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INTRODUCTION




WELCOME TO The Best of Beneath
Ceaseless Skies Online Magazine, Year Six. This sixth best-of anthology
from Beneath Ceaseless
Skies contains twenty-two stories, by new and returning BCS authors alike, of complex characters
inhabiting awe-inspiring worlds.


Beneath Ceaseless Skies
continues in our quest to publish great “literary adventure fantasy”: stories
set in amazing worlds yet focused on the characters. The sixth year of BCS saw the magazine receive its second
nomination for the Hugo Award for Best Semiprozine and fourth World Fantasy
Award nomination, as well as British Science Fiction Association Award and
Parsec Award nominations for “Boat in Shadows, Crossing” by Tori Truslow.


Other milestones included the
release of our fifth best-of ebook anthology, The Best of BCS Year
Five, our 150th issue and 300th story, the launch of our new second
podcast The BCS Audio Vault, and a second theme month of science-fantasy
stories, following our first one in 2012. Several of our best-reviewed stories
of Year Six appeared in this Science-Fantasy Month 2, including the final three
stories in this anthology.


In August 2014 we held our
third annual ebook sale and subscription drive, through independent
ebook retailer Weightless Books. The BCS ebook subscription,
available year-round, offers a full year of the magazine (26 issues) for $15.99
and can deliver each issue automatically to an ereader or smart phone. The
ebooks and subscription are a major source of revenue for the magazine. As a
501(c)3 non-profit organization, BCS depends on reader support and
donations. Buying our subscription or anthologies is a great way to get the
stories delivered in a convenient format and support us at the same time. Thank
you for buying this anthology; all proceeds go toward paying our authors and
artists.


The seventh year of BCS,
already underway, has included a third Hugo nomination, a fifth World Fantasy Award
nomination, a Nebula Award nomination for “The Breath of War” by Aliette de
Bodard (included in this anthology), Auroa Award and Parsec Award nominations
for “No Sweeter Art” by Tony Pi (also included in this anthology), the release
of our second theme anthology, Ceaseless
West: Weird Western Stories from BCS, and the 150th episode of the BCS
Audio Fiction Podcast, a special large-cast reading. All this alongside new
stories and podcasts by Yoon Ha Lee, Aliette de Bodard, Cat Rambo, Ken Scholes,
Rose Lemberg, Carrie Vaughn, and many more.


My continued gratitude to all
who help make BCS possible,
particularly Editorial Assistant Nicole Lavigne, for her help reading
submissions; all the editors, authors, and narrators who have contributed audio
introductions to The BCS Audio Vault; all our donors, large and small; and all
our writers and readers and fans, for their interest and support and
word-of-mouth about our great stories, podcasts, and anthologies of
character-centered secondary-world fantasy. Thank you!


Scott H. Andrews, Editor in Chief/Publisher


August 2015













CHERRY BLOSSOMS
ON THE RIVER OF SOULS


Richard Parks




THE TALES VARIED as to why the well was outside the village
rather than inside. Some say that an earthquake and rockfall destroyed
the original town site and the survivors rebuilt the village at a safer
distance, leaving the now-dry well where it was. Others say that a saké-addled farmer relieved himself in the
well one night, so offending the spirit of the well that it had moved itself
and had been dry ever since. Whichever version one believed, the well
was where it was, and nearly every evening the boy called Hiroshi came to stare
down into the darkness, and listen.


The well was full of music.


“Hello,” Hiroshi said to the unseen musician, as was his
habit. There was no answer. Hiroshi was never quite sure what he
would have done had the darkness answered him. There was a spirit in the
well, of course. His uncle Saito, the priest, said there were living
spirits in everything, and Hiroshi believed that. Still, the darkness
did not answer him.


One fine spring evening his uncle Saito walked out of the
village to where Hiroshi sat by the well. He had been a soldier and was
now a priest, but it was as Hiroshi’s uncle that Saito came to speak with
Hiroshi that evening. “Greetings, Nephew,” he said, and sat down beside
the boy.


“Hello, Uncle. Is there something the matter?”


“I’m not certain. I would be grateful if you would
help me decide, so I must ask: what is your fascination with this well?”


“Is Father worried? He’s raised no objections so
long as I do not neglect my obligations.”


“My brother is a practical man, and you are a dutiful son
to him. However, my question was not to my brother.”


Hiroshi blushed. “Forgive me, Uncle. I sit
here because I like to listen. There is a sound coming from the well,
from down in the darkness. It’s almost as if the music is being played
just for me; almost as if I’ve heard it before. I don’t understand that,
but that’s how it feels.”


Saito sat down beside him and leaned forward just a bit,
listening. After a while he pulled back the sleeve of his robe and
picked up a pebble. He dropped it over the side.


“What do you hear now, Hiroshi?”


“I hear the pebble rattling against stones. . .
fading. Now I hear nothing.”


“No splash? Not even a small one?”


“No.”


Saito nodded. “Nor will you ever. This was a
well. Now it is not. Now it is just a hole down deep into the
underground. The underground is the province of dead things, and dead
things should not concern the living. Look around you now. What
do you see?”


Hiroshi did as his uncle directed. He saw children
his age flying kites in the waning light, running along the ridges of the
flooded rice fields, playing games with tops and hoops, laughing.


“It all seems childish,” Hiroshi said.


“Is it inappropriate for children to do childish things?
Or the living to do what nature decrees that the living must? This
is your world, Hiroshi. There is nothing in that well that should be of
concern to you. Will you think about what I have said?”


“I will, Uncle,” Hiroshi said, and Saito left him there.
His uncle glanced back once but not a second time as he walked away. 


Hiroshi, being an honest boy, did what he had promised to
do. He thought about what his uncle said, and he studied carefully, for
a moment or two, the activity, now fading with the day, around him.


“I’ve played those games,” he said to himself. “Time
and again. They do not change—the kites pull on the wind as they always
have, as they will for anyone. This song is for me.”


All this was justification and pointless. The only
justification Hiroshi needed was the song he still heard, coming from the
depths of the well.


~ ~ ~


The next evening Hiroshi joined his playmates at their
games for a time to appease his uncle, but when play time was over and all his
friends had gone home, he returned to the well. He moved quickly, with
furtive glances all about to see if anyone was there to see. He carried
a long rope coiled over one shoulder and a small knife in his sash.


“The rope was a sensible idea, but that blade may not be
enough,” his uncle said. He sounded sad.


Hiroshi froze as his Uncle Saito stood up from his hiding
place behind the well.


“How did you know, Uncle?”


“It serves a priest well to know how to look into a
person’s eyes and see clearly what plagues them. You are plagued by
discontent, Nephew. Unfortunately, unlike other spirits and minor
devils, this one bows to no spell of exorcism. You must cast it out
yourself.”


Hiroshi hung his head. “How do I do this, Uncle?”


“Perhaps by doing what you want. I still advise
against it, but this devil shows no sign of leaving you.” Saito took the
rope from Hiroshi’s shoulder and made one end fast to a post beside the stone
rail marking the well. He threw the other end down into the blackness.
“Do you still hear music, Nephew?”


Hiroshi listened for a moment. “Yes, Uncle. I
do.”


“Then follow it down and satisfy your devil. Then
perhaps he will leave and you will come back to us. I hope so, else I
must explain your absence to your father, and I would rather avoid that duty.”


Hiroshi put his hand on the rope. He stared into
the forbidding blackness as he often had, but he barely hesitated. “I
will come back, Uncle. I promise.”


“Do not promise. I merely ask that you be careful.
Powerful kami are drawn to such places, and most are not likely to
be friendly to you. Take this.” Saito held up the shorter of the
two swords he’d carried as a soldier. “Remember what little I taught you
of the Way of the Gods. Most of all, remember who you are. I
think that is the important thing, no matter where a person may go.”


Hiroshi took a deep breath and climbed over the side of
the well. The last thing he saw before darkness closed in was his uncle
peering sadly down at him from a circle of daylight. 


That daylight quickly faded as the well shaft made an
abrupt turn at the bottom into what looked like an ordinary cave.


Hiroshi listened very closely, but now he didn’t hear the
music at all.


“That’s very strange. It was a most persistent
sound when I heard it from the side of the well. Persuasive, I think,”
he said, though Hiroshi still couldn’t fit words to what the argument was
supposed to be.


Now all was silent except for a faint rush of air, as if
the winds of the underground could not wait to escape past him and up the well
to sunlight. Hiroshi’s hair blew about his face and tickled his
forehead. The scent carried by the wind was of damp and mold, and a
faint hint of a spice that Hiroshi could not identify at all.


There was darkness about, as he had expected. Indeed,
he’d brought a small lantern along but found he didn’t actually need it. Once
his eyes adjusted there was light there, of a sort. He could make out
where to walk, where boulders lay in his path and where not. The only
thing left to do was to choose which direction to go.


Where is the music?


He listened very intently, trying to hear around the moan
of the wind in his ears. There had been a promise in that music,
something wonderful beyond Hiroshi’s imagining. Familiar, too, though he
could not say how. 


After a few moments he thought he heard it again. He
wasn’t sure. He wondered if there had been a concentrating effect from
the well itself, like wind through a reed flute; the music was much harder to
hear this much closer, presumably, to the musician. Hiroshi finally took
his best guess and started walking.


He soon came to what had clearly been part of the
underground river, now dry and full of stones. An old woman was waiting
for him there, looking impatient. At least, Hiroshi thought it was an
old woman; that was what he told himself when he saw her. She was more a
collection of rags and bones than anything, but there was a face, and wrinkles,
and a thin toothless grin.


“Give me those!” she said. Her voice was like dead
leaves blowing across stones and her eyes glittered like black pebbles.


Hiroshi blinked. “Those? Those what?”


“Clothes! Give them to me!”


Hiroshi thought this very rude, but he was more confused
than offended. “Who are you and why do you want my clothes?”


She ignored that. “You must give your clothes to me
before you cross this river. Now!”


Apparently, now meant now. She reached out
with one clawed hand, snatching at his sleeve. She managed to tear off a
strip of his sleeve and gouge a line of red across his wrist.


Hiroshi took a step back. “Here, now, Grandmother!
Stop that!”


She stopped for a moment, but she was looking at the blood
on Hiroshi’s wrist. “You’re alive!” It sounded like an
accusation.


“Of course I’m alive! What did you think?”


“That you were not, of course. Now I think you’re a
fool.” She blinked, and for a moment Hiroshi saw some kind of
recognition there, something beyond the cold darkness he had seen before. It
didn’t last. The cold, relentless stare returned. “Clothes. You
don’t need them. Not where you are, not where you are going. Mine!”


The last came out in a shriek of rage and malice. For
Hiroshi’s part he didn’t know what she was, but he knew she wasn’t human. A
kami, or perhaps a demon in—somewhat—human form. When she came
for him again he had his uncle’s wakazashi out and ready. “Stay
back, monster!”


She hissed like a snake and struck at him. Hiroshi
dodged and struck back. It was only the feel of the blade as it struck
something solid that told him of the hit. The rag and bone creature did
not cry out. It merely stepped back, confused. “Mine!” she
repeated.


Hiroshi took a deep breath and a firmer grip on his
sword. “You’ve been in the dark too long, Grandmother. Don’t
force me to strike you again!”


She looked at Hiroshi, or rather at his clothes, then
looked at the sword again. “Mine,” she said again, “soon enough. I
can wait.”


She cackled with laughter and then spread out her arms
like a kite. In answer the breeze there swelled into her rags and she
lifted off into the darkness. In a moment she was out of sight in the
deeper black of the caves. 


Hiroshi waited for a bit, sword at the ready, but she did
not return. He finally put the blade away.


“Well,” he said. “That was very strange.”


He didn’t like to think of himself as a fool, despite what
the creature had said. He had already met one monster on his short
journey, and it seemed likely that there would be others. He wondered if
the beautiful music was being played by another monster to lure him down.


“If so, it worked. But for what purpose? And
why is the music fainter now than when I kneeled at the well?”


“Because it’s farther away, of course.”


Hiroshi’s previous encounter with the clothes thief must
have left him more shaken than he’d thought, because he immediately reached for
his sword. After a moment he took his hand off the hilt, feeling
foolish. The speaker was a small man in the robes of a Buddhist monk.
He sat cross-legged on the stones, tending a small fire upon which steamed
a small kettle. Before him were cups and a ladle and a bamboo whisk for
making tea. A traveler’s bundle served as a rest for his back.


Hiroshi bowed. “Gomen nasai, honored Sir.
I did not see you there.”


“Obviously. I was about to have some tea, young
man. Would you care to join me?”


The mention of tea made Hiroshi realize he was starting to
get hungry. “Yes, thank you.”


The monk prepared their tea in silence, though perhaps
introductions would have been more in order. Hiroshi shrugged and pulled
out two of the rice cakes he’d brought with him and offered one to the monk,
who politely declined. Hiroshi then ate both of them, though he
remembered his manners enough to let the monk take the first sip of tea before
he began. 


He also studied the man as closely as manners would allow
without staring. His initial impression of small stature was on the
mark. The man was tiny, even shorter than Hiroshi himself, though
otherwise looked more or less human. Part of Hiroshi was wondering if
the monk would suddenly grow fangs and attack him, but mostly he wondered what
the man was doing there in that place, and what he knew about the music. He
held off asking for as long as he could, but that wasn’t very long at all.


“Excuse me, but what did you mean about the music being
farther away?”


“Just that it is. You’re much farther from it than
you were.”


That wasn’t very helpful, though Hiroshi didn’t say so out
loud. It was more than a little irritating.


“I don’t understand. Will you explain?”


The monk didn’t say anything for a while, merely sipping
his tea. Hiroshi’s annoyance faded. The monk seemed very tired,
and very sad, as if the whole subject was more painful than the man could say.


“When you dream, where do you go?” the monk asked finally.


Hiroshi frowned. “I-I don’t know. Some say
the spirit wanders, aimless. Others say you don’t go anywhere, and
dreams are just stories you tell yourself while you sleep.”


The monk nodded. “Men believe many things. Some
of them are true. Now then, where do you go when you die?”


“The River of Souls. Perhaps to be reborn.”


The monk nodded. “Now, then—where are you now?”


Hiroshi looked around, but the scene had not changed. He
was in a cave far underground. His reasons for being there were perhaps
not as clear as they could be, but he did know that much, and said so.


“You know less than you think. Go home, Hiroshi.”


Hiroshi blinked. “How do you know my name?”


The monk sighed gustily. “How do you not know
mine?”


Hiroshi just stood in silence. “I don’t understand.
You haven’t told me your name. I should have asked, but I didn’t
mean to offend you—”


“I am not offended. I do regret the time you’re
going to make me waste.” The monk carefully packed away his tea supplies
and hoisted his bundle. “Shall we go?”


“I can’t ask you to come with me.”


“You can’t ask for me not to come with you. I
choose what I do, as do you. I hope in time you will choose better.”


Hiroshi had no answer to that, because he didn’t
understand a word of it. He merely picked up his sword and set out once
more in the direction of the music, or as close as he could discern. The
monk walked a few feet ahead, his staff making a rhythmic jingling sound from
the small bell attached to it. Hiroshi thought at first that the sound
would interfere with the music, but the jingle of the bell was so steady and
constant that it was soon as lost as the sound of his own heartbeat.


This is a very strange cave, Hiroshi thought, even
as he realized how foolish a thing it was to believe this place a simple cave.
Hiroshi thought of stories he had heard about the Dragon Palace, where a
simple fisherman once dallied with a princess in ageless luxury for centuries
under the sea while his true home and all he knew turned to rot and dust. Except
this was not under the sea, so far as Hiroshi knew, and the monk was certainly
no princess.


The music was still faint, but by long practice at
listening, Hiroshi was beginning to hear it better. “It’s a koto
being played,” he said. “It’s lovely.”


The monk nodded, looking glum. “Yes. Akiko
is very gifted.”


Hiroshi was so surprised he stopped walking. The
monk merely glanced at him over his shoulder, waiting patiently for him to
catch up.


“You know who’s playing the music?” Hiroshi asked.


“Of course. So do you.”


That was just more nonsense from his odd companion, so far
as Hiroshi could see, and he didn’t dwell on it. Something he did dwell
on was the simple fact that the music was getting louder. Another
strange thing, since Hiroshi was certain they hadn’t traveled more than a
bowshot from where he and the monk had taken tea together. He mentioned
it to the monk, who seemed even more dispirited.


“We’re much closer now.”


“How can that be? We haven’t walked very far.”


“It’s not in how far you travel. It’s in deciding
to make the journey.”


“I’d decided that when I climbed down the well!”


“If you say so. I think rather that you were
traveling away as much as toward. You didn’t know where you were going.
Now you do.”


“Akiko? And you say I know her? How?”


“You grew up together.”


“But I haven’t grown up yet,” Hiroshi said, though the
admission pained him a bit. “And, although there are several girls my
age in the village, I don’t know anyone named Akiko.”


His companion merely grunted. “Nor did she know
anyone named Hiroshi.”


“Sir, I don’t understand any of what you’re saying.”


“You certainly don’t. Else you wouldn’t be here.”


Hiroshi didn’t know if he’d been insulted or not, but he
rather thought so. He gritted his teeth but kept his voice level. “Then,
Honored Sir, would you be so kind as to tell me where I should be?”


“Home, of course.”


“Very well—as soon as I find the music, I’ll go home. I
have to know what it is and why it calls to me, else I’ll never be content.”


The monk nodded. “You’re not seeking music; you’re
seeking an answer. I wondered if you understood that. Very well
then, I will help you find Akiko. Yet whatever happens, afterwards you
will leave this place. You don’t belong here. Do I have your
word?”


Hiroshi hesitated, but he saw no good alternative. “Yes.”


“Well, then. You have mine. Only time will
tell what either is worth.”


~ ~ ~


They walked for hours across what looked like the bones of
a long-dead river. Hiroshi was amazed at how large the field of stones was and
wondered if they would ever see the end. Now and then they came to a
pile of white stones, standing alone in the flat rocky nothing of that
place. He asked about them, but the monk merely said “stones” and
nothing else. 


Also, now and again, Hiroshi could have sworn that he
heard the sound of children playing. He asked about that too, but the
monk merely said that the children were always there. Hiroshi saw no
children, but he let the matter drop. It was enough to know that what
had appeared to be a cave was now a vast empty riverbed of stones, and overhead
was a darkness that might have been stone or might have been a night sky
without stars. 


In fact, neither said anything at all for the rest of
their walk, until the monk pointed to something rising from the stone field in
the distance.


“She’s there.”


