell.
 But clearly she has lost all of her mind,
 such as it is, for how can she refuse?
 All know that women crave a man’s firm hand.
 These thoughts do rage as anger in his heart.
 He stalks the streets at night, he mutters threats.
 Among his men he whispers mutinous words.
 He sings of arms, he tries to raise revolt.
 And thus he is arrested. Put to death.
 A foreigner whose treason comes to naught.”




 
Book V




  371


“That’s not the tale!” cries Pulcheria, stung.
 “‘Twas Dido fell in love and died, not him!”
 She stomps her foot. She huffs. She shakes her head.
 The bows and ribbons that ornament her hair
 do flutter as she draws all eyes to her.
 She will defeat her Phoenician foe! She will!
 The girl may be pretty, it is true,
 but she is poor, and everyone must know
 that riches and high status win the war. 




 
  380


“Then do go on,” bold Beatrice implores,
 “Please let us hear the story as you know it.
 For I am sure that these young men do hope
 to hear the dulcet tones of your pure voice
 raised in praise of Roman history,
 that tale much told. Your diligence, I’m sure,
 is like unto the ants, for ants are wise.
 They fill their larder as you store up words—”




 
  388


“May I go on?” snaps Pulcheria. “Ants!
 “Do store up food for winter, as we all know.
 For so the story tells us, does it not?”




 
  391


“It does,” says Beatrice, and she steps back
 to give the Roman girl the space she needs
 and all attention. Thus plays out the plan.




 
  394


“Of arms I sing!” she cries. “Of swords and spears.
 Of that harsh battle, Aeneas’s sad fate.
 When his ships came to Qart Hadast it’s true
 he was engaged to tell the tale. ‘Please do!’
 the queen whose name was Dido did beseech,
 for she was struck by his manly physique.
 And thus she sat, enthralled, as he did speak
 in manly tones, and manly words, and these
 sharp mem’ries of Troy’s fall he bravely shared,
 while queen and countrymen aghast did stare:
 ‘So in the ruined city we did fight!
 The enemy did trample in our halls!
 Our temples burned, our gates thrown to the ground!
 Our women lost. Our sons and pride cast down!’”




 
  408


She flinches. Twitches. Flicks a crawling ant
 from her fine skin, her peerless milk-washed arm.




 
  410


Bold Beatrice exclaims, “Is something wrong?”
 “No. No! I shall go on. His tale he told.
 A tale—” Another flinch. Another ant.
 Her fingers pinch it off. “A tale told well—!
 What are these creatures crawling up on me?
 Get off! Get off!”




 
  416


Now all can see a swarm. Industrious ants!
 Up, up, they climb! Up legs, up arms, up necks.
 And suddenly chaste Pulcheria shrieks,
 “Off! Off! Foul ants! They’re everywhere!” Her friends
 Likewise do find themselves with skin and hair
 beset with ants, a mob of ants intent,
 upon the bows and ribbons in their hair.
 They brush, they rub, they hop, they skip, they bow,
 bent almost double, best to scrub their hair,
 to wipe the ants away. And when they touch
 their hands to bows and ribbons they do find
 the silk and satin sticky, sweet and moist,
 all covered o’er with honey. Thus: the ants
 have come en masse to feast. Everyone laughs.




 
  430


They pluck the bows and ribbons from their locks
 and fling them to the floor with cries and groans.
 “What plague is this! What infestation crawls?”
 And last do they run weeping from the room.




 
Book VI




  434


Bold Beatrice sits down. And Cat does, too.
 The young men shift, the women glance around.
 Oh, silence! No one knows what quite to do.




 
  437


“A tale told well, twice told’s a tale indeed!
 I’m sure on this we can all well agree.”
 Says Beatrice, commanding their regard.
 “Of arms I sing, and ships, and of a queen,
 the famous didos of a mighty land.
 If you tempt their wrath they will requite
 lies and blows ten fold, and bring down blight.
 So let this be a lesson. Listen well.
 Toy not with us. All enmity let go.
 We smile upon our friends, and smite our foes.
 To what divinity do we give thanks?
 To Blessed Tanit, she who grants her strength,
 protection, favor, shelter, all of this,




  450


unto her daughters, and to us, her kiss.”




 



THE END




AN ENDING I LIKE BETTER
We define ourselves through the stories we tell. And sometimes some of us just get so tired of hearing certain kinds of stories that we want to rip them apart and piece them back together in a new shape.
The great epic narratives of Western civilization underpin much of our understanding in the Western world about what subject matter is appropriate for a story everyone is meant to be familiar with. Such narratives teach us who stories center on, how people will behave, and how the world should properly work according to the specific culture and era they grow out of.
For example, The Iliad relates an episode from the Trojan War in which men fight over honor and women are trophies to be parceled out and quarreled over. The name Robin Hood first appears in early modern ballads (15th - 18th c) but the story we know best of a Saxon lord fighting for justice and freedom against oppressive Norman invaders comes from the 19th century. In Star Wars: A New Hope, scrappy and independent rebels fight against a rich and powerful Empire in a tale that owes a debt to Joseph Campbell’s book on the Hero’s Journey as well as glossy versions of the American Revolution.
Stories like The Iliad and The Odyssey and the early Robin Hood ballads begin their lives in the oral tradition, only later written down and elaborated on. In contrast, the Roman writer Virgil set out in the waning years of the first century B.C.E. to write a deliberately epic poem that would, he hoped, create a founding myth for Rome, one that might perhaps rival Homer in its influence. 
Virgil wrote during a period of transition as the expanding, vigorous Roman Republic became an empire. As we know, empires need all the propaganda they can get to justify their creation and continuing existence. He chose a secondary hero from the matter of Troy, various loosely connected tales related to the war that were well known in antiquity. For the hero who was the ancestor of Rome to come from one of the heroes of the Trojan War added to Rome’s legitimacy. Aeneas came from the losing side, had a vague connection to Rome, and was evidently known in the corpus of tales as a man of great pietas, defined at dictionary.com as “the ancient Roman personification of familial affection, patriotism, and piety.” Perfect for a founding father!
In The Aeneid, Aeneas flees the final conflagration of Troy with his father and his son, his wife having conveniently expired so she can appear to him as a ghost and generously and unselfishly encourage him to seek a greater destiny without her (which will naturally come complete with a new, fresh, and better-connected wife therefore acquired with no guilt). 
The second half of the poem centers around his arrival, exploits, and new-bride-acquiring in Latium (the region where the city of Rome was later founded).
However the best known sequence in the poem comes from its first half, the tale of his arduous travels as he escapes Troy and wanders for some time around the Mediterranean. This part of the story includes an important sojourn in Carthage during which the ruling queen of Carthage, Dido, falls in love with Aeneas after a dalliance and kills herself when he leaves her.
Henry Purcell’s English Baroque opera Dido and Aeneas features the beautiful and heartbreaking aria, “Dido’s Lament”, her final words (here performed by the incandescent Jessye Norman).
The Aeneid is meant to take place in the legendary past. More germane to Virgil’s Roman audience however was their historical memory of the Roman Republic’s conflict with the Carthaginian Empire. The three Punic Wars lasted from 264 BCE to 146 BCE and were the world wars of their time. Perhaps most famous for Hannibal’s crossing of the Alps with elephants to bring the war to Italy, their struggle for dominance over the Mediterranean ended with Rome’s utter destruction of the city of Carthage.