Hiroshi looked closer. It was a hill by the
riverbed. He hadn’t noticed it sooner because it didn’t rise very far
from the rocks at all. That was because it began beneath it, at the
bottom of a low, sloping valley. Hiroshi saw the way down marked by two
stone lanterns. They cast a blue glow through the shadows of that place.
Corpse lights drifted past on the wind.


He stopped for a moment, listening closely. The
music was much clearer now, more than enough to discern the instrument. Almost
enough to discern the song. Hiroshi listened as hard as he knew how.


“I-I know that song. It’s called. . .”
His voice trailed away. He couldn’t remember, but he knew that was
the only reason. He knew the song’s name. He had known it long
ago and now forgotten. And yet he was equally sure he had never heard
that song anywhere but down the dry dead well. “Perhaps it doesn’t
matter.” Hiroshi turned toward the entrance to the valley.


“It’s guarded, of course.”


“Guarded? By what?”


“Three monsters. You’ll have to face all three to
reach Akiko. I’m not going with you.”


Hiroshi nodded. “That would be best. Still,
do you know how can I defeat the guardians?”


“I didn’t say you could defeat them. I said you had
to face them. You do have a knack for misunderstanding your
situation, young man.”


“Honored Sir, with all respect, you have a knack for
meaningless answers.”


The monk smiled again. “Pass the guardians first;
then tell me what I have said is meaningless.”


Hiroshi considered. He did not want to fight the
monsters. He was afraid, and he couldn’t pretend otherwise. He
just knew that he had to go forward now. Not out of pride he didn’t
have, or bravery he didn’t feel. It wasn’t even for the music anymore.
Maybe the monk was right—he wanted an answer. Something that would
fill the empty ache he felt every time he heard the music, that he knew he
always would feel even if he never heard the music again.


It’s not as if I can stop listening.


Hiroshi unsheathed his sword and stepped past the stone
lanterns alone. Their glow faded behind him much sooner than he had
expected. As in the first part of the cave the light was very faint but
he still could see—barely. He moved slowly, carefully, trying to step
quietly over the smooth gray stones. 


It didn’t help. The first guardian was waiting for
him before he had gone a dozen steps.


“Go home, boy.”


Hiroshi stood face to knee with a gigantic oni. It
towered over him, a good eight feet tall. Its skin was redder than
blood, its teeth like tusks, its hair like a lion’s mane. It carried in
its right hand a gigantic iron club. 


For several long moments Hiroshi just stared. He
couldn’t raise his sword, he couldn’t run, he couldn’t do anything.


“I asked politely enough,” grunted the oni. “Now
it is too late.”


The creature swung its club. Too late, Hiroshi
tried to dodge. He didn’t get the full force of the blow, but he got
more than enough. His vision exploded like a Chinese rocket, and for a
moment all he could see was white drifting stars. The first thing to
come back to him, even before his vision, was his name, and it wasn’t Hiroshi.


My name is Yojiro. . .


The rest of his former life came back to him then. Part
of him remained Hiroshi and did not forget. Yet now he remembered being
Yojiro too. Growing up in the shadow of Fuji-san, and the people he had
known there. He remembered being a young samurai, full of life and
promise. He remembered the lesson he’d been taught in both humility and
the transience of a life, the day he had died in battle. All this was
known to him in the instant before he opened his eyes again, knowing himself to
be Hiroshi, and knowing that he, once, was Yojiro.


The oni was nowhere to be seen.


Hiroshi sat up, gingerly feeling the lump on the side of
his head. “I think I am still alive, yet I don’t understand how that can
be. Why didn’t the ogre finish me off? I was no match for him!”


Hiroshi didn’t question the new memories that had come to
him on the oni’s club; he knew they had come to him for a reason. He
didn’t know what that reason was, but he was certain he wouldn’t find out
sitting there on the stones. He got to his feet, slowly, and looked
around for his sword. It was lying some distance away. There was
a nick on the blade where it struck a stone on landing.


That will take some time to polish out. Uncle will be
cross.


No help for it now. Hiroshi carefully sheathed the
sword, then remembered to examine himself for any other injuries he might have
missed, but there didn’t seem to be any. That seemed strangely
fortunate, but Hiroshi wasn’t sure if it was anything of the sort. The
other young man’s memories were still strong in him, and he still didn’t know
what they might mean. There was also a curious gap in those memories,
curious because of the vividness of all the others. Someone he could
almost but not quite remember.


Akiko?


Perhaps, but knowing the name did not help. He
couldn’t picture her at all, nor name the song he still heard being played on
the distant koto. He could picture the instrument itself, see
delicate hands at its silk strings, but that was all. Hiroshi took a
deep breath and, when he felt he was able, he followed the music one more time.


The valley narrowed soon after, but the hill where Akiko
waited was getting much closer, and the music, while distant, was very easy to
hear. The same song, beautiful and melancholy. Hiroshi saw bleak
earth rise on either side of him, as if he was walking into a grave.


At least the monster can’t sneak up on me from the
sides. . .


The monster didn’t bother. It waited, serene, in
his path right in front of him. A coiled dragon with scales so smooth
and black they glistened. Its talons dripped venom, and it looked at him
with unblinking red eyes. “Go home, Hiroshi,” it said.


After the oni, the sight of a dragon was not so
startling, for all that Hiroshi could see death in its eyes.


“If I could go back, I would have. Please let me
pass.”


“That isn’t the way of this place,” the dragon said, and
Hiroshi was almost certain that, when it bared its fangs at him, the thing was
coming as close to a smile as its appearance allowed. Hiroshi, terrified
and yet unable to retreat, did the only thing he could think to do and drew his
sword.


Now I am sure it is smiling at me.


Whether it was or not, the thing struck almost too fast
for Hiroshi to see. It didn’t bother to bite him; its talons closed
tightly on his right arm, and Hiroshi felt them piercing his flesh, sending
their venom into his blood. A wave of agony washed over him, far worse
than when the oni had struck him down, far worse than anything he could
have imagined. For a moment he knew nothing, could know nothing through
the haze of pain.


He did not wake, exactly. He heard a woman’s voice,
speaking to him. He knew it for a dream, a memory, but real just the
same. Akiko was speaking to him, somewhere, sometime. . . him?
No. Yojiro. It was Yojiro who heard, and Yojiro who answered.


“You will return, Yojiro. Promise me.”


“I promise,” Hiroshi heard himself answer, in Yojiro’s
voice. It was a promise he had failed to keep, on the day he died.


Hiroshi opened his eyes. The dragon was gone. Hiroshi
was not surprised this time; he had begun to understand, perhaps a little. He
had two sets of memories now. First Yojiro, now Akiko. He
remembered her, her glossy black hair and sweet face—remembered their love and
the promises they had made to each other. He remembered dying.


And she followed me. I’m sorry, Akiko.


There would be a third guardian, but Hiroshi put his sword
away; he did not think he would be needing it again. He followed the
music, remembering the words, remembering who had played that song with so much
joy before and so much sadness now.


Cherry Blossoms on the Water.


The song was a promise of spring. A promise of many
things. Hiroshi looked up at the hilltop. He could see the lone
figure sitting there, bowed over the koto, playing the song that had
called him down the well and away from his life. He was neither angry
nor sad about that, but he was left with the problem of what to do. He
did not try to climb the hill just yet. He waited for the guardian to
appear, and soon he did, the rhythmic jingle of his staff serving counter point
to the mournful koto.


“Greetings, Honored Sir,” Hiroshi said to the monk. Hiroshi
was a little surprised, but not very much.


“Why wait for me? The way to the hill was clear.”


Hiroshi shook his head. “Obvious, perhaps. But
not clear. Nor do I think you intend to stop me directly. Either
of the other two could have done that.”


The monk nodded. “You’re perhaps less of a fool
than I thought. How much less, though? That is not certain.”


“The first two guardians gave me Yojiro and then Akiko,”
Hiroshi said. “What will the third guardian do?”


“Perhaps he will take them away again. Perhaps that
is up to you.”


“What should I do?”


“I told you before—go home.”


“I will go home, for that was my promise. Yet
I have another promise that I must keep first. One even longer delayed.”


The monk frowned but stood aside. “I will wait
here. If you return. . .”


Hiroshi didn’t like the way the monk said ‘if,’ but he
understood. He slowly walked up the hill.


Akiko sat with her back to him, her long white fingers on
the strings of the koto. Too long. Too white. Her
kimono too was white, and it sagged back upon her bony shoulders. Hiroshi
remembered those shoulders, that neck whiter than snow. Grayish now. He
could not see her face. Her back was turned and she could not see him, but she
obviously knew he was there.


“Yojiro, you’ve come back to me.”


She started to rise, but Hiroshi stepped forward and took
her shoulders in a gentle but firm grip. He tried not to think of the
scent that rose from her now, so different from long ago. “Do not look
at me, Akiko.”


“Why not?”


“Because I’m dead. I was. . . I mean. Yojiro—I,
remember. I waved my sword about quite bravely, then I was shot full of
arrows and they cut off my head. My ankles were spiked.”


“You’ve returned,” she insisted.


“You called me from another place, with your music and my
promise. I kept my promise, but I don’t belong here. Now I must
go.”


She shook her head, slowly. “Let me look at you.”


“What will you see, Akiko? What will I see when I
look at you now? We are not what we were. I’ve traveled the River
of Souls before and returned to the living world. You must do the same.”


“Stay?” She sounded confused. “You must
stay!”


“No,” he said.


“You promised!”


“I promised to return, and I have. To love you, and
I did. I remember. I. . . Yojiro, loved you. Let
that be enough.”


“No!”


“What will I see when you look at me? I remember
your beauty. Do you want me to see what you are now?”


“I am Akiko!”


“Yes. You are also dead and your flesh has gone to
corruption. As long as you remain on this hilltop down in the darkness,
playing that song for me, you will remain dead. I don’t want that, and
neither should you.”


“Please. . .,” she said, and reached up to touch
his hand. Her fingers were cold, and there was no living flesh to them.


Hiroshi took a deep breath. He knew what he must
do, but it wasn’t his decision. It was Yojiro’s, for the woman who died
out of love for him. Forgive me, Akiko, but I believe I will need Hiroshi’s
sword one last time.


“Please play for me,” he said. “‘Cherry Blossoms on
the Water.’”


“Always,” she said, and her fingers caressed the strings
as they had his face and body, once long ago. 


In one smooth movement, with less thought than a breath,
Hiroshi drew his sword and brought it down on the strings just to the side of
Akiko’s fingers. The taut silk strings parted with a high screeching
sound like a wail of despair, fading, only to be echoed by Akiko. She
twisted suddenly in his arms, fingers reaching to claw, not caress, but Hiroshi
held firm and looked full into her ruined face, painting over the horror he saw
there with one last strong memory of beauty.


“Good-bye,” he said.


His memory clothed her in full life for just a moment,
then it began to fade, as did Akiko. In a moment, both were gone,
leaving only a trace of sadness and a faint ghostly memory that was more like a
dream. 


Hiroshi was left alone on the hill with the shattered
instrument. After a bit, he made his way back down to the valley again
where the monk was waiting for him.


“She can move on now,” the monk said. “As you must. That
was well done.”


Hiroshi just said, “I would like to go home now.”


They made their way out of the valley and back across the
dry streambed of stones. Hiroshi looked at the piles of stones again,
and again he listened. There was no music, but he did hear the sound of
children playing. He was sure of it this time, but he said nothing until
they were past the stones and walking through the cave back to the well. He
looked at his companion.


“I thought you were a simple monk, but I also thought this
a simple cave.”


“Who do you think I am?”


“If this is the River of Souls, then there are many
powerful kami in this place, but I think you are the one called The God
of Children,” Hiroshi said. “Yet I also think what you did, you did for
Yojiro and Akiko. Not for me. They were young, but they were not
children. Why?”


“We are all children, Hiroshi,” the monk said, and that
was all.


It wasn’t an answer, but then Hiroshi no longer remembered
asking a question of the little monk or, for that matter, remembered the little
monk himself. Even the names Akiko and Yojiro were fading from his
memory now, and then they were gone completely. Hiroshi was alone. He
knew only that he was in a deep dark place where he did not belong, and the way
out was clear.


Hiroshi saw blue sky far above and let it guide him as he
climbed back up into the living world.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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CROSSROADS AND GATEWAYS


Helen Marshall




DAJAN FACED EAST, as he did every morning, greeting the Sun with a toothy
smile that split the creases of his face. His spear was planted in the sand
beside him, gripped by a fist hard and calloused. The wind tugged at the bright
red cloth that hung from it. The sand dunes seemed smooth as elephant bones in
the morning, limned in a brilliant gold. Brown and gold—the colors of the
desert. Dajan’s colors.


He shaded his eyes as he scanned the horizon. In the
distance, he made out the silhouette of a man approaching. This was unexpected.
So little was unexpected in the desert. So little changed. The desert was its
own kind of prison—parched, loveless, limitless.


Dajan leaned against the shaft of his spear and waited.


“There are no crossroads here, Esu,” Dajan called out. The
approaching stranger was naked but for the stretch of cloth about his waist.
Today, Esu had the look of an old man. He wore his skin like a threadbare
blanket over muscles lean and hard as baked clay. His white hair, tangled in
beads and bones, gleamed against the darkness of his shoulders.


“All men are crossroads,” Esu answered with his hyena
grin—mouth stretching wide, too wide, to reveal uneven teeth. “You more than
most.”


Like the flickering of a flame, Esu shifted faces—ancient
wanderer to teasing boy-god. The lanky body was smaller now and rounded with
baby fat. The lines in his face smoothed like the wind sweeping away footprints
in the sand. Still, the hyena grin was the same.


“All men are crossroads,” Esu repeated with a sly look,
“and all women are gateways. It is unfortunate that you are not a woman. Women
deserve gifts.”


“Women have gifts of their own,” Dajan answered
cautiously.


Esu cackled at this, now turned white-haired and old once
more. “As do you, as do you. Have you no questions for me, dead one?”


“No,” Dajan said. Asking questions of Esu—in any of his
form—was dangerous. His tongue gave shape to lies. He was a deceiver. He broke
the world apart and knitted it together as he pleased. He might grant favors,
yes, but there was always a price.


“You’ve learned wisdom, I see,” Esu said as he pressed his
face close. Dajan refused to flinch when the wrinkled lips whispered into his
ear. “Or the desert has taught it to you. A question for a question then. What
was the name of the first woman you loved?”


Dajan paused. In his mind’s eye, he saw her, hips swaying
beneath the crimson cloth, mouth slightly parted, eyes full of a thousand
secrets.


Silence had its own price. There had been silence for so
many years. Years of wandering. Years of waiting.


“Duma,” Dajan whispered, his chest constricting at the
thought. Duma. Cheetah.


Esu threw back his head and shrilled like the bird. “Did
she mark you with her claws? Or did she simply run faster than you?” There was
something hungry in the old man’s eyes that set Dajan on edge. “Wise, you are.
Wise as a woman’s eyes. Sly as a woman’s eye. It doesn’t open easily. Did
hers?”


“One question, you said.”


“Aye,” Esu crowed. “A question, a question. Would you know
how to please her?”


Dajan’s throat was dry. The Sun was higher in the sky than
it should have been, scorching him with its rays. The desert was no longer the
warm golds and browns of dawn. Instead, it had bleached into the blinding white
of midday. Bone light, his people had once called that color. Only Esu’s
crooked body darkened the surroundings. “Why are you here?” Dajan asked.


“Wise, of course. Always whys.” Esu grinned again, his
wrinkled face broken by the white gleam of his teeth. “I have come, Dajan of
the Sands, to open a gateway for you.”


~ ~ ~


“Tell me a story, hunter,” Esu said as he began to climb
towards the top of the dune. His feet made tiny dimples in the sand as he
walked. He had taken the face of the child: snub-nosed, heavy-lipped, and
dark-eyed. The whites of his eyes seemed to dance like twin Moons.


“I thought you were here to open a gateway,” Dajan replied
wryly.


“You are lost in the desert of Zamani. The past. You must
see the way you have come before you go further.” He pointed at the footsteps.


“I don’t understand.”


“Of course not! No one ever understands me,” Esu whined. “You are at a crossroads.
Speak, and take the first step.”


Dajan knelt down and ran his fingers through the smooth
sand as he mulled over the boy-god’s words. He held a handful for a moment. The
grains ran in thin streams as he gathered his thoughts.


“Once,” Dajan said, “there was a hunter—very young. He had
barely seen the sun of sixteen summers, but he was keen-eyed, long-armed.”


“Ah,” Esu whispered as he beckoned Dajan with his hands.


“Women thought well of him, and many had laid necklaces at
his tent in hopes of a fond welcome. He decorated himself with their gifts for
he was as vain as Nyani, the baboon, but he never touched the women who offered
them.”


“Foolish as Nyani,” the boy-god replied with a giggle.


“Of course,” Dajan replied, “but he was keen-eyed,
long-armed, so he wore each of their hearts around his neck as a trinket.


“One morning, during the Season of the Spear, he set out
among the heartlands in search of antelope. Keen-eyed as he was, it was late in
the day before he found a herd. As the spear left his hand, the herd scattered
as if forewarned of his attack. Long-armed as he was, his throw went astray.
That was when he saw her.
She was. . . beautiful,” Dajan murmured. “Golden as the Sun and
graceful as the wind through the grass. She was like him: a hunter. She was aduma.” Esu’s eyes flickered at this.
“He crept towards her, careful lest she catch his scent.”


“It is dangerous for a duma to catch a man’s scent,” Esu
said softly.


Dajan paused for a moment, glancing towards the Sun. Then
he turned towards Esu with a sly look. “The day grows hot and I am thirsty. Now
is not the time for stories.”


“Bah!” Esu’s young voice took on the plaintive tones of a
grandfather. He shook his skinny arm at Dajan. “It is always the time for
stories.” With that, he took a cowrie shell from his pouch and threw it towards
the heavens. It gleamed for a moment, and then it was no longer a shell but the
bright face of the Moon come to chase down the Sun. The Sun fled towards the
hills, fearing today the hunter might catch her. In a moment, there was
darkness. “Finish the story!”


“Soon,” Dajan replied, secretly pleased at the tantrum.
“First, you must answer my question. Why am I a crossroads?”


Esu chewed the bottom of his lip sullenly. Dajan waited.
When no answer was forthcoming, he turned away from the dark child and began to
walk.


“Where are you going?” Esu asked, but before he had even finished
speaking his eyes widened at his mistake. He let out an animal sound of
frustration—a howl as loud and long as a hyena’s. The noise meant a brief
victory.


Dajan turned.


“You would ask me a question, little god?” His tone was
insolent. Foolishly so. But pride had ever been his weakness. “I go towards the
tribe of my brother. I would know if all you say is true.”


“I do not lie,” Esu spat. “You have passed from Sasa into
Zamani—history, the past. You are beyond their memory. You can’t go back
unless. . .”


“Yes?” Dajan asked, pretending nonchalance.


“Ah!” Esu’s frown transformed into a smirk. “One question.
You are a crossroads because Sasa and Zamani meet within you.”


“I thought I was within Zamani,” Dajan said. He shifted
his weight onto his spear.


“Sasa lies ahead. If
you can open the door,” Esu replied, leaping in the air. “But come, come! We
must walk. And it is the time for stories.”


Dajan nodded, then trudged after Esu who had set off in a
new direction. It was always this way with the gods. Nothing held fast. Nothing
held still. They were the wind and he was the grain of sand blown heedless in
their wake. He licked his lips. It tasted of salt, but he smiled anyway. He had
tricked this boy-god once. There was more to be gained from him.


“Very well,” Dajan said. He closed his eyes. Reached for
the rhythm of the story.


“The hunter was close now. With his keen eyes, he could
see the pattern of her soul upon her skin. He knew her by it and knew he would
never mistake her for another. The skin of a duma is like the fingerprint of a
man. With his long arms, he could almost reach her. But the necklaces, the
necklaces he had worn to please his pride, clattered as he moved. She heard,
and knew the scent of heartbreak and pride, for she was a woman as well as a
hunter. So she turned on him. He was weaponless and in love, so he did not fear
her claws.


“She carved the pattern of his soul onto his skin. It was
one of pride and heart’s blood. When she left him, he was keen-eyed, and
long-armed, and broken on the sand.”


There was silence for a time as, in the dark desert of the
sky, the Scorpion wheeled overhead.


“A good story,” Esu said, charmed out of his usual
impishness. Perhaps it was the blood, Dajan thought. For a moment, he could
catch the gleam from Esu’s hair in the moonlight before it returned to its
boyish darkness. “Another story then.”


“I am empty of others.”


“Then I shall teach you.” The hyena grin, once more.
“Once, there was a mound of skin and bones dyed red with the blood of a
hunter.”


Dajan looked up sharply, but Esu continued in his singsong
voice, his hands carving a space in the darkness between them. “And a duma
came, a huntress blooded once by a man. Her claws were red in the light of the
setting Sun, and she touched him. Touched him again. Where her claws met his
skin, it was re-joined, stitched together once more until she lay atop him and
he was whole.”


Dajan felt a flicker of fear within him. For a moment, he
could see the shape of trees in the distance beyond the edges of the desert.
Jagged as teeth against the stars.


But trees did not last. They could not last. The desert was too strong.


“She left him, of course, as is the way of mothers and
lovers, and his necklace clattered as he tried to touch the fur of her coat.
She was gone. The hunter rose from the sand and the blood and collected his
spear, never looking back, for he had forgotten her, as is the way of sons and
lovers. Still, for all his pride, each night he placed a necklace by the door
of his tent and each night a woman reclaimed her heart until his throat was
bare and he was simply a boy again.”


“If only it were so easy to change the past,” Dajan
muttered.


“Perhaps it could be. With help. You live within Zamani,
hunter.”


“This is not
Zamani,” Dajan snapped. “I know it. My brother’s children, they still offer
milk and honey to my memory. I have not been forgotten.”


“Once, they did,” Esu said. He became again the ancient
traveler, his body flensed of its youth and promise. “But you have passed from
Sasa. The now. Your brother’s children are gone. As are their children.”


Esu’s eyes were milky and half-blind, skin folded into
thick creases when he squinted. Body bent and burdened. Dajan could read the
passage of time in that transformation. Could see the years he himself had
spent in the desert. When had he last tasted the gifts of the living? When had
he last drunk in their memory of him? How long had he wandered the desert while
his brother’s line fell to the sands?


“Why are you telling me this?” Dajan demanded. His hands
clenched into fists. He did not want to think about such things.


“To open your eyes!” He paused. Spat again. “Fweh. You are
careless with your questions.” He waved a hand in disgust. “For that answer,
you must tell me another story.”


~ ~ ~


It was midday once more. The Moon had let the Sun chase
her from the sky, dancing ahead, vanishing beneath the line of the horizon.


Dajan and Esu continued to walk the dunes, leaving a trail
of footprints like the spots on Ghana’s long neck. Dajan knew these hills. Had
travelled them ceaselessly as the Sun hunted the Moon. But could he be sure
they were the same hills? Did his footprints show the path he had come or the
path he still must tread?


The past mattered. It meant
something. But the bowls had been empty for so long. The children’s bones
licked clean by sand. Baked to dust by the sun. He could not remember the faces
of his brother’s sons and daughters. None remembered his face. Perhaps none of
it mattered anymore.


Yet a story was owed. The old laws still meant something.
He would give the boy-god his due.


“Once, there was a beautiful woman named Mayasa,” Dajan
began. “Her arms were dark as the coals of a fire burnt out, long and slender.
Her hair was plaited and wrapped in a band of crimson cloth beaded with cowrie
shells. When she walked, her movements were swift and sure. She was a princess
of her tribe.”


They crested the top of a dune, and Dajan paused for a
moment to survey the land. It stretched towards the horizon in an arc of
mottled gold and brown. Empty. With a sigh, he took another step and led the
way down the mound.


“Her mother,” Dajan continued, “broached the topic of
marriage one evening as she knelt at the loom. Mayasa smiled obligingly and
said: ‘There is a little while yet before I must find a husband.’ And her mother
was satisfied and went away.


“The seasons passed, and Mayasa’s mother returned to her
to speak. Again, Mayasa smiled and put aside the question, for she loved her
freedom more than any man.


“Finally, during the season of the Sun, when the old men
complain of water and the young ones lay quiet in the shade of the trees, her
mother returned. This time, Mayasa could not put her off. ‘I shall marry he who
catches Ubora, the King of the Antelopes,’ she said, and her mother was
pleased. Such was a task fit a prince.”


Esu chuckled to himself as they walked over the sand.
“Only a princess would bind her eye in gold.”


“Perhaps. But is the right of a woman to name her own
price.”


“As you say.”


Dajan resumed his tale. “So each of the hunters came to
ask Mayasa for her blessing, and she paused before each as she judged him. She
said to them in turn: ‘Go forth and bring me Ubora.’ None ever returned with
the King of the Antelopes.


“Finally, the youngest hunter came to her, saying, ‘I
would have your blessing in my hunt, princess.’ She paused before this one
longer than before the others, for he was handsomer than most, keen-eyed and
long-armed. But she knew his heart, as is a woman’s way, and she knew that he
did not love her.


“The King of the Antelopes was clever and fleet, but
Mayasa was afraid. Even a King could stumble. This hunter would make an
ill-fitting husband for her. He was too proud. Too full of disdain. There was
no room in his heart for love. But what was there to do? She nodded once to the
hunter and said: ‘Go forth and bring me Ubora.’


“She turned to leave, but the hunter spoke again. ‘I will,
princess. But I would ask a gift of you.’ Mayasa was startled, for none of the
others had dared to approach her thus, but she was a princess above all else,
and she knew her duty. ‘What would you have of me?’ The hunter paused for a
moment and Mayasa almost blushed at the way he stared at her. ‘The cloth from
your hair.’


“Softly, Mayasa cursed, but she unwound the red scarf and
let her hair fall in a dark cascade down her back. When the hunter left, Mayasa
knew that she had been right to fear him. That night, she followed him from the
city. Her unbound hair was a cloak of shadows that hid her from his eyes. He,
in turn, tied the cloth around the head of his spear.


“After several days, he found the herd that followed
Ubora. Approaching through the tall grass, he drew nearer. The King of the
Antelopes scented the hunter, but when he searched the grasslands, all he could
see was the head of the spear bound in the red scarf. He mistook it for the
princess herself and was unafraid.


“Mayasa, seeing the danger her gift presented, slipped out
of her skin in the way that all of her mother’s line could. When she was free
of the rags of human flesh, she was a duma, sleek and deadly.


“This
scent Ubora knew, for it was the scent of wild death on the plains, and he ran.
The spear that the hunter had thrown missed its mark, but the hunter did not
care. He had seen Mayasa in the form of the duma, and he knew that she was the
true prize.


“Weaponless, he approached her, thinking that he could
tame her with his bare hands. But the love of a duma is reckless and wild and
cuts deeper than a knife. She knew that, clever and handsome though he was, she
would never run free if he caught her. So she caught him with her claws and her
teeth, and she left him for dead on the plains.”


“Ah,” Esu whistled through his teeth. “That was
well-told.”


“It will be well paid-for,” Dajan said.


“Double-tongued, as I am double-faced. I like you,
hunter,” cackled Esu, throwing his hands into the air. “Perhaps I shall give you a gift. You speak like
a woman.”


Dajan caught his arm and held him for a moment. His
fingers dug into Esu’s sinewy flesh. “Tell me how I can return to Sasa.”


Shaking away the hunter’s grasp as if it were nothing, Esu
replied, “Surely you know stories. It is not yet time.”


“Then what gift?”


“A story, of course. Words are the currency in Zamani,
hunter. Which shall you hear? How the hen scratched away the continents of the
world? How Tembo gained his mighty tusks?”


“I know those stories,” Dajan replied with an irritable
wave of his hand. “Tell me a story about you.”


Esu preened for a moment at the request. “Of course, of
course. Walk with me, hunter, and I shall tell you.”


~ ~ ~


The Moon still hung in the sky, casting a silvery light
over the sands until they gleamed like the hair of a newlywed bride. There was
not a hill here that Dajan had not climbed, not a grain that had not tickled
his skin as he walked. Still, Esu seemed satisfied to simply wander as he
talked, so Dajan shrugged and kept pace. He had the patience of a hunter, and
he knew his prize was near.


“Once, there was a man as handsome as Ghana is tall and as
wily as Ubora, King of the Antelopes,” Esu began, his hyena grin dividing his
head like two halves of a split calabash fruit.


“Better to say as proud as Tembo the elephant,” Dajan
snorted.


“Quiet, hunter.” Esu commanded, aiming a swat at Dajan’s
head. “This man knew the secrets of the world and was a trickster at heart.
During the Season of the Sweet Grain, he met a hunter in the desert.”


“I believe I know this story,” Dajan muttered.


“And the hunter was rude, but the trickster, who was
patient as the wind, spoke with him a while. You see the hunter was no ordinary
hunter. Of course not. The trickster never talked with ordinary men. The hunter
was a spirit. He had been foolish and had lost his life for it. His brother’s
sons offered honey and milk to his memory, but as is the way of mortals, they
grew old, and their sons grew old, and their sons grew old until the honey
became rare and milk was needed for the babes of the family. None remembered
the foolish hunter. As is the way of such spirits, he passed into the desert.
Into Zamani.”


“Stop!” Dajan ordered. “Do not mock me.”


Esu rolled his eyes. “Are you deaf? I do not lie. Besides,
this is a story.”


With regal dignity, Esu began to speak once more. “So the
trickster found the hunter in the desert and was well-pleased with his tales.
Still, the hunter did not understand why the trickster had come to the desert.
‘Why are you here?’ he cried with all the impatience of a child. And the
trickster answered, for he was kind as the honeybird who always aids mankind,
‘I am here for a trade.’ ‘I have nothing,’ the hunter replied, but the
trickster was wily as Ubora, and he knew this was not true. ‘You have many
gifts, hunter. I but require one—a red strip of cloth so I might bind up my
hair.’”


“Be quiet!” Dajan pleaded. “I do not want to hear your
story anymore!” And he clutched the spear closer to his side. Esu only clicked
his tongue and grinned a wide grin, his ancient teeth gaping.


“Of course, the hunter was loath to part with the gift,
for it had been dyed with his heart’s blood and would look foolish in the hair
of an old man. ‘What would I gain in return for such a prize?’


“‘Why, I shall tell you the end of a story,’ the trickster
replied. ‘All the tales I know end sadly,’ the hunter told him, and his face
was dark because he could not see. ‘Bah!’ cried the trickster. ‘There is no
sadness in Death. Death is a Woman, and sometimes taking is less sweet than
being taken.’”


“That is no story,” Dajan grunted. “It is not true. Death
is not a Woman. I know
this!”


“You know nothing, hunter!”


And before Dajan could stop him, Esu pulled the scarf free
from Dajan’s spear. He danced out of reach and tied it into his own hair.


“No!” Dajan cried. Something was breaking apart inside
him. A pain lanced at his heart. The pain of claws and sharp teeth. He had not
felt pain such as this for many years.


He advanced wildly on Esu. His eyes, a hunter’s eyes. They
saw, keenly, as the hunter sees. His limbs were long and tireless. And the god?
The god was skinny and old, his body bent like a grandfather. For a moment,
only, Dajan was allowed to forget that this
was no grandfather. This was
no old man.


“Be quiet,” Esu commanded. His voice was sharp. Dangerous.
Free of the sidling whispers and mocking grins. “It was won fairly.”


And in that moment of forgetting—that moment of bitter
reprimand—Dajan felt himself begin to come undone. It was as if that scarf had
bound him together for these long years. Set his shape in place.


“Please,” Dajan cried. “It is all I have of her! It is all
the hold I have upon this world. There is no milk, no honey, to keep me in this
place! Only her.”


“Foolish boy!” Esu’s voice rang out across the desert. His
mouth was impossibly wide. He could have plucked the Moon from the heavens like
a calabash fruit and ground it between his teeth. “Have you learned nothing?
Listen! It is the knot that holds you fast. Would you stay?” He smacked Dajan
on the side of the head. “Look!”


Dajan turned with a snarl to see.


And froze.


He knew the desert. He knew the feel of the sun baking on
his back as he climbed the dunes. He knew the taste of dust on his tongue. He had
counted every grain of sand. He had memorized the curve of the hills.


But, in the distance, he saw something he did not
recognize: the rippling waves of the grasslands.


Esu clicked his tongue. “Ah,” he whispered with a
satisfied sigh, “the savannah.”


“What?” Dajan asked. Heat could drive a man mad. He knew
this. And there was a kind of madness in that image. The beautiful, shimmering
waves of grass: soft as a woman’s hair.


But this was not madness. This was Sasa.


“Now the time is right, hunter. The crossroads. What will
you choose?”


“What do you mean?”


“You would have another gift from me? You truly are a
woman,” Esu said, his hyena grin wide as the arc of a spear. “You are the border between Sasa and
Zamani. You carry the desert within you.”


“I may leave, then?” Dajan murmured in wonder. His eyes
searched the landscape like a lover’s hands in the darkness. Long swells of
tall grass rippled with the passage of the wind. Beyond the savannah he could
make out the dark smudge of the jungle on the horizon. Sasa.


“Are you ready to walk through this gateway, hunter?” Esu
asked, shaking his cowrie shell as if it were a child’s rattle.


“All gateways are women, are they not? What is her name?”
Dajan answered.


The old man clicked his tongue again. Dajan didn’t think he
would answer, but after a moment, Esu said: “Duma.”


Dajan clenched his spear in surprise. Surprise and
something else. Desire. As the cowrie shell shook, he saw her on the
plains—beautiful as the Sun at the edge of night.


“Go!” Esu hooted. “Make me a story!”


Dajan was running. He left his spear on the dunes, knowing
that he must do this on his own. If he were to tame her, it would be with his
hands. He let out a whoop of joy as his feet landed on the cool grass of the
savannah. Then, as he disappeared into the sweet embrace of the grassland, he
was silent once more. His body made no more than a whisper as moved, the stalks
sliding around him like water around the prow of a coracle. It was infinitely
sweet, the tickle of grass in his nostrils, the moonlight on his back, the
breeze teasing the tips of his braids.


It was life.


It was home.


It was the hunt.


He was close now. The silver light lit up her coat in a
soft copper sheen. He knew the mottled spots on her skin, knew them as he had
known his own footprints in the desert. It was a part of him. Taking a breath,
Dajan held his hands out before her, not to touch her this time—he was wiser
than that now—but in a gesture of supplication. He saw the duma’s muscles
tense.


There was a smile touching his lips as she pounced.


He was keen-eyed and long-armed, yes, as he had told the
boy-god. That had not left him over the years. But in this place he was armed
only with the wisdom of the desert. There was nothing between him and her
claws.


She was a duma, a huntress in her own right. She was prey
for no man.


And she tore through him easily.


Dajan cried out, stumbling in blood beneath the weight of
her body.


Esu, watching from the distance, furrowed his brows. He
mumbled words beneath his breath and continued to shake the cowrie shell.


“All men are crossroads,” he whispered in a singsong
voice, “and all women are gateways.”


Out on the plains, Dajan died. The claws of the duma
flayed the skin from his body. But there was a smile on his face.


He was wise.


~ ~ ~


The duma stood over him, claws and teeth red from the
kill. She made a noise deep in her throat and began to nose through the
still-warm remains of the hunter. Her claws swept through the rags of skin,
searching, always searching. She saw a movement among the bloody strips and
nudged the refuse away. Beneath, she saw the first glimmer of gold. Then an eye
dark as desire. Gold and brown.


With a low growl she swiped away the last pieces like the
hen scratching away at the earth to form the continents of the world. From the
space she had cleared crawled the lean form of a cat. The duma knew the pattern
of his skin, knew it from long ago. There was no pride this time. He smelt of
the desert, the sharp scent of sand and the lonely wind.


The second duma rose and shook free of the remnants of his
former life. He could feel a change within him, another path, another story.


Warily, he took a step towards her. She snarled and batted
at his head with her paw. He hesitated, but the gesture was playful—coy.


He tilted his head slightly, keeping it low to the ground,
and made an inquisitive noise.


“Shall we hunt?” he asked in the language of the duma.


“Our prey?” she growled in a voice as soft as the feather
of a guinea fowl.


With a soft huff of breath he said, “Ubora, King of the
Antelopes.”


~ ~ ~


Atop the hill Esu watched with a half-mocking grin as the
two of them raced through the tall grass, little more than a blur of gold and
brown. Absent-mindedly, he scratched at his crotch.


“Sly,” he mumbled, “sly as a woman’s eye.” He ran his hand
through his stubbly black hair and carefully bound it up within the stretch of
red cloth.


With that, his arms stretched out into the wings of a
heron. In a moment, he was nothing more than another flash of silver in the
night sky, an arrow shot from the bow of the Moon towards the fleeing light of
his prey.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE BLACK WATERS
OF LETHE


Oliver Buckram




AT DAWN, STARLINGS FALL from the sky like fat feathered raindrops.
After flying low over the river, they forget to flap their wings and they
plummet downward. Some splash into the black water. Others hit the ground near
me, making little furrows in the bare earth. Those that survive are stunned and
twitching. Before they can recover and fly away, I twist their necks with
practiced ease.