Of course The Aeneid portrays Aeneas as the best of heroes due to his heroism, filial piety, leadership, valor, and good looks. Dido appears at first as a powerful and lovely woman who has been prosperously ruling Carthage since the death of her husband. 
In fact, the goddess Venus herself must take a hand in causing Dido to fall so hard for Aeneas that the queen actually begs him to marry her and rule with her. Aeneas is tempted but instead is supernaturally reminded that his destiny lies elsewhere. When he departs, in secret, Dido is seen to have dishonored her own vow to remain chaste after the death of her husband Sychaeus and must pay with her life. Meanwhile, Aeneas leaves behind another dead woman and merrily goes on his way to that fabulous promised destiny.
So, yes, while I can acknowledge the great achievement of The Aeneid, and thrill to its heroic adventures, I can also get tired of a powerful woman’s story of love and rulership being cast as a tragedy when the dude (typically) gets off with a few faint regrets as he trots off to his next conquest.
Enter my alternate-history Afro-Celtic post-Roman icepunk fantasy adventure Spiritwalker Trilogy, which begins with Cold Magic (and features lawyer dinosaurs, natch).
In the three Spiritwalker books the narrator, Cat Barahal, tells the story of her unexpected adventures and world-traveling shenanigans in an early 19th century-era setting in an alternate history where the Carthaginian Empire did not fall, and in which the Romans and the Carthaginians dueled over control of the Mediterranean for centuries.
Cat and her cousin Beatrice are of Carthaginian descent although they live (and grew up) in the port city of Adurnam on the shores of what in our history is called Britain. As Cold Magic opens, they are 19 going on 20, attending an academy (a college) as lowly Kena’ani (Phoenician) scholarship students who often wrangle with the snobbish rich girls of Roman ancestry.
I have long desired to tell a story about Cat and Bee’s schoolgirl adventures. In the trilogy I allude to several mischievous incidents. But it wasn’t until I decided to offer a piece of written-to-order short fiction for an auction benefiting the Con or Bust organization that the spark for this piece got lit. Paul Weimer and D dueled over the piece, Romanophile Paul planning to ask me to write something on the alternate progress of Rome in the Spiritwalker world. Carthage-champion D won the bid, however, and asked for a piece about the girls’ Cartheginian heritage.
The first thing I thought of was the story of Dido and Aeneas, and how badly I have wanted to tell a different version of the story, a version Bee and Cat would prefer. From there it was an easy step to decide to tell the tale as Beatrice herself would tell it, in a way she found more fitting, and to incorporate as part of the story an incident briefly mentioned in Cold Steel in Chapter 13.
I studied several translations of The Aeneid and decided that the best way to accomplish everything I wanted would be to write the piece as a poem, in the style of The Aeneid, suitable for declaiming by an educated young woman in front of an audience, as one does.
The dactylic hexameter that the original is written in felt too complex to tackle in English. I settled on iambic pentameter in large part because I’m so familiar with it from hearing the works of Shakespeare performed in the theater. For me, it almost defines that epic, declamatory style.
Once I started writing and got the pattern in my head, the words flowed easily. The poem was a joy to write for many reasons, and I hope it will be a joy to read. Not least because I like the ending of my version a lot better.