The prince trembles in his sleep but does not wake,
despite a broken-winged starling scrabbling in the dust near him. He must be
dreaming of a full belly and a warm bed, of life on the other side of the dark
river.


I only call him prince for lack of a better name. He
claims a disloyal vizier must have seized his realm and exiled him. More
likely, he’s a slave who came here to flee a cruel master. That would explain
the scars on his back.


Who can say for sure? Like all three of us, he’s forgotten
his name and everything else about the other side of the river. He calls me
‘greybeard,’ which at least is accurate. I’ve been here the longest.


The warrior emerges from his hut—a pitiful structure of
sticks and grass—and roars for his breakfast. His strength and brutality make
him the unquestioned tyrant of our little group. We know he’s a warrior because
he was wearing a bronze helmet when he washed up on the riverbank years ago.
Thus he’s not a runaway slave or fugitive criminal. A deserter, I think, though
I never say it aloud.


The warrior kicks the prince awake and orders him to fetch
water. Our camp lies by a stream that flows into the river. Water from the
stream is unclouded and does not bring oblivion.


The prince stumbles to his feet in time to avoid another
kick. While I gather up starlings into dark feathery piles, he dips the
battered helmet into the stream. We’ll use it as a pot to cook starling stew.
Once the warrior has eaten his fill, there may be some left over for the prince
and me.


I pluck the birds as the prince gathers brush for the
fire. The brush burns poorly, but it’s all we have. Wood is scarce here, as if
the trees themselves don’t remember how to grow straight and tall.


The prince cries out. He’s found a large wooden object at
the water’s edge. The thing is at least ten feet long, with a pole sticking up
from the middle.


It’s a sailboat, I say. Sailboat. The word emerges from my
mind like a bloated corpse rising from murky depths.


The warrior stares at the boat, which is tangled in the
reeds. We’ve never seen a vessel on the river before. The black water has no
fish, and who’d want to travel here?


There’s no reason for anyone to visit our empty scrubland.
Civilization, comfort, memory: these must all be on the opposite bank. On this
side lies only madness. Nature itself here is unnatural. Ants sometimes fly in
the air. The prince says that of course ants fly. On the other side of the
river, he claims, his golden carriage was pulled by swarms of winged ants. I
remember none of this.


The warrior approaches the boat warily. Lying inside is a
dead man wearing a blue robe. Perhaps his heart forgot to beat. The river
sometimes kills men this way. For others, drinking the black water, or
breathing its vapors, leaves body unscathed but mind empty. When the prince
first arrived, he drooled and babbled for days before regaining the power of
speech.


I scan the opposite shore of the wide river for any sign
of human activity, for the people who sent the boat. As always, I see only a
forest of pine trees. The prince sometimes sees gleaming battlements and
distant towers, but I’ve never caught a glimpse of them.


The warrior drags the corpse ashore. He strips the clothes
from it. It’s been two years since the last body washed up, and we’re all
dressed in tatters.


When I look at the boat, words flood into my head. Square
rigged sail. Flat bottom. Steering oar. Perhaps I’m a shipwright. The large
black eyes painted on the bow look familiar. Am I a painter?


The warrior, now dressed in the blue robe, tosses aside
the filthy rags he used to wear. The prince looks at me, and when I remain
still, scrambles to retrieve them.


The warrior hauls the boat onto land. Summoning my
courage, I protest. I tell him we should sail across the river. We must have
survived the crossing once before. We can again. The boat is big enough for
three.


He laughs and says a crossing is too dangerous. He starts
searching inside the boat.


I point at the nude stranger lying in the dirt. Look, I
say. The wind is shifting. See how it ruffles his hair. If we raise the sail,
the wind will blow us to the opposite shore.


The warrior growls and shakes his head.


I ask him why he doesn’t want to rejoin his army. Won’t
your comrades-in-arms be overjoyed at your safe return? He cuffs me, too busy
rummaging through the boat to give me a proper beating. He finds bread and wolfs
it down but tosses aside the purse of silver coins.


The prince examines a coin. He tells me that it bears an
excellent portrait of him. In truth, it looks nothing like him.


The warrior finds a wineskin. He gulps down wine and
sticks an oar upright in the ground. He says here you shall build me a new hut
with the boat’s wooden planks. Start now.


I ask why live in a hut when you could live in a barracks
on the other shore. Or perhaps a fine house. You may be a general.


He raises his fist, but I’m prudently out of range. We
both suspect that if he ever returns, he’ll be executed for desertion.


The warrior pours wine down his throat. When it’s gone, he
dances drunkenly around the oar before falling asleep.


The prince and I walk to the river. Now’s our chance, I
say. We can take the boat and return to our homes.


He looks at me without comprehension.


Come, I say. Let’s leave this place and return to your
realm.


He refuses. He says his subjects are not ready for his
return.


I point at the pale body on the ground. Do you want to end
up like him? The prince averts his gaze.


I lean my shoulder against the boat and push it towards
the river. I’m no longer young. It’s difficult.


Don’t leave me, says the prince.


Again I urge him to come, but he shakes his head.


Once the boat is in the water, I return for the oar, but
the prince is shaking the warrior awake. I take the oar and run back to the
boat. The warrior bellows and chases me.


At the water’s edge, I turn to face him. He trips over the
naked corpse and I swing the oar at him. He’s too drunk to dodge my clumsy
blow, and it thumps into his head. He falls to the ground, eyes open and
unseeing.


The act of murder feels strange and new. This
unfamiliarity comforts me. Perhaps I’m not a criminal who fled across the
river. Perhaps I’m a good man with a family on the other side.


The prince falls to his knees and sobs silently.


I tear a strip of cloth from the warrior’s blue robe and
tie it over my nose and mouth. It might keep out the river’s vapors.


The prince says nothing as I climb into the boat. It feels
natural to unfurl the sail. Perhaps I’m a fisherman.


The prince stands between the two dead bodies, watching.
He rushes forward and for a moment I think he’ll join me. But instead he drinks
from the river like an animal.


He won’t miss me.


I steer towards the opposite shore, holding my breath as
long as I can. If I get up enough speed before I forget to steer, the boat may
reach the other side. Whatever waits for me there, I want to see it before I
die.


Halfway across the river, my lungs betray me and I gasp
for air. Fortunately, the cloth on my face seems to work. I can still remember
the starlings trembling in my hands. I can still remember the sound of the oar
hitting the warrior’s head. The boat remains on course.


When I reach the other side, I clamber ashore and rip the
cloth away from my face. I breathe deeply. Will my memories come flooding back?


Nothing happens.


I look behind me. The boat is slowly drifting downstream.
On the far shore, the prince stares at me.


He does not wave.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Science Fiction, Interzone, and Shimmer, among other places. He
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THE LIGHTHOUSE
KEEPERS


Nicole M.
Taylor




Twelve


Around noon, when the sun came out again, Mona’s children
discarded their shoes and their socks, their trousers and their smudged shirts,
and swam out towards the drowned ship.


The wreck had been there much longer than the children had
been alive. It was slick with green algae in some places and rippled and
scratchy where it had rusted. Mona’s son liked to swim down and stare through
the gaps in the twisted metal underneath the water. Mona’s daughter liked to
crawl up on to the top where part of the vast stern protruded. She stretched
her little body out across the flattest part and let the sun dry her hair.


The briny smell, the dusky organic odor of all the things
that live in deep water; it reminded the children of their mother. Mona’s
daughter licked her lips, tasted warm wet salt.


“Look,” said her brother, bobbing easily on the surface.
His bare legs looked green through the water. They bunched up under him,
angular like a frog’s. He pointed towards the shore.


The sheriff was there, along with Mrs. Barlow, who taught
school. They stood in front of the blackened outlines of the lighthouse and
pressed their flat hands over their eyes for shade. Mona’s son swam towards his
sister until he could cling to the metal sides of the wreck, his little palms
spreading out whitely.


“They’re gonna take us away,” he said.


His sister slipped down, a light little splash beside him.
“If they do,” she said, “I will be with you.” Her hand stretched out for his.


~ ~ ~


Three


Mona boiled the hacksaw three times. “Do you think that’ll
be enough?” She pulled the tool out of the pot of bubbling water with a pair of
metal kitchen tongs.


Beatrice just stared at her, uncomprehending. “He’s gonna
die,” she said slowly, as though Mona were dumb, as though she didn’t know.


“Maybe,” said Mona. She deposited the still-dripping
hacksaw into a folded brown towel, gentle as a mother with a baby. “Get Mama’s
sedatives and the leftover needles,” she told Beatrice, who shook her head and
pressed her cold hands to the back of her neck as if holding herself down to
the earth.


Mona had already crushed up the capsules that their mother
had left behind and mixed them in with the thin broth she’d fed the soldier. He
was unconscious now, breathing deep and steady. She supposed that was good.


Walking down that long hallway with the hacksaw pillowed
in her arms, Mona felt clear and hollow and purposeful. Her hands seemed to
move with no particular intelligence to guide them. It was like when she
climbed up to fix the light: just a task; just another repair to be made.


In the room, in the dark, the soldier was sweating into
her pillows and her sheets, which had never known a man’s skin before. There
was a damp impression all in the shape of his body. His forehead was warm to
the touch, and the skin around his ruined leg was burning. The long bone below
the knee was shattered; it protruded in hard white angles, stuck fast into
little pools of yellow infection. The skin all around it was puffed and red,
and when Mona touched it—even with just her fingertips—the soldier twitched and
cried out and ground his teeth together.


Beatrice came with needles in her hands, vials in her pockets.
“Should we. . . should we give him something? Whiskey?” She set the
needles down on the sideboard with a nervous clatter.


“Nothing to give. Except that,” and Mona nodded her head
towards the vial. It used to make her mother’s voice slow and tongue heavy. She
would lie down on the sofa and look around the room in a lagging loop, her eyes
somehow grown thick. Mona didn’t know if that would be sufficient for the
soldier, or for the work she needed to do. But there hadn’t been a supply
shipment in four months; if they had whiskey to give, it was a secret to Mona.
She stared down at the last space of cool, pale skin just below the soldier’s
knee. There, she thought. When a fissure or a crack appeared in a lens, one had
to find the edges that were still whole; those were the only parts it was safe
to touch. One had to remove the whole thing.


She rested the saw gently on his skin, at an angle like it
was a block of wood. He did not move, his face did not change. She pressed down
slightly until she could see the teeth of the hacksaw depress his clean skin.
Wood did not give in that way; metal was never so pliant.


“I can’t do this,” said Beatrice, wrapping her tanned arms
around herself, holding on to the ends of her long yellow hair. She looked very
young and very vital, sunlight creeping uninvited into a shuttered room.


“You are not doing anything,” Mona pointed out. As usual,
Beatrice turned everything into yet another chapter in the grand drama of her
life. Beatrice screwed up her mouth at Mona, as if she could read her
uncharitable thoughts in her face. Maybe she could; Mona had never been a great
one for subterfuge. 


“I can’t watch this,” she said.


Mona had always hated the way Mama and Dad used to coddle
Beatrice, pet her and let her play the baby. So she surprised herself a little
when she said, “go, then.” Beatrice looked at her, all big-eyed gratitude.
Neither could help the way they had been made, Mona supposed. But it was a
kindness as well; Beatrice was lucky to always have someone to take care.


Mona could hear the sound of the waves on the shore
outside, and she could hear Beatrice in the hallway breathing shallow and
making soft retching noises. She pressed the hacksaw down hard and began to
pull it back and forth again in a methodical, industrious way.


The soldier squirmed; weak, narcotized. He made a sound
that might have been a sluggish scream. The hacksaw tore rather than cut; his
body fought her at every stroke. The muscle in his leg grabbed at the teeth of
the saw and resisted. It felt to Mona like swimming against a strong current,
all of it so much harder than it should have been, than she had imagined it
would be. Only when she finally hit the solid foundation of his bone did she
get good purchase. It made a grinding, scraping. Her forearms ached; blood
soaked down her sheets, into the mattress. It was thin and almost black.


Once, she looked down and saw that his eyes were open,
logy like her mother’s eyes. His mouth gaped open, his lips trembled. But what
words he had died somewhere inside of him, and no sound came out.


~ ~ ~


Four


One morning, Warwick Shue woke up, swung his legs over the
side of the bed, and stood up. He tumbled almost immediately to the floor.


The dark-haired sister, Mona she was called, appeared in
the doorway like a dour shadow. Her pale, expressionless face didn’t change,
and she did not make any attempt to go to him, save to reach out with one hand
and rest it on the curve of the doorknob.


Warwick was grateful.


His “good” leg was weak from long weeks of bed rest. It
quivered underneath him as he raised himself back up on the bed. It was absurd,
but he couldn’t help but think of Friday night dances before the war, when he
was just a boy. Margot Pellis resting briefly in his arms like a sparrow, and
his legs had shaken just like this. He had held her so still and so stiffly
because he was sure that a twitch, an exhalation, would send her flying. Margot
Pellis. She might as well be dead now. He would never see her again.


He rested on the bed and breathed raggedly, bending his
head down and tilting his face away from Mona’s bland, watchful gaze.
Eventually he looked up; she was still staring at him.


“Could you do with some breakfast?” she said.


“I could,” Warwick answered.


The next day he awoke to find an antique wooden wheeled
chair sitting at the end of his bed. He moved towards it in the new way of
locomoting he had adopted, half-crawl, half-hop, leaning heavy on his hands.
The chair was old but solid. Probably weighed as much as he did. He touched the
curved armrest; it felt sort of slick, as though it were some organic, sweating
thing.


Warwick did not like the chair, not at first, not ever. He
felt small in it. He clattered, he creaked, he crushed the dirt and the grass
in narrow rows behind him. Were it a choice, he would not have used it. Gotten
around instead with crutches or simply laid in his borrowed bed day in and day
out, but he found out later that Mona had scavenged it from the house of some
rich old man whose only son had gone to war and left him all alone to die. She’d
rolled it over a mile and a half of tall grassland and rocky shore to bring it
back to the light and to him.


Each morning after that, Warwick climbed into the chair.
Smooth, familiar underneath him like an extension of his broken body. Mona took
to going for strolls with him, out along the raggedy swell of land that the
light sat upon. They remarked occasionally upon the sea. The industrial grey of
it, the surprising white green froth, high waves. The calm that became ominous.


Warwick learned to depend upon the constancy of Mona’s
hands, always waiting there on the raised back of his chair. He learned to
anticipate the sounds of her footfalls next to him. One morning, he told her
how he had come to be shot, by his own superior officer. Stealing a boat, running
away. A coward. A coward like with Margot Pellis, who he had never touched,
save for that one dance they’d had, where he’d held so still that afterwards
his arms had ached with it.


“So,” said Mona when he had finished his tale, “you can’t
ever go back?”


Warwick felt a rare, absurd urge to laugh. She spoke as
though she’d actually feared he could.


The first time they slept together, Mona helped him from
his chair. She positioned him carefully; she scrupulously avoided his truncated
leg. She asked him if he hurt, told him to be very careful or he could open up
his stitches. Warwick lay underneath her where there was no air.


~ ~ ~


Six


Of course Beatrice ordered the dress from a catalogue.
Mona had tried on several occasions over the years to teach Beatrice how to
sew, but Beatrice had no patience for pricked fingers and strained eyes and
Mona’s bitingly neutral voice in her ear. The endless litany of all the things
she had done wrong.


The dress was made of lemon-colored silk, a bit more
garish than it had appeared in the picture. Few women could have carried it
off, but Beatrice was exceptional. It was cut low in the front and very low in
the back and when Beatrice folded her legs over one another, an enterprising
individual could see all the way up to the top of her stockings (one tan, one
beige, so close in color that no one could tell the difference, unless they
looked very close indeed).


Beatrice sat at the bar and folded her legs.


The social scene on the island was nothing to speak of
these days. Before the war, Beatrice’s mother had made all her clothes, and
that had been sufficient. They had loved her, boys and girls much richer than a
lighthouse keeper’s daughter. They flocked around her, bought her gifts and
competed for her smiles. Invited her to every party, and never seemed to notice
that she didn’t throw parties of her own.


But, of course, they were gone now. Dead, if they were
boys; moved away if they were girls, and lucky girls at that. Some, of course,
lingered. Little widows not yet twenty-five and already saddled with children,
households. Ghosts from a war that everyone was doing their damnedest to
forget.


Beatrice was not invited to parties anymore.


It was not fair. The war had come for Beatrice and for the
rest of them when she was so young. And it had taken everything, like the
leeching tide. She’d never had time to be a girl.


There were parts of her, though, that were still young and
comely. Beatrice slid her legs slightly against one another, explored the
contours of one knee with the inside of the other. Her stockings caught
slightly with a hissy sound.


There was a man at the end of the bar, and he was looking
at her. He was green-eyed, tall; long hands, articulate fingers. She liked the
look of him. She drew her own index finger around the rim of her glass and
looked at him without appearing to look at all.


His name was Anton. He wore a military officer’s jacket
and thick dockworkers’ pants; they scraped and pulled, tangled in with her
mismatched stockings outside against the bricks of the bar. Eventually pants,
stockings fluttered and fell, half inside-out like outgrown skin, all pooled at
their ankles.


Anton was. . . silly. When he lifted her up,
pressed her back hard against the gritty bricks, he said “up we go,” in a
child’s sing-song. Beatrice smiled.


“Oh,” said Anton, soft, as though discovering something
small, secret, and beautiful that might run away or perhaps evaporate if he
didn’t take the most tremendous care. “I like that.” He touched her mouth.


Beatrice tilted her head back, presented her throat for
kissing. Anton obliged, and she circled her legs around his waist, locked them
together at the ankles. She might, she had decided, like to keep him.


~ ~ ~


Eight


“Put your hands to work.” That was what Mona told her.


The advice remained the same, no matter the person or the
heartbreak. Mona would say it was because good advice was ever-applicable.
Beatrice would say it was because Mona was never really listening anyway.


She took Beatrice up to the lantern room with her, set her
to work oiling the myriad little clockworks that the great central lens
required to pivot and turn. Beatrice knew the work well enough not to bother
looking down. She knew what she would see: her own fingers blackened with
grease, just like Mona’s.


“They don’t even need these fucking things anymore,” she
said. Her voice had gotten so colorless these days. “Anton—” she choked. She
wondered if it would ever leave her, or if she would spend the rest of her life
feeling sadness twist in her like a corkscrew every time she said his name, or
remembered his smell, or looked at his picture next to her bed. “Anton says
that they are building ships now that have powerful communication devices. They
won’t need to look for a light.”


“They’ll always need lighthouses,” Mona answered her,
always so calm, always so patient. And didn’t she need to be patient, with a
sister like Beatrice? “And they’ll always need people to keep them.”


“Daddy never wanted this for us,” Beatrice insisted. She
dipped her index finger and thumb into the thick grease, rolled the squared
edge of a cog absently between them.


“Daddy died,” Mona said. “That’s how war is. It takes from
all of us.”


Mona was polishing the lens. Beatrice found herself
fascinated by the movements of her sister’s hands. They were purposeful and
they were strong, efficient. They did not waste time or space or effort. They
did not forget or mistake. It suddenly seemed to Beatrice that her sister would
be much easier to live with if someone would just cut her hands off, clean at
both wrists.


“Didn’t seem to take much from you,” Beatrice said. Mona
had the skillful hands, but Beatrice had a knowing tongue. “Got rid of Daddy
and gave you a job and a house of your own. Drove Mama away, but that was all
right, because who wanted to take care of that old bitch anyway? Hell, it even
brought you a man. And hobbled him so he couldn’t ever run away.”


“Beatrice.” Mona might have said her name a bit more
sharply than usual, or perhaps Beatrice only wanted that to be the case and it
was her wishful thinking interfering. “What are you going to do about your
belly?”


Beatrice swallowed; the back of her throat tasted as
though she’d taken a lick of that thick black grease. “I. . .” she
began.


“You’re not going to try to raise it on your own.” It
wasn’t a question. A scenario too outrageous to be suggested, even amongst a
list of the most remote possibilities.


“I thought—”


“I doubt that,” Mona said, but her voice was not unkind.
She was never unkind, of course. She did it all for Beatrice’s own good.


“But you said—”


Mona wasn’t going to let her finish a sentence. “That was
before, when you had Anton. Beatrice, you cannot even do for yourself, let
alone a child. You were lucky to find Anton. Do you really think you’ll find
another man who’ll tolerate you? Whore doesn’t age well, and you are not a
child anymore.”


Beatrice had known, of course, that Mona thought these
things. But it was another thing entirely to hear them in her sister’s
measured, reasonable voice. She sounded as though she were ordering wheat flour
from the supplier. She sounded as though she were describing the essential
nature of the world for someone who was very young or very stupid. The sky was
blue, rabbits ran fast, and Beatrice was a whore.


“I think it will be for the best if we don’t tell the
child anything.” Mona leaned forward and made a clucking noise with her lips
pursed. She reached into the guts of the light, fingers delicate, fingers
certain, and pressed against the smallish cogwheel that that Beatrice had
forgotten about. Stiff and unlubricated, it barely moved as she pushed it. Mona
held up her finger, clean and dry, before her sister’s eyes and did not say
anything at all.


On their way down the breathless-tight, curled staircase,
Mona rested her hand briefly on Beatrice’s shoulder. “I think you’ll make a
fine aunt ,” she said.


~ ~ ~


Five


Warwick wasn’t waiting up for Beatrice.


Of the two of them, Mona was the early riser. The list of
daily tasks required to keep the lighthouse functioning and keep food in all of
their bellies seemed to grow a bit longer each day. She worked, as they said,
from dark to dark. She was lying alone upstairs in their marriage bed.


Ever since the war, Warwick had been a troubled, restless
sleeper. Stairs gave him difficulty, and dreams offered little reward. And so
he often dozed downstairs in the old, genteelly ragged armchair that he was
given to understand had once belonged to his dead father-in-law.


Beatrice usually stumbled in sometime around three or
four. If he was awake and she was lucid, they might have a brief conversation.


More often, though, she hummed nonsense songs and danced
in a tuneless, liquid way, touching her hips with her fingertips as if to guide
them to and fro. She smelled like other people’s cigarette smoke and that
strangely intimate, uniquely feminine odor that perfume takes on when it
co-mingles with sweat.


It was the only time Warwick saw her laugh anymore.


“I broke a heel,” she said one night, limping awkwardly on
the damaged shoe. She was wearing a dress the same blue as her eyes, and it had
slipped down over the curve of her shoulder. She was one of those rare women
who could carry off dark red lipstick, even smeared as it was now. It looked
like someone had popped her a good one in the mouth. Maybe they had. Maybe she
had deserved it. Beatrice had a way. . . well, Beatrice had a way.


“I don’t remember how,” and her forehead creased up like a
child’s. She sat down on the ottoman in front of Warwick, tugging her shoes off
one at a time. Warwick politely moved his foot, but she grabbed it back,
grinning at him and resting it in her lap.


She seemed fascinated by a little red thread of darning on
the toe of his sock, and she picked at it with her fingernail. “Did Mona do
this for you?”


Warwick nodded; he couldn’t seem to move. Even his
breathing grew shallow and tentative. Was he afraid? Of Beatrice? Not that
silly girl-child.


“She’s such a good little wife. I don’t even know how to
use the sewing machine. So good at taking care. Knows what’s best.” Her hand
moved gently up his foot and into the cuff of his pants, drawing odd, curling
designs on his bare skin with her long fingernails as she went. She looked up
at him with her jewel-bright eyes.


“I remember the day you came here,” she said, and
stretched along the short distance between the chair and the ottoman, resting
her hands on either arm of the chair. “I remember thinking that everything was
going to change.”


Unlike Mona, who seemed mostly frustrated with her
expansive hair, Beatrice always wore hers down and it covered them both thinly
now, like a fragile veneer of gold. Warwick thought about that first day, how
he had thought her a mermaid, glittering and shimmering and yellow like the
sun.


“Do you think I’m pretty?” asked Beatrice. Warwick was
very conscious of the distance between the two of them. It was three inches, or
maybe two. Beatrice allowed her arms to grow loose, relaxed. She lowered
herself down upon him with a sigh. He smelled the liquor on her breath. Her
dress gaped open, released a warm gust of air that was somehow equal parts
wonderful and obscene.


“Yes,” he said, because it was the truth.


“Do you think I’m prettier than Mona?” and she looped her
long, pale arms around his neck. Warwick loved his wife. He loved her serious
eyebrows and her strong arms and her lush mouth that smiled so rarely and
radiantly.


“Yes,” he said. Because that was also the truth.


“I would have kissed you,” said Beatrice, pressing her
face to his and just brushing the side of his mouth with her painted lips. “If
she hadn’t gotten there first.” He could feel the flutter of her lips, the
tremor of blood in her throat. “I would have fucked you,” she whispered, and
her voice was like the sound a seashell makes when you hold it up to your ear.


She was his mermaid girl once again, and she moved through
his hands like water, like sunlight, like air. 


~ ~ ~


Eleven


Mona’s children awoke to her hands, cool and dry and
salt-smelling, on their little foreheads and their fragile throats.


“Up, little ones,” she said. They stared at her, hair
mussed, nightgowns spilling white around them. “Put your shoes on, and your
overcoats” They were good children, they had never failed to obey their mother
and they knew the punishment for answering back.


She took her daughter’s hand in her right hand and her
son’s in her left. “We are going outside,” she said, leading them out of the
open door of their room.


“Shhh.” It was little more than a gasp as they padded down
the long hallway. The girl craned her neck; looked around the curve of her
mother’s hip, at her brother on the other side of Mona. His eyes were as wide
as she knew her own must be. 


Mona paused, just for a moment, to look in the open door
of Beatrice’s room. She was sleeping, rolled on her side and facing towards
Mona and her children.


Her mouth was faintly open, her hair was in her face. She
frowned even in her sleep now. She shifted very slightly; made an indistinct
noise, as though she could feel Mona’s stare upon her. A man’s arm crept over
her middle, smoothed the comforter against her body.


“Come on,” Mona mouthed. She guided the children outside
and did not bother to shut the door behind them.


The three of them stood in the sand for a long time and
watched the fire, which had begun with an oil lamp left carelessly on the
spiraled wooden staircase of the lighthouse, consume the whole of the tower. It
inched and then dashed, across the roof of the little keeper’s house where the
children had spent all their lives. The girl gasped into her brother’s
shoulder. 


It was a frightening, lovely thing, the way the great lens
refracted the firelight and sent it out over the water. Mona’s son held tight
to her hand; it was warm and dampish from sweat that he knew had to be his own.
He was never afraid when his mother was with him.


Mona backed the children down the beach when the smoke
started to drift out towards them. The sand was still warm from the day’s sun,
and Mona laid her children down upon it. They blinked sleepy eyes at her,
clasped one another’s hands. She sang to them, the songs that her own father
had once sang to her, in the days when she and Beatrice shared a bed. She
remembered lying close beside her sister, warming winter-cold hands in the
hollowed small of her back. Absently braiding and unbraiding Beatrice’s long
yellow hair when neither of them could sleep.


“Mama,” her daughter asked, “will you stay now?”


“No,” Mona said, “just until the morning. And then you
must learn how to take care.”


~ ~ ~


Seven


Everyone told Beatrice she would have to get used to
telling Anton goodbye.


“He’s a soldier,” Mona said, “that’s how they live.”


Warwick agreed. “You enlist, you spend the rest of your
life taking orders.”


Beatrice resisted the urge to point out that he wouldn’t
know a whole hell of a lot about proper military protocol. Mona had told her of
Warwick’s deserter status in sisterly confidence.


“He’s ashamed,” Mona said. Beatrice was thoughtful enough
to not shame him further with her knowledge. Not Warwick, with whom she had
some secrets of her own.


“And you wound up getting shot,” Beatrice answered
instead. “What would I do if Anton got shot?” And that was a point upon which
no one had any advice at all.


Before Anton left, he kissed her mouth and her cheeks and
the bridge of her nose. “My Beatrice, you are my favorite place. I will come
back as soon as I possibly can,” he told her.


Beatrice cried like a child. And, like a child, she went
to Mona. She laid in her sister’s bed, in the smooth unoccupied place where
Warwick never slept, and wept until her face burned. It was shame, or misery.


“Shh, shh, shh, little sister,” said Mona. She stroked
Beatrice’s long hair, tangled and untangled it with her fingers. She smiled a
little. “It will all come out right. Just work on that baby in your belly and
don’t worry about Anton, he’ll be back.”


She wiped Beatrice’s wet cheekbones with her thumbs. Her
hands felt familiar on Beatrice’s face, the rough parts ticking slightly
against her skin. “You take care of you,” Mona said, “and I’ll take care of you
and, together, we can manage it.”


~ ~ ~


Nine


The boy looked like Mona. He had her dark eyes and hair,
her patrician nose and her mouth that seemed to bend uncontrollably into a
frown. On his little face, all those things that made Mona look hard, matronly,
or storm-clouded, made him look like a tiny sage. He didn’t speak much, either,
and that helped. It was some trick of blood, but to Beatrice, it always seemed
as though the natural world was agreeing that she wasn’t made to be anyone’s
mother.


Beatrice had discovered that she actually required very
little sleep, and she spent most of her nights awake. Mona wouldn’t tolerate a
rattling clattering in her house, where her children were trying to sleep, so
Beatrice just laid very still and watched the moonlight come in the window.
Transformed, each month in a predictable pattern.


She slept now in a room she still thought of as her
mother’s, where the woman had moved after she started having headaches every
day instead of once a month, after she and Daddy had stopped sleeping in the
same bed.


Every so often, she would hear small, furtive movements in
the hallway outside her room. She would listen to the sound of shuffling
childish feet, almost drowned out by just the sound of her breath. It was
always him, the boy. He had bad dreams; Mona called them night terrors. She was
attempting to break him of the bad habit of creeping into her room at night and
curling himself against her to sleep.


Beatrice would listen as he hesitated at his mother’s
door. He shifted, one foot and then the other, weighing his mother’s wrath
against whatever horrors pursued him out of dreams. It always ended just one
way. Mona, whose hearing was very acute, always opened the door and looked down
at him, little boy with her eyes and her hair. “Again?” she would say, sounding
as though he had failed her. The boy would say nothing and, after waiting a
moment so that he might consider all of his insufficiencies, Mona would sigh
and let him in. To lie beside of her in the only place he could seem to sleep
easy.


There was all sorts of taking, of course. Beatrice waited
a cautious length of time before leaving her own sleepless room. She was much
older than the boy, much quieter, and she knew all the weak places in the
floor.


She went to Warwick, and he accepted her the way he always
did, with a kind of wonderment that delighted and disgusted her. He looked at
her, he touched her as though she were some perfectly ripe fruit with soft
bruisible edges. He kissed her politely, like it was a privilege. It was
pathetic, and Beatrice had realized, slowly, that she could no longer do
without it. She bit him and scratched him deeply, hoping to leave marks, scars
if she could manage it. But, of course, she was not so foolish as to imagine
that Mona did not know. She had always known. It was just one more allowance
she made for Beatrice and her many flaws.


“Do you ever think about what our lives would be like if
Mona wasn’t here?” Beatrice asked him one night. She laid her head on his chest
and when she spoke, her mouth sent a fluttering vibration through his skin,
into his veins, all the way to his heart.


~ ~ ~


Two


Everything was an amusement for Beatrice. Everything was
for Beatrice. And that was why she was always going to have so much trouble.


“If they’re coming from the mainland, they might have new
magazines,” she said, standing up in a half-crouch to stare out the top of the
light for what had to have been the five hundredth time.


“It’s a military lifeboat,” Mona told her, resisting an
eye roll. Beatrice was nearly eighteen now, she was quickly becoming
ridiculous.


“Soldiers read,” Beatrice said and smiled.


“If we’re lucky,” Mona reminded her, “it won’t have
anything in it at all.” Beatrice made as if to stand up again but sat back
heavily instead.


“I still think it could be something good. Maybe it’ll be
a soldier. Maybe he’ll be handsome.”


The boat had been drifting towards them inexorably for the
better part of the day. Mona knew the tides, and she guessed it would make
shore around sunrise. They’d been watching it all day, though, and they hadn’t
seen any sign of anyone on board, or anyone attempting to steer it.


“It’s just wreckage.” A day didn’t go by when some
detritus of war didn’t wash up on the shore. When Beatrice and Mona were young,
they used to go out along the shore, picking through it for the kind of things
small girls treasured. Mona always watched her sister closely, making sure she
didn’t pick up any pieces of glass or metal too shortly at sea to have had
their edges worn off.


“I’m done with this,” Beatrice said, turning aside in a
sulk.


“No,” said Mona. For a moment, it startled her how much
like their father she sounded. “You’re not,” and she pointed out a small
cogwheel Beatrice had failed to see. “This isn’t a toy, Beatrice. The things
you do to the light matter. They matter for more people than just you.”


Beatrice spread a fine layer of black grease over her
pinched fingers. Her eyes flicked to the window again and again.


Neither of them slept that night.


Beatrice met her at the kitchen door that morning with a
long boning knife in her hands. She was strangely pale, except for a slash of
excited red high in her cheeks. “I thought. . . just in case,” she
said. Mona, who had tucked their father’s antique pistol into her apron pocket,
nodded.


Beatrice smiled; it was brittle and wavering. It reminded
Mona of the first tentative rays of sunlight emerging on the end of winter. How
they came through the windowpanes all watery and uncertain. It had been just
the two of them for so long, Mona realized.


Mona reached out, touched her sister’s shoulder almost
hesitantly. “You be careful, Beatrice.”


Mona’s little sister ran heedless down the gray shore,
which was just beginning to grow light. She climbed up on top of the boat where
it had stuck fast in the sand. “Mona!” she cried, bending curiously over the
hollow sloped bottom. “There’s a man in here!”


The first thing Warwick Shue saw when he came back to life
was a mermaid. She was made of gold, and her hair looked like ribbons. She
peered down at him with eyes like jewels, and she said “Hey? Hey, are you
alive?”


“Yes,” breathed Warwick, and he had never been so happy to
be so.


~ ~ ~


Ten


If anyone had asked him, Warwick would have said that he
murdered his wife because of Beatrice. He knew what he was to her. It wasn’t
even lust that brought her to him, but just boredom and meanness and a certain
kind of selfish need that was strangely attractive. At least she had wants, at
least she required something of him. At least he had things left to give.


And when she climbed on top of him, wordless, mask-faced;
scraped his skin and bit his flesh, Warwick did not feel fragile. At least for
a time.


And Beatrice was still beautiful. The little lines that
flowered and unfolded at the corners of her eyes and mouth made her look not
old but intricate, detailed. Her bones had grown a little sharper with age, and
the heaviness in her hips and her breasts gave her a settled look. But of
course mermaids didn’t grow old, they just grew lovelier and lovelier until you
couldn’t look at them directly anymore.


No one asked questions when Mona died. The lighthouse was
a bit like its own country, surrounded on three sides by rocks and water. One
door, one huge window like a rotating eye. The sisters were more like rock
formations than women, pale and cragged and faintly dangerous. The
man. . . well, he was nothing to speak of. They said it was
pneumonia, when Mona drowned in her bed, and the island didn’t think much about
it at all.


Everything stopped whenever Mona was ill. Beatrice made a
desultory effort at keeping up the light, but soon the accumulated weight of
all the things she had forgotten to do or had simply not wanted to do rendered
the whole venture seemingly meaningless. The children ran wild, neglecting
chores and playing all day in the sea like little brown frogs. Dishes piled,
dirt gathered, laundry went unwashed. Mona lay in her bed at the top of the
stairs in a fever.


The sun came in the window and lit her up. Her pallid,
careworn face. Her hair so grey now. Warwick carefully climbed from his chair
to the bed, put the full weight of his body on her chest. She stirred a little,
opened and closed her mouth, fishlike.


He stuffed a white washrag deep into her throat until the
white of the cloth was nearly invisible. Her eyes trembled open. In close
succession he watched uncertainty, fear, and then a panicked desperation
flicker across her face. As he poured the water into her struggling mouth, she
made a pitiful choking noise, and Warwick nearly lost his nerve.


On those rare nights when they shared a bed as husband and
wife, often she would entangle her leg with his own. Mona would rest her little
foot in the hollow of his larger one, in the place where his own missing limb
might have gone.


 She couldn’t
breathe. She moved her limbs as though they were under heavy water. If he
stopped then, pulled the cloth from her throat, she would live. She would rise
up and take care of them all again. She would forgive him.


No. She would not forgive him. Mona never forgave. She
took her recompense every day, in little razored words and flat disappointed
looks. In the cool, competent way she took tools, delicate things, complicated
things, out of his hands. So certain that he could do nothing but break them.
Mona always knew best; Mona always knew what to take. Even when no one had
asked her.