THE COURAGE TO SAY YES
Recently an article by sff writer Nisi Shawl in Cascadia Subduction Zone, titled “Unqualified”, inspired writer Rose Lemberg to muse on Twitter about ways in which writers, and specifically marginalized writers, self-reject. On reading through and contributing to this #dontselfreject hashtag, author Malinda Lo wrote a post “On Self Rejection and Writing From A Marginalized Perspective.”
Among other things, Shawl discusses her experience at the University of Michigan, where she received no mentoring and no information about grants, fellowships, prizes, or awards. She adds, “It was all right to be ignorant of them, because they were obviously intended for good writers.”
This familiar form of self rejection (which I call “those other people are obviously good but maybe/probably I am not or at any rate other people don’t believe I am”) is neatly summed up by Lemberg:
Self-rejection is a huge issue. Self-rejection not just from sending out, but from writing itself, from creating. From fear that what you have to say is hopeless/irrelevant/not good enough to make it as a marginalized person.
Lo’s long and eloquent post about her own writing journey also discusses self rejection:
Yes: I still struggle with self-rejection. Maybe it seems strange, because I’ve had four novels published by a big publisher. Maybe it seems as if I must lack some basic self-confidence, but if you know me, you know that’s not true. I believe in myself; I believe I’m a good writer.
When does one become successful enough that self-rejection falls by the wayside?
I’m fairly sure certain people rarely have trouble with or never succumb to self-rejection, but for some of us this struggle—these wild swings between fragility and assurance—never ends.
I consider myself primarily a novelist. The long form—and especially the multi-volume form—appeals strongly to the way my mind builds story. So while I have written short fiction, I have written it sporadically, usually in response to direct requests for shorter pieces by editors. If you ask me to give you an example of my work, if you ask me “what of yours should I read?” I will reflexively suggest one of my novels.
It therefore came as a surprise to me when Jacob Weisman and Jill Roberts of Tachyon Publications asked if we could have lunch in June 2013 when I was passing through San Francisco to read and sign at Borderlands Bookstore in support of the publication of Cold Steel (the third volume of the Spiritwalker Trilogy).
Tachyon Publications is an excellent small press that specializes in science fiction and fantasy collections, anthologies, and novellas. He asked me if I would consider publishing a short fiction collection in their THE VERY BEST OF series (which has included collections by Charles de Lint, Tad Williams, and the magazine Fantasy & Science Fiction).
I listened. I nodded politely. I asked the sorts of professional and production questions a writer needs to ask to determine if the deal would be mutually productive and successful.
In fact, I was deeply flattered to be asked, and rather shocked anyone would think such a collection to be worthwhile. I have never received plaudits for my short fiction; many people do not know I write it.
The truth is: my first reaction was to self reject, to say “no.”
More than that: I struggled mightily with the idea that I OUGHT to say no. That it would be for the best for them and for me and for everyone, really. The WHOLE WORLD would be better off (my fragile self rejecting voice gibbered) if no short fiction collection by me ever saw the light of day.
At the time I temporized by telling Jacob and Jill that I would get more information, talk to my agent, and get back to them. It was a good way to delay saying no.
You may ask yourself: How did I get to a head-space where I even for a moment considered turning down a chance to have a respected and professional small press publish my collected short stories?
I have published twenty-one novels. My twenty-second and twenty-third novels are coming out later this year. By any measure I am an experienced and successful writer. Of course publication is no guarantor of quality. I might have published twenty-one mediocre or awful novels, and certainly there are some readers who, having read one or two of my books, would heartily subscribe to that theory.
Yet here’s another question: Why do I even say that? Why do I feel obliged to qualify the idea that I might be a good writer with the idea that I might be a bad writer?
Who am I talking to when I make a comment like that? To satisfy a hyper-critical aspect of myself? As an act of appeasement toward people who wish me ill or don’t respect my work? To apologize to people who don’t think about me at all (in which case why bother to address them when they aren’t listening anyway)?
Obviously my qualifications aren’t directed to people who wish me well. Such people (those who wish me well) may or may not enjoy everything I write but they would be the last to think it shouldn’t be published or that I should apologize for it. You don’t have to love every single thing a writer has written to wish them success in their writing endeavors.
In that moment of irrational anxiety as I contemplated a short fiction collection, it seemed wiser and safer to reject myself rather than to face the prospect of someone (who?) rejecting me. Yet ironically rejection is the risk every writer (and artist) takes every time we cast our creations into the public view. We don’t control the response of the audience; nor should we. Once the work is out of our hands, people will respond to it on their own terms.
Writers are far more likely to have to deal with invisibility and disinterest than outright rejection, but the voice of self rejection often plays to the fears of being judged, found wanting, ridiculed, condescended to, told what you write is trivial or unnecessary or done with the wrong words or the wrong aesthetic. That publication is hopeless, irrelevant, something meant for “good writers” who (by some definitions) can never be “us” but only ever someone who fits the description better, whatever that description might be.
As I considered Tachyon’s proposal and examined my own reaction to what any rational analysis would call a no-brainer, what really struck me is how much courage it takes to say yes, especially when you are already starting from a fragile place. I admit I was in a particularly fragile space when Tachyon approached me, mostly unrelated to writing and publishing (it didn’t help that my rib was broken and that we were waiting to hear if my father’s cancer had returned, as indeed it turned out that it had).
But because of that fragility I had to dig down and find the determination to not self reject despite my track record of multiple novel publications, of award nominations, reviews, sales. I had to fall back on the stubbornness that has gotten me this far because this is a career that benefits from a personality that takes stubbornness and persistence to the extreme sports level.
I write these words to let people know that many more writers and artists than you may realize struggle with self rejection. It isn’t just you. It isn’t just a few.
Did I do the right thing by signing on for the short fiction collection?
Of course I did. My experience working with Tachyon Publications has been professional, pleasant, and stellar. Publishers Weekly gave the collection a starred review. As for readers, I hope they will enjoy it. That’s all I can do: write as best as I know how to write and dig deep enough to find my courage.
It’s what I hope for those of you struggling with self rejection. Be bold. Say yes.