It would have been better if his boat had dashed against
the rocky shore, tossed him into the sea and drowned him. It would have been
better if he’d never come to this bitter place and never seen these ugly, ugly
sisters.


After he was done, he went to Beatrice and cried, which
was a thing he hadn’t done since the war. She touched his hair and his face,
perfunctory.


“Shhh, shhh,” she said, in the way one might comfort a
child whose fears are inane but must be forgiven, as all is forgiven the young
and the weak.


~ ~ ~


One


On Saturday, Mona decided to show her sister the wreck.


Beatrice was uncertain; she waded forward and then back
when the waves began to look threatening. Mona, meanwhile, swam in impatient
circles around her.


“Get your head wet,” she demanded, “you’ll be fine.”


Beatrice crouched down to her collarbones. She looked to
Mona, who rolled her eyes and paddled over.


“Here,” Mona said, reaching out and taking Beatrice’s
smaller hand in her own. “Hold on and follow me.”


“Okay,” Beatrice said, lifting her feet off of the bottom
one at a time.


Mona set out, kicking hard and stroking with one arm.
Behind her, the small weight of Beatrice disrupted the water, sent rippling
vees out behind them.


“Mona,” she cried, “I’m swimming! Let me go!” She flailed
her free arm wildly, churning water and turning it white with air bubbles.


Mona laughed. “Beatrice,” she said, “don’t be stupid.
You’d drown without me.”


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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WE, AS ONE,
TRAILING EMBERS


E. Catherine Tobler




WE TWO LIVE AS ONE, but also
as two when we are able. When night deepens and the park grounds grow quiet, we
can let everything else fall away. When night deepens, we each close our eyes
and pretend the same thing: we are a single being, we are alone in our body, we
make every choice on our own, for our singular self. We pretend there is but
one torso rising from this pelvis, only one head and only one heart. There is
not another arm or wing to find our selves entangled in, nor another set of our
eyes staring at us. In the darkness, there is only one.


With eyes closed, there is a singular heartbeat, a
solitary pulse, and when we stretch, there is no we. We becomes a miraculous
“I,” and I drift in this place, alone but not lonely. I don’t know what lonely
is or could be; it is not a thing we—it is not a thing I know. There is
always another, but for here in the quiet dark. Still, I must be careful; if I
stretch the wrong way or try to turn over, I am instantly drawn back into the
“we” that I actually am. I never sleep on my side, on my belly.


If I wake first, I keep quiet. I listen to the soft
breathing at my side and try to match it. Breath for breath, I can hide and
pretend the we is still an I. Still a me. But soon enough
this illusion is broken; there is a deeper breath, a waking breath, a breath
that says “I am back and we are us once more.”


Hazel eyes look upon hazel eyes, and that mouth with its
morning-dry lips curls in a smile of good morning. Sleep-warm arms and wings
tangle together and we cannot help but burrow closer. Morning was once awful,
returning from wherever sleep carried us, coming back to the knowledge of this
body, this world. We spend these first moments entangled; it will be all right,
no matter what, say these slow caresses. We bend mouths to chests, to
foreheads, echoing kisses dropped elsewhere.


These soft touches lead to harder and we come together
every time; we share everything from the navel down, there is no way to not
share such intimacies. We still marvel at it, two minds sharing an identical
physical sensation at the exact same instant; two minds momentarily obliterated
by the most intense thing we have known. Until—


~ ~ ~


There is a man—Mister Hoyt—who would cut us apart.


Mister Hoyt has created the finest freaks within the walls
of Dreamland, but we who travel with Jackson’s Unreal Circus and Mobile
Marmalade are new to him, made by means other than his hands. We have been on
display in the carnival park the entire spring, a limited engagement before our
circus train moves on again. Mister Hoyt comes once every week, to study us .
He wears a suit of wool no matter the weather, one fine-fingered hand clasped
above his heart. Of his other hand, there is no sign; this suit sleeve hangs
empty. He watches us with glassy eyes that narrow with unfulfilled interest. He
studies us because we are not a thing that has been made by any human hand.


We are displayed on an elevated turntable, in broad
daylight. Long have visitors to the carnival claimed there is trickery
involved, especially when we were displayed within a tent at night, but these
assertions were put to quick death when Jackson moved us outside; even Mister
Hoyt stopped saying we had been sewn together—he can not stop looking at us,
longing for us. No one seems to mind the heat of the sun or the stench of tar
and the buzz of saws against lengths of lumber from renovations deeper in the
park; they brave most anything to look at us.


The turntable is three feet around, enough to hold us and
whatever Jackson means to display us with. Once he assembled a collection of
taxidermied two-faced cats at our feet, mounded so high they constantly spilled
over the edge; once it was a school of Fiji mermaids dangling on silver wires.
They moved as we moved, nauseating in effect. Usually, as now, it is the frame
of a cheval glass, within which we stand. Beneath the table, well-muscled
dwarfs walk in countless circles to turn us about.


Smoke and mirrors is what they said early on, encouraged
by Mister Hoyt, so that others would come see Hoyt’s creations rather than
Jackson’s. Now, Jackson plays up the notion of mirrors, because at first
glance, one cannot help but think we are a reflection. Today, flawless Beauty’s
reflection is that of Beast, while withered Beast gazes upon Beauty with an endless
hunger. Only we and Jackson know the truth of it: we are each Beauty and we are
each Beast. Only by taking turns can we find the space to breathe and live.


They watch, captivated. Park visitors pay their coin and
gather around our turning base, and watch as we rotate through the afternoon.
It is summer now and the unbroken sunshine turns our wings to silver and gold.
If you know where to look, you can see where we are shaded blue with quiet
blood and sometimes the orange of a rousing blush. These hues are secret to
most; had by others for another coin.


In the sunshine, only silver and gold, only Beauty and
Beast. (Jackson once twined us inside rose vines sharp with thorns; there was a
single rose, dark as heart’s blood, held in the cleft of our waist, this for
visitors to discover as we turned and turned.) We lift our hands—two without
flaw, two withering down to bone—to the heat of the sun, allowing beaded sweat
to run down our adjoined torsos. Within that hollow, sweat collects, then
rivers down shared belly, shared legs. Some ladies cannot bear the sight—it is
reflection only, one man reassures his wife as she turns her face away; she
peeks from the safety of his shoulder, but she sees. In her eyes, we see that
she understands.


She knows that this is one body, imperfectly and
improperly made. She cannot tell if we are male or female, cannot know the
flesh that lurks beneath the strip of silk that wraps our waist. She cannot
judge by the fall of straight ginger hair, or the four hazel eyes which evenly regard
her in return. But she can believe that in the making of us someone made a
terrible error. We should have come from the womb separate, yet did not. Our
mother, merely flesh and bone they say, was cut open so that we might live. But
we think we came from the heavens. We remember a space without space, a world
without end. Amen.


Later, this woman comes to our tent, this lady who could
not look at us under the clear daylight. In the tent, the air is warm and
occluded by the haze of cigars, cigarettes. Men have come, looked, gone, but
the lady, she lingers, and without her husband she eyes us with more interest.
We bow our heads and say nothing. Here, we cannot yet speak.


Jackson who owns the circus is quick to slither up to her,
to stroke a rough hand over the fall of our ginger hair and tell the lady she
can have us. Anything here might be had, enjoyed, consumed. We watch her with a
kind of hunger, saliva on a tongue, ready to dissolve that pink mouth should it
come near enough. Jackson makes his deal, a whisper of paper money between
palms, and we guide the lady deeper into the tent. The things we do are not for
others’ eyes.


Here, the air feels cooler, the striped canvas covered in
the fragmented shade of a tree outside. Here, we lead the lady into a room,
where she sits upon a chair of padded velvet; she’s surprised at this chair,
this small piece of civilization amid the freaks. Nervous laughter accompanies
this word; she doesn’t apologize. She smooths her sweaty hands over her dress,
over thighs and silken stockings. We watch these hands and her face in the same
instant; she radiates want and curiosity, no longer the shame and fear she
displayed outside.


We come to stand before her, nudging her knees open with
ours. This bold approach surprises her; she sits straighter, drawing her spine
in, her breasts out. Where her stockings end, we see the marks upon her, the
scars of cigarettes pressed into skin. When we study these, there comes a sharp
intake of breath from her. She paid for us, but her touch is slow to come,
tentative. She touches a wrinkled arm and our eyes close. The world reduces to
a pinprick; in the dark, I am singular, solitary. There is only she and me, the
stutter of her damp fingers down my bare arm and then across our belly. This
shared sensation is agony, pleasure and pain both because it is not wholly
mine, yet within in this communal knowledge there is a doubling of want, of
need.


“Which of you is Idalmis?” she asks. Her breath is a warm
flutter above the silk that still wraps our waist.


“We are,” we say together, two separate voices that are of
a melody together; contralto and baritone.


The woman doesn’t know what to do with this information;
that while we have two torsos, we have but one name between us. She looks from
one to the other, and it’s not confusion that crosses her features but
determination.


Always give them what they pay for, Jackson has told us.
They pay for our time, our attention, for the feel of four hands upon flesh.
She has touched us, so now we touch her, fingers withered and not plucking at
her cotton dress the way she plucks at the silk which hides our secrets away.
And then, this silk comes away, and she sees how we are made, and she slides
from that civilized velvet chair and takes our soft flesh into her pink mouth,
and the world washes away.


We both feel that mouth and ride it to its inevitable end.
Dead end, cul-de-sac, the place where all curls into a tight ball before it
springs loose once more. And then, we’ve our hands in her hair; four hands and
her eyes slit shut and she’s riding her own wave, toward another dead end, an
end she never sees coming. Beauty, wanting to be kind but unable, slides
fingers into the woman’s gaping mouth and pulls against teeth. Beast can only
watch as the body comes apart—withered hands are not strong enough for this
violence, withered hands cannot satiate this hunger. Fragmenting flesh blooms
like flowers and is eaten petal by petal. Beast eats alone, but Beauty knows
the pleasure of this moment even if Beauty cannot partake. Later, Beauty will
drink cold white milk and steal bananas from the monkeys; Beauty will peel
three bananas and lay them upon our thigh, eating each with five precise bites.


When all is done and the woman’s skin is but a husk we
toss into a back room, we clean each other in the shaded tent and step back
outside to find Jackson with the lady’s husband. He stands so tall in the
afternoon sun, his shoulders broad. His hands look as soft as his wife’s. Is he
looking for her? Oh, no. He is looking for Idalmis, and after paper money
whispers between palms we lead him into our tent. He smells like the cigarettes
he once pressed into his wife’s thighs.


~ ~ ~


Jackson knows our ways and never speaks of them—everyone
hungers after all—not until he comes to our room and tells us the complication.
The man was of the law, he tells us, and was looking for us, to question us
about a body in New York. There will be others, when they realize he is gone.


There is no horror at this revelation—in Santa Fe, we
consumed a priest, and there came others seeking to learn what had become of
him. Jackson is not alarmed; there is a glint in his eye because he knows if
there is trouble, Beast will swallow it away. Jackson’s hands slide over our
hair, the lines of our jaws, the bare expanse of our chests. We lean closer to
him; he smells like the underbelly of a rotten house and we have no desire to
eat him. But the praiseful stroking is pleasant and when he touches our wings
with sure fingers, we shudder. He leaves us in our room, warned and ready for
those who will come.


We know that in some places, people store food for times
of famine. We have been unable to do this, travelling as the circus does on a
train. Our time on this eastern coast will be limited—this carnival park is
filled with freaks, and we are a special attraction. We are a limited-time
offering; a thing glimpsed and then gone. We have no way to keep those who will
come for later. Beast must suffer the gluttony.


~ ~ ~


At night, hundreds of clear lights illuminate the park,
burning like miniature suns affixed to immobile poles. At night, we wander.
Everyone stares, thinking this attention goes unseen under cover of darkness.


Mister Hoyt shadows us as we make our way; he carries with
him a sweet scent that we know all too well, the scent of fresh meat, and we
wonder who and what he has cut apart and created today. We look for him,
expecting to find our selves reflected yet again in his glassy eyes, but he
keeps well to the shadows tonight and we cannot pick his from among them.


Young boys trail more obviously in our wake, attempting to
tread upon our wings which, when we want them to, trail upon the ground.
Wing-tips flicker just out of foot’s reach, frustrating the boys to no end.
They leap closer; the wing tips flick away, saying no and no and in fact never.
Eventually, they give up, standing angry in the middle of the paved street
between tents, watching as we vanish into the crowds. A harpy, they decide. An
angel, whispers a small girl who passes by on bare feet and vanishes much the
way we did.


This park has become home, though it is transient. All
things are, in the end. We wander without fear, watching the other freaks and
ferals as we often watch our selves. Fire, steel, blood, each of these things
is consumed the way others would eat fruit, steak, berries. Nothing is
surprising—not even the entire building that houses infants in small boxes that
are said to grow them into properly sized people—though everything is
captivating. Beast is calmed by the idea that there are such things in the
world; Beauty clasps her hands together and frets until Beast unhinges them and
holds one.


Beauty wants so much to be good, as good as the little
girl who sits within a locked cage. Her mouth gleams with a thousand needle
teeth, hands more like talons, but how this girl sits! Legs tucked beneath her,
crossed at the ankles. Spine straight. There is no sign of the scale which runs
a river down her belly and between her legs; a dress of white lace wraps her up
perfectly. She folds her hands into her lap and keeps her teeth behind her lips
even when she smiles. Beauty wants to be this magical thing, this animal
reined in, trained, without flaw.


Beast wants so much to be awful, to unlock the cage and
let the little girl tear her dress to shreds. The gleaming teeth should be
shown to the world—people should count them and tremble; the talons should be
unsheathed and used to tear the world asunder. The scale which brands her skin
should be allowed to breathe under open sky; how it must look running with the
river’s waters, with the sun’s light. That dress should be trampled in mud,
until it is brown, earthen, gone.


Beast holds Beauty’s hand, and in that heated whisper
(please oh please) Beauty hears a thing she cannot deny. Beauty will break open
all the things, if only it will silence Beast.


~ ~ ~


There is no silence. Even in the dark with my eyes closed,
I can hear the breath. I breathe in and out and match that rhythm, yet realize
what I am doing. There comes a point when I can no longer separate me from the
we, and there comes the night when Beauty cannot separate the need to be good
from Beast’s need to devour. One seems inherently like the other.


We stand upon our turntable, under the warm sunlight.
Today we wear white, not because we feel pure but because we wish we were.
There is too much blood between us and Beauty says we must stop. But Beast
demands.


Mister Hoyt watches us; we see snatches of our selves
within his ceaseless glassy gaze as we turn and turn. His expression is
furrowed today; there is a line which runs alongside his nose between his eyes,
like a dry river waiting to be filled. We cannot tell if this is a frown, a
scar, a line drawn with an ink pencil. We see a similar line beneath his jaw.
He becomes a puzzle, fitted together in ways we do not yet understand.


Today we turn amid a thousand paper stars. Beth, who helps
keep the circus fed with her sweet marmalades and warm breads, folded them with
her clever hands as the train made its journey to this eastern shore. She said
this star is what was, this star is what will be, and this star is the future
none can know. We cannot have that future, because it’s in the future; we want
it now because we are a greedy heart, but it cannot be had. This is why we call
it the future; this is why it is always now and never then.


We close our eyes and listen to the rattle of the paper
stars as we move through them. Today, we have a mirror made to look like a
nebula, painted with whorls of acrylic and oils; these colors begin to run down
the white silk we wear, painting patterns of their own accord. We close our
eyes and lift our arms and never find our selves entangled within the strings
that suspend the stars; we are fluid and like them, distant, removed, something
that can be observed but never possessed.


They all want to possess. One man steps past Mister Hoyt
and reaches for us, touches the hem of our silk drape. Before he can get
closer, before those sausage-fingers can wrap our ankle, he is pushed back into
the crowd by our tender. We watch this man; he edges closer again and we bow
our heads to get a better look. His eyes are black as pitch; his teeth stained
from cigars. His fingers are coarse and stick to the white silk, his head bald
and sprinkled with sweat within which we see the globe of the sun, the arc of
the sky. There are no clouds.


He wears a gun under his jacket, strapped to him with
brown leather. Our fingers long to slide under that leather holster, ease it
off and know the tacky feel of his shirt. We suspect within his pocket we would
find a badge, and when at last he comes to our tent to solicit our private
favors indeed we do find a badge and indeed his shirt is tacky with sweat, with
warmth.


“Need to ask you about a man and his wife,” he says, and
we don’t know who put him on our trail, because who was there to tell?
Someone—Mister Hoyt, ever lurking?—saw the man and his wife, watched them enter
our tent and never exit. We make a low sound, something closer to a purr than a
hum, and our fingers slide down his shirt buttons, steadily opening each. We
cannot say where anyone goes once they leave this place. Beauty wavers. Beast
breaks the last button. It flies toward the tent wall, and ricochets off to
then furrow into the dirt floor like a bullet. 


“We did not—”


Beast covers Beauty’s mouth with a thin hand. Beauty’s
eyes meet Beast’s, and then we look at the man before us. He doesn’t look wary
but drugged, like every other who comes to our tent; he is impossibly intrigued
at the sight of us, wants to know what lies beneath our paint-stained silk.
Wants to know how our breast curves and whether we are concave or convex in all
the proper places. His mouth says either is fine, divine, sublime. Whenever
anyone looks into our eyes, they fall through the brown and the gold and land
in the black.


“We did not.”


These are the only words, lies though they are. Beauty
carries a plea with every glance, but Beast cannot obey. Beast must suffer the
gluttony


There are but two hands participating in this destruction,
weakened yet resolute; Beauty caves inward while Beast gorges. We need to
stop; we cannot stop. We need to find another way; for us this is the only way.
We need to stop. We cannot stop. Perhaps you need to stop, but you are not you;
you are we, and we are starving.


~ ~ ~


We fold his shirt and set the holster atop it when we are
done. The shirt is dried of sweat now, crisp, and the gun smells like oil. His
skin pools on the ground like empty trousers. We lick the blood from each
other, slow like we are waking up and the carnival stands around us in silence.
In truth, there is a tremor of sound just beyond the canvas walls. So too there
is a small shadow. An eye peering through a tattered hole. Our breaths catch.


The old canvas tears easily beneath our hands, no talons
required. Like the girl in her lace, we are unleashed from the tent’s confines,
streaking after the small form who flees, who saw too much. Its small feet
stutter across the ground behind the tents, but then we have scooped
it—her—into our four-arm embrace and she shrieks. This terrible sound vanishes
beneath our mouths—Beauty has no hunger but knows that this secret cannot
escape. We swallow ragged mouthfuls till we choke, till blood streams our
chins, splatters our chests. Everywhere, we are flushed red with terror and
anger and so too lust. It is a momentary glimpse of a hunt, a life we perhaps
lived before we were bound into this shared flesh.


We destroy, consume, and cough it all back into the grass.
When done, there is nothing left that resembles the young child who peered
through tattered canvas. Perhaps five strips of skin splay as a hand might
have, but no—no, we will not see that. There are only our shaking hands,
fluttering wings, and a screech flying from our mouths. What have we done? Not
what we must. Beauty pulls, claws, pummels, but cannot escape Beast.


~ ~ ~


In the warm dark, at last we rest. We do not touch; we lay
as still as we are able, arms crossed over chests, wings carefully folded
beneath. There is one breath, because one other is held. Lungs flutter still;
body waits, poised. And then a hand across a belly. Breath comes once more.
Hitched this time, unmatched. Fingers slide down shared belly, between shared
legs, and curl. Soft, as if saying come on come on. Beauty wants to go, wants
to come undone, and Beast refuses, but in the end, cannot. In the dark, there
is a gasp. Ours, as it ever was.


~ ~ ~


We twist amid a forest made of shining metal willows
today, hand-cut by Foster, who always smells of metal, of money and train
tracks. Mister Hoyt has returned to watch us. He talks to us today as the crowd
is thinner, less interested. His interest never wavers.


It is a simple severing, he says, and he gestures as men
of the world do (with prejudice, with agency, with insistence), to the juncture
between us, where waist dips into waist. Mister Hoyt wants to break us as he
might a cracker, easily in two as if we were never one. We have but two legs,
we remind him, and he dismisses this with a wave. One of you shall have the
legs, and one of you shall have a construct. This is disagreeable, we tell him,
and he gestures to the valley between our legs, eyes narrowing as the silk
which wraps us folds and bulges by turn. This is disagreeable, he tells
us. This is us, we tell him, and we vanish behind trailing metal leaves to emerge
a moment later, wings unfurled. He steps back, cowed. The small crowd murmurs
in wonder. Can we fly, they always want to know.


We tried in our distant youth to rocket our selves into
the sky. We fell more than once. We tried from the ground, from a cliff, from
the very tree tops. We bruised elbows, knees, wings. If I severed you, he tells
us as we circle more trees, you could fly. But we would never be whole, we say,
and our hands slide down our chests, across metal tree trunks and shining
leaves, to make each shimmer. False tree, faux angel, he watches us and wants
to break us. When he offers Jackson double for our time, Jackson does not deny
him. We are beautiful and beastly and why shouldn’t he receive double every
time?


“Jabberwock,” Mister Hoyt calls us when he circles us
within our tent, as if he can still figure out how we are made, how we have
been joined into one imperfect flesh. The lines upon his face seem eased today,
but are there in memory. “Hell needs its angels, too.”


His hands are fine and strong and they slide over our
arms, over the braided confines of our hair. His fingers dig into Beauty, to
send ginger hair spilling. He doesn’t spill Beast, and later, when Hoyt is bent
and broken upon the ground, Beast’s single braid that flips down a bare
shoulder gives him a handhold; Hoyt clings, pulls, until his hand spasms and
opens, until it goes limp as the rest of him.


“Twas brillig,” we tell him.


We gyre and gimble, streaking the canvas walls with blood
in our haste.


~ ~ ~


Park officials notice when Mister Hoyt goes missing—Hoyt
was one of their finest fleshcrafters, they say; he would not simply leave
without word when he had done such quality work within the carnival park’s
walls. The three-legged burlesque dancer; the bearded hippopotamus, the man
whose every finger and toe tells the time in a different country, the miniature
lady (aged twenty-seven) who can sleep in a teacup!


They question Jackson, ask of his company of freaks.
Jackson is all cool denial despite the warmth of the day. The air carries with
it the scent of tar; Mister Hoyt’s new exhibit is close to finished, a place
where people can ride boats through Hell itself and laugh at having escaped
afterward. Hoyt wanted us to be a demon, the officials say; he came for us,
they say, and now he cannot be found.


Once they have gone, Jackson comes again. It was never a
problem, Beast’s appetite, until we found our selves in this stagnant place,
this world within a world, he says. Before, the train would come and go and our
performances were fleeting, but now that we are the main attraction that people
flock to, our beautifully strange ways are more closely observed. Jackson will
never, he says, lose us, let us go, abandon us, leave us behind, kick us out,
but here—


he leans in, pulls our mouths close, and kisses us
hard, his tongue forked between our lips


—here, he says, we must be more careful. We cannot do what
we naturally must. In his eyes, we see all things: we see the train stretching
ever out, across this land and others we do not understand; we see Jackson
alone and surrounded, we see him bent and broken and young and tall; we see him
leaving us (oh he said he would never) and we see our selves flying. You can
fly if you show patience, he tells us.


Patience is not our gift.


~ ~ ~


We go to Mister Hoyt’s Hell Gate because we cannot resist
knowing. We walk through the illuminated buildings and into the dense red glow
that beckons from the park’s center. These bulbs have been coated in red paint
and it throws everything, including us, into a strange glow. This building is
larger than we guessed it would be, but then the underworld is large, vast. It
must be, to hold all the dead. Its entrance is a yawning arch like a mouth,
with a river instead of a tongue within; there are small boats to tightly hold
two through Hell’s journey. The air smells heavily of pitch here and the lights
sizzle with warmth in the night’s cool air.


Within the mouth of the gate into the underworld, we see
the child. The child who watched us through the tent’s canvas. Something
lurches inside us, for this is impossible—the dead do not come back, no matter
what stories say. Yet here stands this child, reassembled with clumsy hands;
her leftover skin shows the trespass of not needle and thread but the imprint
of broad, strong fingers. Behind her looms Hoyt, the lady and the lawman, and
countless others. These dead have been remade.


Mister Hoyt does not wear his woolen suit tonight but
stands before us naked, his skin a riot of lines that mark the passage of
hands, blades, magic. Within this body, we see our selves: a being that is not
necessarily male or female, a being that has been severed in two—the way he
would have done us. A simple severing; we can hear the words echoed as his fine
fingers stroke over the line that mars his hip, the line that once dipped into
a separate waist. Behind him, we see that there had always been two. Here
stands the other Mister Hoyt, the part he cut away, rising from hips and legs
that have been constructed of abandoned skins, bones, lashed metal.


Beauty wants so much to be good.


Beast wants so much to be bad.


We dig our feet into the ground, and from our center we
pull—we pulled this way in our youth, trying in vain to part our selves. It is
no easier nor more possible now. We are a solid flesh, a thing that cannot be
parted no matter how we think we wish it. One would have legs and one would
have a construct, and this is as disagreeable as the Hoyts who stand before us.
We approach him and our feet print the ground; the grass has not grown because
of the construction; there is soft dirt and stones and the debris of building
this Hell Gate.


The little girl fashioned from her leftover skin bolts at
the sight of us. She screams and flees into Hell and the lady with her
cigarette-burned thighs follows. The men regard us with even stares, but though
dead their eyes have not lost the sheen of lust for whatever it is we are.
Angel or demon, perhaps we are not a thing to be named, all desires being equal
in the warm dark. Even so, they withdraw, leaving only the Hoyts before us. The
mister we have known smiles, mouth slightly crooked from however he has been
pressed back together. He extends his hands to us; they are strong still but
coated in blood and tattered flesh, the signs of his trade. Sometimes, he says,
a thing must be sacrificed so it may properly live.


And who deems proper? we wonder. Mister Hoyt smiles
again and lunges. Hell will have its angels—or its demons. Fine lines and
distinctions, things we have never drawn but others always do. We turn our
shoulder to him and our broad wings catch the brunt of his impact. Though these
wings have never carried us into the sky, they are strong and living and bear
him backward, toward the river which snakes from the mouth of Hell. His severed
twin cannot move quickly at all; this Hoyt mewls pitifully as we stride past.
This is what he would make of us? How he would separate and reduce?


We are accustomed to working quickly, within the shadows.
We are accustomed to silencing our prey so that none come running, and we are
upon Mister Hoyt before he can cry out. But Hoyt has been remade by his own
hands—be they his own or his twin’s. His crafted flesh is a thing we do not
understand, for it comes apart beneath us. He seems many creatures in one,
leftovers bound into a whole; they part, they scamper, they reassemble deeper
along the river’s path. We pursue the gleaming trails in the red light, the
twin’s mewling growing ever more distant.


Deeper, the halls smell of sulfur and of the hot glow of
the glass lights. Mister Hoyt sucks himself back together and flees deeper into
Hell’s ever-branching caverns. He keeps to the illuminated river bank, the
freshly-sealed channel below ready to be flooded by the Styx. It is here, when
he turns to gauge our distance in pursuit, that his remade body staggers into a
row of lighted bulbs.


The glass shatters and there is a brilliant flare as
filaments and shards rain into the fresh tar. There need be only a single
spark—the tar comes to quick fiery life. The fire is faster than us or Hoyt;
his newly crafted skin browns under the heat as though he is made of bread. The
fire appreciates the lines which mark him, running like water to fill every
empty valley.


The burning Mister Hoyt lurches into our arms, begging.
While he pulled himself apart moments before, the fire seems to be fusing his
flesh into a solid lump, now incapable of escape. His tongue can barely form
words before a snake of fire slides into the open hollow of his mouth. He tries
to turn toward the river, to fling himself into its watery salvation but there
is no water to be had, nor salvation in Hell. We hold him even as the flames
stretch covetous fingers toward our wings. No, we tell him, and while Beauty
sobs, Beast roars.


Bit by bit, we feel our selves becoming ash. Small pieces
of us lift into the inferno: skin, wings, a string of freckles once
tongue-traced in the early morning quiet. Around us, the fire spreads along
every fresh line of tar in the hollow of the river channels, deeper through the
caverns like some far-ranging sea creature that will devour all in its path.
These arms of flame surge through the entire park, to ignite buildings, trees,
tents. We can hear the screams and they sound so distant, but they are our own
as the flames wrap us the way silk once did. They curl around our shoulders,
our waist, to lick the cleft between, and tell us that sometimes a thing must
die before it can live.


Beauty arches under the heat and tries to pull away. Beast
crisps up, ephemeral dough, unable to pull with arms so withered. A simple
severing, so simple, yet Beauty grasps a wasted hand that grasps in return, and
pulls. Pulls us upward out of Hell and into the ashy air where we, as one
trailing embers, fly.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~




E. Catherine Tobler is a Sturgeon Award finalist and the senior editor
at Shimmer. Among others, her fiction has appeared in Clarkesworld,
Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, and multiple times previously in Beneath
Ceaseless Skies, including four other stories set in this circus world. Her
first novel, Gold & Glass, was released in 2013. For more, visit www.ecatherine.com.













AT THE EDGE OF
THE SEA


Raphael
Ordoñez




OLD MEN SAY that life began in the sea. Blood is salt, like seawater;
the heart moves an ocean in miniature. The moon pulls tides in the womb.


What old women say is this: what is taken from the sea,
the sea will take back.


~ ~ ~


The Isle of Hatera is a patch of sand sprinkled with
rocks. My Lord Sallus promised that I would get to know every stone and pebble
of it. He was right. It takes less than half an hour to walk its shoreline. I
was exiled there for a crime against nature.


I never knew who built the house on the lone outcrop. It
was very old. Sallus had it cleaned and furnished. He also had the cistern
repaired and the latrine on the rise to the west. It wasn’t his way to let me
be lacking.


My provisions were brought twice a month and left on a sea
stack like a stone pillar north of the island. I had to stand at the foot of
the iron pontoon bridge when they came. They wanted to get a good look at me.
They sailed from some big island beyond the horizon. I don’t know which.


The first weeks don’t bear description. There is an art to
being alone, and my frivolous life had provided me with few resources. I did
everything I could to get my mind off the gray infinity that stretched before
me. Strangely enough, carnal fantasies about my wife—my former wife—became my
constant companions, until exposure had almost obliterated her face from my
memory.


The only thing that saved me from outright madness was the
regularity of my keepers’ coming. One day while I was waiting for them,
listening to the surf and the silence, I saw that I would lose my mind if I
kept on as I had. What I needed was a project. Various ideas for escape had
occurred to me, but something useful would have to wash up first.


Two peninsulas encircled a little bay on the southern
shore, the side that faced the open ocean. There the water was shallow and
calm. I decided I would build a spiral jetty.


~ ~ ~


A few days later, I was sitting at the wooden table in my
house when a pair of armed man-servants stepped in. They stood on either side
of the door. I seized my bread knife and backed against the wall. A slim figure
entered between them. It was my wife.


“Disarm him,” she said. “Search the room for other
weapons.” I threw the knife at her feet in disgust. She colored, then nodded to
the guards. They went outside.


Her eyes went flitting about the room. “Don’t bother,” I
said nastily. “You’ll say something half-hearted about how well I keep house.
I’ll know that you’re thinking something quite different and push you to tell
me the truth. You’ll pretend to spare my feelings for a few minutes, then break
down and tell me how disgusting I am, how you’ve always reviled me, how your
precious Great Uncle Sallus would never behave as I have, and how I’m the one
to blame for all of your problems. You see? No reason to go into it.”


“If you already know what I’m going to say, I don’t see
why I even bothered to come.”


“Then get out,” I said. And she did just that.


I stood there in the middle of the room for a long time.
It hadn’t gone at all as I’d planned. Except that she’d looked better than in
my most titillating fantasy.


Why had she visited? Was it at Sallus’ behest? I thought
not. In the end I decided that she’d come to apologize, to ease her guilt for
moving on to some other man, or whatever it was she had done. Suddenly I was
glad I hadn’t played along.


~ ~ ~


There is, woven through this world, an occult skein of
luminous threads, a web of relations, with signs that signify themselves. I
knew it then but darkly, through the silence of wind and surf. But there is in
truth little to tell. They aren’t the kind of thing one talks about.


In building my jetty I followed them, as the sun draws the
scale-tree up out of the earth, pulling its branches and leaves along the
channels laid out for them; as the stars steer their courses through the sky;
as the fishes swim the paths of the sea. They were like a trellis; I the
trained plant, restricted (some might say) while drawn ever upward, granted new
freedoms, new visions. All I had seen so far was only a trace or projection of
that larger universe. The ocean, the limitless ocean, that has beaten the shore
infinite in its devious turnings for five billion years—the ocean is its alpha
and omega.


I may be disbelieved when I tell how I, all unknowing,
began to attune myself to these siren song-lines, trace them with the fingers
of my soul, and so sidled crab-like into a more congenial frame of somatic
organization. But so it is. The world is big with significance. We just stand
too close to see it. With each step we put our foot out over the abyss, and the
earth rushes in to catch us at the last instant. The true life is a walk in
darkness, its destination hoped-for but unseen.


And so the jetty proceeded apace. I’d begun with a mound
at the center, collecting stones from around the island and depositing them in
the bay. My involute unwound from there. As I finished each section, I poured
gravel into the crevices and formed a level surface along the top. The jetty’s
appearance pleased me. Its brown-black rocks and pale sand stood out against
the green sea.


My daily schedule was rigid. Each morning I greeted the
dawn and contemplated my work, then went searching for suitable stones. Heavy
labor I saved for the afternoon, when I otherwise grew restless and weary.


Weeks turned into months. The equinox came and went, and
the cool of the year arrived. The days were short and the nights were chilly.
The tides varied from neap to spring and back to neap again. The winter
solstice went by, and the spring equinox as well. The beams of the sun grew
stronger. The days waxed longer and longer.


My beard fell down to my chest. My tattered shirt became a
rag. I went with back bare, my skin toasted a shimmering bronze, my limbs
supple and strong. I was the golden god of the desert island, the master of my
own solitude. But I went with seared vision and brains slightly cooked; for one
cannot look long upon the sun.


One night I rose from my cot and went to the window.
Strange clicks and whirrs mingled with the sigh of the surf. The gibbous moon
made a chessboard of the island. Dark forms flitted about where the white
breakers rolled in. I feared nothing on Hatera, so I went to investigate.


They were crawling around at the edge of the sea, hundreds
of them, their high carapaces like domes of burnished bronze, their sword-tails
scoring the sand behind them. They seemed excited. Their clicks sounded like
speech.


At first they didn’t mind my presence. I succeeded in
getting close to one and flipped it over with my foot. Its pale spider-legs
writhed frantically as it whipped its tail against the sand, trying to right
itself. Its head was distinct from its soft, jointed plastron, eyeless but with
facelike features. It rolled over at last and scuttled into the surf, hissing
with agitation. After that, the creatures avoided me.


The next night was much the same. I began to recollect
certain old fables about a preadamitic race of ensouled decapods that did
battle with the giant eurypterids and ammonites of the whirlpools in the
southern straits. Do you see? I thought of the sea-folk only after their
first appearance. And yet my labors were their ineluctable summons, as I had
known (without knowing) that they would be.


Then, on the third night—the night of the full moon—the
females came.


I knew they were females as soon as I saw them. They were
larger than the males and had ornate, sculpted hulls. The acrid perfume they
released in the surf stirred strange feelings in me. Some of them were
attracted to my jetty. They crawled all over it while the males hissed
disconsolately from the shore.


From a distance I watched them pair. A male would cling to
his mate’s carapace while she dug a hole in the sand. Then she would drag him
over it, pause, fill the hole, and go to repeat the process elsewhere.


This went on until dawn paled the sky. Then they vanished
into the sea.


~ ~ ~


My wife paid her second visit at midsummer, nearly a year
after the first. This time she was alone. I was working down at the bay. She
came and stood on the shore, waiting for me to notice her. She wore a dress of
black brocade edged with black lace. Her auburn hair streamed in the wind.


I was still putting the finishing touches to my jetty, but
it was essentially complete. The space enclosed by its turns had begun to
shelter a sea-garden. Green anemones spread their carnivorous blossoms.
Trilobites skittered over the stones. Sea lilies waved in the currents.


My wife surveyed it from where she stood. “What is it?”
she asked as I waded onto the beach.


“A jetty.”


She began walking along it, following the paved path
around and around until she reached the center. There she stopped and regarded
me. “I wanted to talk to you.”


“Let’s go to the house.” I waited for her to wind her way
back, then led her up the path.


“You look like the Old Man of the Sea,” she said as we
went along.


“It was you who put me here.”


“I know.”


I looked at her, but I couldn’t read her expression.