A CHAT WITH KATE ELLIOTT
The Beatriceid is a retelling (actually, two retellings) of The Aeneid as a prequel episode in the Academy life of sisters/cousins Beatrice and Catherine from your Spiritwalker trilogy. What strikes us most about The Beatriceid is the successful way you blend the retelling of The Aeneid in the spirit and voice of your Spiritwalker characters. What inspired you to “mashup” the Virgil epic and young Cat and Bee?
I first reference The Aeneid in Chapter 5 of Cold Fire, when I mention the plot of an opera called “The Dido and Aeneas” and have Bee hum what I refer to as “the famous aria.”
Spiritwalker is set in an alternate history of Earth. This alternate history hinges on many differences, chief among them the presence of magic which works on thermodynamic principles. The setting includes many historically attested political institutions, religions, social customs, and ethnicities, but I felt the divergence from our history was substantial enough that for the most part I tried to avoid direct borrowings from or references to medieval or early modern Western literary works.
For example, no character ever quotes Shakespeare because, in a world without Germanic peoples and languages, no person fitting the parameters of Shakespeare’s life and career would have lived. Meanwhile, the reader is introduced to the existence of the renowned poet Bran Cof as if he has the same literary prominence in that world as Shakespeare now does in ours, even though I made him up. He is a figure who might have lived had the Celtic linguistic and political tradition remained central in European development rather than being pushed to the margins by the Germanic expansion.
However, I did feel I could keep some of the foundational Hellenic and Roman literary works, such as The Aeneid, since both Greece and Rome factor into the early influences of this alt-history in very much the same way they do in our world. In the Spiritwalker universe the expanding Roman Republic engaged in a long, drawn out war with the Carthaginian Empire just as it did in ours. But when they fight the battle of Zama, Carthage rather than Rome wins, and thus Carthage rules the Mediterranean Sea for some centuries longer while Rome is contained as a land empire.
Because Bee and Cat were raised in a Kena’ani (Phoenician) household originally founded in Carthage, with all the prejudices against Rome that would suggest, I simply could not resist tossing in a reference to the well known episode from The Aeneid in which the hero Aeneas, fleeing the calamitous end of the Trojan War, sojourns briefly in Carthage (here called Qart Hadast, for “new city”). Naturally Bee and Cat have learned a different version, one far less flattering to Aeneas and Rome.
The title I use, “The Dido and Aeneas,” references the title of Henry Purcell’s famous opera “Dido and Aeneas.” Purcell, of course, uses Dido as a given name, while I use it as a title, the dido, that is, the queen, since it appears that dido could be used as a title, not simply as a personal name. “The Queen and Aeneas” would also work but doesn’t carry the associated weight of “Dido and Aeneas.”
As well, the title of the aria Bee hums in Chapter 5 of Cold Fire is an altered reference to the most famous piece in the Purcell opera and one of the most famous arias in Western opera, “Dido’s Lament,” an absolutely gorgeous and hauntingly sad piece of music. If you read the paragraph in which the reference to the opera appears, you’ll see that I already had a very good idea of how the version of the story Bee and Cat tell differs from the one we know. That’s the version I wrote, complete with sardonic commentary about history, men and their stories, and Rome.
The Beatriceid is written in iambic pentameter—no small feet (excuse the pun)! How difficult—or easy—was the writing process? Are you a fan or regular writer of poetry?
*groan* I never excuse puns!
To be honest, the hardest part of the process was getting past my own fear that I wouldn’t be able to manage it. I admire and love poetry but do not write poetry as a general rule, although I have written bits and pieces (as well as some song lyrics) over the years, mostly when I was younger. So I don’t consider myself a poet, and the attitude that any attempts to write poetry would result in ludicrous and mediocre verse loomed as my biggest obstacle.
Therefore it really took me a long time to get started considering how well I knew the plot and how I would be telling two stories wrapped around each other, one about Cat and Bee and the other about Aeneas and Dido.
To prepare I bought several translations of The Aeneid to get a sense of how Virgil told the story, and to read examples of an epic story retold in iambic pentameter. It helps that I’m relatively familiar with Shakespeare, and have a musical background that makes patterns like this feel very natural to me (far more natural than free verse, which daunts me to write although I enjoy reading it).
Once I pushed past my anxiety and actually started writing, the rhythm settled quickly into my head and the words flowed easily.
The Spiritwalker trilogy has been completed, but you have independently published other books, chapters, and stories that further embellish the world and characters. Can we expect to see even more stories with Cat, Bee, Vai, Rory, and other beloved characters? 
Oh gosh, yes, I hope so. I currently have five partially written stories set in the universe, three of which deal with Andevai before the events of Cold Magic, one of which follows an adventure Cat and Andevai have after the end of Cold Steel, and the last of which deals with…babies.
I know the complete plots of four of these stories; I just haven’t had time to finish them. Someday I hope to publish a collection of Spiritwalker fiction that will include the already extant and available stories as well as these five and a few more. I would particularly like to write a story of Cat, Bee, and Chartji working together on behalf of the revolution but I don’t have a plot for that yet. The possibilities seem endless.
This has been quite the prolific year for you, as you published an anthology of short stories early in the year followed by two brand new first-in-a-planned-trilogy novels (Court of Fives and Black Wolves). What are you working on next?
While it may seem I am a writing machine, I only published a single piece of fiction in 2014, a free-on-my-site Spiritwalker-universe novelette, The Courtship. So the deluge of Kate Elliott works in 2015 comes about because of what I wrote in 2014.
However, I do of course have more work coming! A Court of Fives related novella called Night Flower is already available in an ebook edition from Little, Brown Books for Young Readers. Poisoned Blade, the sequel to Court of Fives, is finished and going through production for publication in August 2016.
Meanwhile I am working on the second Black Wolves epic fantasy and the third Court of Fives novel. As always, I poke at other work on the side (although I’m so busy I had to bow out of a short fiction anthology I was solicited to write for), and I am really hoping to finish one or more of the Spiritwalker short pieces. I also have two novellas/novelettes I would love to write set in the Black Wolves universe, and several novel projects impatiently waiting in the wings and clamouring to get written. There seems to never be enough time to get all the work done I’m eager to write.
Finally, a question we ask all of our interviewees: We Book Smugglers have faced condemnation because of the sheer volume of books that we carry back home on a daily basis. As such, we have on occasion resorted to “smuggling books” home to escape judgmental, scrutinizing eyes. Have you ever had to smuggle books?
Oh dear yes, I have. I do so in two ways.
First: My spouse travels for his work, and I find I buy a fair number of books (online) when he’s gone and thus he doesn’t even see them enter the house. Then when he’s home I virtuously can be seen to purchase nothing.
Second: I have kindly offered to order books for him, and therefore when he asks me to buy a book for him it’s so painless to add one for myself.
It’s not that he objects to books; he’s an academic and loves books too. It’s just…we have so many already. SO MANY BOOKS. Seriously, I have such a TBR backlog built up that I could get locked into my house for months without internet and not worry that I would run out of reading material. Owning all the books I hope to read is my addiction.
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