We got to the house. “Welcome to my abode,” I said. “Take
the chair. I’ll sit on the cot.” I sat cross-legged on the wood-frame rope bed
while she settled herself at the table.


The color had risen into her cheeks. She avoided my eyes.
An ugly look appeared on her face. “I’m sorry for what I did,” she said.


I was so gratified by this that I found it hard not to
gloat, unseemly though it was. “You’re sorry. That’s wonderful. Now that you’ve
unburdened yourself, you can go back to court with a clean conscience, and I
can finish my days here, content with the knowledge that you’re sorry.”


“I can’t go back there,” she whispered, covering her face
with her hands.


“Just tell me one thing,” I went on, brimming over with
glee. “What was it that made you turn me over to him? I mean, you didn’t want a
child any more than I did. In fact, if I recall correctly, it was your idea to
practice—”


“No, it wasn’t. You’re the one who suggested it.”


“Well, you practically forced me to. Remember? It was the
night of the fête. You said—”


“Enough! Enough!” she shrieked. “Do you always have to
have everything worked out? That’s why I did it! Gods! How I despise you
sometimes. I didn’t want to say that, but I can’t help it. I despise you!”


That silenced me. I suppose I had achieved my goal. For a
long time we sat there without saying anything. I listened to the surf and
thought about my project. “Do you like my jetty?”


“It’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.”


“Does Sallus know you’re here?”


“Of course not. My people wait in the boat. They won’t
bear tales.”


“Why did you come? To apologize?”


“I—I want to get you out of here. I’m working toward it. I
just wanted to tell you that.”


“And if you aren’t successful? Because we both know you
won’t be.”


“Then I’ll come share your exile with you.”


“They’ll never let us be together.”


“We’ll escape. We can live in secret in Panormic Styrrhena
or the Golden Horn or the Deserits. Someplace my uncle won’t find us.”


I nodded. “When?”


“Give me a few months.”


We spoke then of unimportant matters. She kissed me—I
could tell she was a little reluctant—and went out. I watched her pick her way
to her ship. I didn’t expect to see her again.


~ ~ ~


The fall equinox went by. I finished the jetty and began
to extend the path into a design that encompassed the entire island. As I
worked I felt that I was tracing something foreordained. At each stage I merely
did what seemed most fitting. My house’s knoll was the pole of dynamic
symmetry.


I made a discovery in the dead of winter. The day was too
cold and stormy to go out. I was just sitting there, listening to the wind,
when I noticed that one of the flagstones had come loose. Out of boredom I
began idly to work at it.


I succeeded in flipping it over. There was a hole in a
corner of the depression. I used this to get a purchase on the neighboring
stone, and pried that off as well. The hole I’d uncovered was large enough to
admit a man. I spent a few minutes preparing a torch, then dropped down into
it.


The chamber had once been a natural cave, but human hands
had shaped it into a cubical space. An altar ran along one side. Carved above
it was the image of an architeuthic ocean goddess with vacuous, lidless eyes;
hundred-handed, a corporeal icon of divine energy.


The other walls were adorned with painted bas-relief. They
told the story of the rise from primordial chaos, when demiurgic spirits of
flame kindled the spark of life in the vents of the deep sea, and of the advent
of man and a race of marine arthropods.


Several panels recounted the whelming of a human kingdom
by an inbreaking ocean. The survivors gathered on a mountain peak that rose
above the waves and there made a sacrifice to the goddess. A spring welled up
from the earth. Some drank of it and joined the sea-folk. Others made their way
ashore. The arithmetic spiral was a motif throughout, in the coils of the
mantled goddess.


When the weather improved I began to investigate Hatera
with a new end in view. I crossed over to the sea stack and searched for a cave
like my own. I found nothing but a shelf where the surf slapped noisily
underneath. After that the outcrop became a kind of asymptotic attractor for
the whorls of my design.


The sea-folk returned later that spring. The females
emerged under the full moon. I awaited them on the spiral jetty. They swarmed
up it, surrounding me, feeling me with their bifurcated forelegs.


I continued to visit the sea stack every spring tide. I
knew now that a cave was submerged beneath the shelf. Each month it was a
little more exposed. Finally, at the new moon nearest midsummer, I was able to
enter.


The sides were carpeted with dripping seaweed. I went up a
flight of slippery steps into a small chamber. A stream spurted from a crack.
The water, I found, was fresh. That one taste filled me with a sudden singing
desire to devoutly consummate my union with the authoress of my soul’s
longings, the belemnitic mother of life. I filled a jug and bore it back to my
house.


To this day I wonder whether the spring would have been
there had I not sought it.


~ ~ ~


My wife paid her third visit a month later. It took her a
long time to come to the point. I made one or two little attempts at intimacy
while she talked, hating myself all the while, knowing how deftly she would
turn me aside. It was just another way of spilling myself in the sand, but I
couldn’t help myself.


Giving up at last, I said: “How’s it coming?”


“How is what coming?”


“What we talked about last time.” She didn’t say anything.
“Have you made any headway with Sallus? Or are we going to try to escape
together?”


“Escape where?” she laughed bitterly. “No, I haven’t made
any headway. How could I? It was stupid of us to think we could get around him.
He’s had all sorts of people banished now, you know. They call him the
Reformer.”


“So. . .you don’t want to escape?”


“Like I said, where to? What would we do? You don’t have
any useful skills. I can embroider a little, but not enough to make a living.”


“That wouldn’t matter to me, so long as we were together.”


“That’s very well for you to say. What do you have to
lose? But I—” She froze.


“That’s how we stand, then,” I said. I turned to the
window.


“Darling,” she began, putting her hand on my shoulder. I
shrugged it off. Inwardly, though, I was dancing with joy. I knew I had her.


“Spend the night with me,” I said. She didn’t answer. The
silence was taut. I could feel her eyeing my sun-hardened skin, my unkempt hair
and beard. I hated her for it, oh, how I hated her! “Just for company,” I
forced myself to say. “For old times’ sake. You can go in the morning. Then you
needn’t bother with me again. You take the cot. I’ll make do with the table.”


“I’ll have to go get my things,” she said at last.


“Are your people with you?”


“No, I hired a boat in Ket. I can’t trust my servants
anymore.”


“You sailed over alone?”


“Of course not. The fisherman is anchored beyond the
islet. I rowed myself ashore.”


“Will he wait for you?”


“If he wants to get paid. I’ll be back in a moment.”


While she was out, I prepared our meager repast. I got
myself water from the cistern; her water I poured from the jug. Then I laid out
the board of fare: purple dulse, hard oblongs of fungous fruit-bread, two
boiled cheboth eggs.


I was just replacing the flagstone over the storage cellar
beneath the house when my wife returned. We sat down to eat. She pretended to
put on a brave face but made it clear all the same that she wasn’t used to such
viands. She wrinkled her nose when she tasted the water. “Is this from your
cistern?”


“That’s right,” I said.


“Is it quite clean?”


“Oh, yes. It’s just a bit musty from sitting in my jug.”


“It makes me feel strange. You’re sure it’s safe to
drink?”


“Quite safe. I’ve never gotten sick.” She emptied her cup,
then, oddly enough, asked for more. She drank that down as well.


Her sleep that night was troubled. It took her a long time
to get up in the morning. “I don’t feel right,” she said as she swung her feet
down.


It was true that her skin had grown a little pale. Also,
her eyes looked unnaturally large and protuberant. When she stood, her gown
swung loosely from her shoulders. Its hem touched the floor. “What’s wrong with
me?” she grunted. She stumbled to the jug and drank straight from its mouth.


“Maybe you should stay for a day or two, until you feel
better,” I said. She nodded and went back to bed.


I went out and dragged the dinghy ashore. The boat was
beyond the sea stack. The fisherman was nowhere in sight. I hoped he would give
up waiting and return to Ket.


My wife was asleep when I got back. Her face had new
wrinkles. Her skin was so thin that I could see all her veins through it.


She slept through the rest of the day. By evening her hair
had begun to fall out. At sunset she opened her eyes wide with horror. “What’s
happening to me?” she rasped. She got up. Her gown dragged on the floor now,
but it was stretched tight over her back, which had begun to broaden. “Help
me,” she said.


I gently stripped off the gown. She hardly looked human
now. Her abdomen was shrunken, her bones deformed. Her vertebrae had begun to
thicken and shoot out strange growths that moved beneath the skin.


Suddenly her shriveled legs gave way and she went
scuttling about the room, hissing bewilderedly. I coaxed her back into the cot.
She fell at once into a deep sleep.


In the morning she looked more like a larva than a woman.
Her eyes were dark spots on her pallid face. I went out for a long walk.


When I returned the cot was empty. A hardening,
fluid-filled sac was hanging in the corner, cemented to the ceiling by dried
mucus. There was movement inside it. Her face was a grotesque mask at the
bottom. A bulging, jointed dome was taking shape on the back.


When I saw that, I drank a draft from the jug myself.


~ ~ ~


The tree of life springs from one stem. The segmented worm
gave rise to the joint-shelled tribes, but also to fish, and hence to man. Do
you doubt this? Man is segmented. It’s true. His skull and his spine are but a
great sea-worm that carries its brine with it, in blood. Do you still doubt?
Set side by side the embryo of a man and a shellfish, and tell me which is
which.


And so, as I followed my wife’s transmutation, no violence
was done to my form. I was only stepping from one branch to another of the same
family. I slept the great sleep in my sac on the ceiling, and emerged on a
morning of pale sun and placid water.


I went out. A dark form sat at the edge of the sea. She
waited while I approached. She was much larger than me now. It was impossible
to tell if she knew me. Her eyes conveyed nothing. Had her mind even survived
the change?


But how tenderly, oh, how tenderly did she rear up a little
and touch her foreleg to my carapace! Our shells knocked together, and it sent
a quiver of excitement through my soft insides. I began to hiss and wave my
tail. She turned, inviting me, and I clung to her carapace.


And there, on the beach, we made love after the fashion of
the sea-folk. When we were done we climbed out on my jetty and surveyed the
view. The great goddess hoved upon the unbroken waters, her mantled miter an
arrow to the sun’s lidless eye, her pliant, muscled arms snaking sublimely
through the deep, with pointed fingers and paddled hands playing the organ
stops of oceanic profundity. The vision faded, or rather, resolved itself into
the enigmatical reserve of blank infinity.


The green sea beckoned. We plunged into it and swam side
by side, upside down, steering with our tails as rudders.


Now we dwell in swaying gardens and calcareous houses on
the abyssal plain, watchful for dread things of the deep, of which no man may
know or speak.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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OUR FIRE, GIVEN
FREELY


Seth Dickinson




RIDER BRAY RUNS the steppe one stride ahead of her name,
racing the wind cross waves of grass glazed in the light of a high cold sun.
Heading home, war and longed-for glory at her back, to answer the summons of
her warlord queen.


She wants to stay at war. Wants to fight and win, against
the enemy şövalye and their black-masked retinues, against her own name
and heritage and the weakness it implies. But she answers her queen, the mighty
Hau Nidane, the Setless Sun.


Rider breathes the steppe air cold with coming storm and
lets her small sedition flow out with it. Runs on.


Her retinue chases her like the chevron autumn geese cut
from the sky and among the drum of their footstep she hears, against her will,
the ghost of ancient hooves. Down fifteen years of memory her mother tells her:
the horses ruled this steppe, this Black Atora, and we ruled the horses, we
the Horse People, we of the enamel and the glass.


Then the Walkers came, and killed the herds—


Did they hunt the horses with tribute fire? little
ill-remembered Bray asks. 


Their secret strength, whispers umi Bray. Unknown
to us, to the Horse People: the tribute fire, the given flame.


Oh, umi Bray—if you could see!


Now that tribute sings in Bray’s veins, burns in the sweat
upon her brow, alloys her bone and breath. Six years she has been sworn and
still this power dizzies her.


Each morning the men and women of her retinue grant her
tribute, whispering the words of the ancient Walker rite: our fire, given
freely. Each night the tribute bonds break and she diminishes as they fall
one by one to sleep. The fire makes her strong, feeds body and soul, grants her
might for battle and speed for the steppe.


She has been made şövalye, first of all the Horse
People, by the grace and wisdom of the mighty Hau Nidane. And now she has been
called home.


She runs on.


~ ~ ~


The palace of Hau Nidane rises from the steppe ahead,
white walls like the bones of the world. Rider Bray shouts to her retinue,
voice a mighty drum: “Raise your kites!”


Snail-dye banners dip in answer, codes acknowledged,
greetings sent. But no other Nidani şövalye runs out with his retinue to
offer escort and guard. Perhaps it is a Walker slight. Perhaps the war has left
no şövalye here as guard.


Rider Bray passes through the great stone gates,
surrendering her spears and knives, divesting herself of her retinue, and goes
down the path of paper lanterns into the henge court of Hau Nidane.


She feels like a stain upon the Walker court, her skin mud
against their humus-dark, her jaw narrow and fragile, her teeth gapped and
stained. But she has learned to carry herself proud, even under the contempt of
the Walker guard, the mathematicians and engineers and concubines that ring the
court.


The people who bore her were stains, perhaps. But she is
şövalye. She reached up and was lifted.


“My Queen,” she says, and bows her head to the chernozemic
earth.


Hau Nidane stands at the pole of the white circled henge,
her shoulders broad as the sky, her legs set like the trunks of windbreaking
trees. She wears no crown and needs no throne to rest upon. Her open arms
circle the span of all that Rider Bray is and will ever be. “My şövalye,”
she says. “My sworn and chosen. Welcome.”


“You sent for me.”


Hau Nidane, the Setless Sun, grants her the favor of a smile.
“If I ask for word of our war,” she says, “will you be true?”


“I will.”


The Queen lifts a hand: continue.


“We cannot match the King of Emmer Wheat,” Rider Bray
says, her brow pressed into the grass, the dark Atora earth, on which she has
spilled so much blood. “He gathers tribute from too many. His şövalye are
too strong. We have been driven back, nearly to the quarries at Uma Nonya.”


The queen nods. “So it is. You must wonder, then, why I
have called you away.”


“I wonder only how I can serve best.”


The Queen beckons for her to rise. “Some say you cannot
understand the tribute. That the knowledge of it is not in your blood.”


Rider Bray lifts herself and lifts her chin. “I have ears.
I hear what is said.”


“It is not your ears they question.”


Even secondhand, the slight pricks at her temper. “I know
the ways of tribute as well as any şövalye,” she says, eyes averted to
hide her curled lip, her ill-hidden disquiet: why am I here? “Each day
we pledge our fire to you, O queen, by way of your runners and deputies. You in
turn choose your şövalye. And as you never sleep, your bond to your
şövalye never breaks; and so we are made mighty.”


Hau Nidane considers her şövalye with dark eyes.
Sövalye know the rule of eyes: you will see fire only in the eyes of those
who burn less bright. Ordinary eyes mean an ordinary woman, or a woman more
powerful than Rider Bray. Hau Nidani is not ordinary.


“You carry your name well,” she says. “I chose it to
remind you of what you had to prove. And you have proven.”


“You choose well in all things,” Bray says. 


“Is that so?” The Queen’s great shoulders cord. “My people
starve, Rider Bray. I take their fire and spend it on a war I cannot win, and
without that fire, without the strength to heal pox and hoe the earth, they
sicken and starve. They say that among the Horse People there are mothers who
have given so much they cannot quicken. Does that not trouble you? Do you not
doubt me?”


“Never,” Rider Bray says, and smiles within at the truth
of it. “You are Queen of the Nidani. Some day your kingdom will mend this
shattered steppe and you with all your gathered tribute will be immortal.”


The wind moves among the standing stones and stirs the
short strands of Hau Nidane’s hair.


“A traveling sage came to me,” the Queen says. “A man
named Marantic Lind. He claims he can teach a band of common tribute to fight
with the strength and fire of a great şövalye. He tells me that he can
raise an army which will win my war against the King of Emmer Wheat.”


An army. A mob, a herd, an ignoble thing. To hear that
bitter word in the mouth of the Queen—


Rider Bray fixes her face and waits.


“Go to him,” Hau Nidane commands. “Learn the truth of his
methods.”


“Surely I could do more good—” Bray begins. But the Queen
raises a hand to silence her.


“Go to this Marantic Lind,” Hau Nidane repeats. “You are
the only Horse Person ever made şövalye. You understand the common
tribute. I trust you to be fair in your report.”


Her eyes say all the rest. A Queen cannot speak worry,
cannot say fear. Nowhere in the method of Marantic Lind has the Queen made any
mention of royal tribute.


I will earn no glory here, Rider Bray wants to shout. I
will still be Rider. I will still be a woman with a name that spreads
its legs across a horse.


“My Queen,” she says, and lowers her brow to the dark
Atora earth.


~ ~ ~


“We run for the quarries at Uma Nonya,” she tells the
chief of her retinue, the albino Suro Bulayo. He is a Walker and her first
friend.


“To join the fight again?”


“To serve our Queen.” She gestures impatiently to the
gathered retinue, the Horse People who run with her because she shares their
blood, the Walkers who run with her because they are deformed or weak or pale
of color and no other şövalye will have them. “We go at dawn. Eat and shit
while you have the chance. Bulayo—my spears.”


Bray takes their tribute under the sunrise, the fire rich
like cream, and blesses each of them with a touch and an oath, for speed and
strength in their run. She is trained şövalye. She can do more with their
gathered power than they could achieve in concert with all their farflung kin.


This sage Marantic Lind cannot change that truth.


Uma Nonya spills out beneath them at the end of their
trail, split by the bent blade of its river, the near bank perilously close to
flooding down into the quarries in a broth of sand and sweating flesh.


Bray looks down across the village with eyes made
eagle-sharp by tribute fire. Sees an emaciated, pot-belled child working the
dry teats of a dying cow. He is a Walker boy with a Walker jaw but naked and
filthy as her little brothers. The sod-roofed hut behind him has begun to
slump.


The King of Emmer Wheat’s şövalye have never troubled
Uma Nonya. No blood has spilled in its white quarries, its clear cold river.
But still the war is here.


She turns her eyes to the quarries. Walkers work the walls
with ball and chisel and flame, and in the dusted pit beneath them gangs of
Horse People labor with cable and lever to drag loose blocks. Everywhere she
looks she sees starvation. Tribute fire can sustain a man through drought, but
though the rains are late this year, the fire goes to the Queen and the war.


“You’re frowning,” Suro Bulayo says.


“As usual.”


He chuckles.


At a ramp in the northernmost pit, where a work crew
struggles at the ropes of a pale granite block, some peculiarity draws her eye.
Rider Bray considers the crew for a moment and points. “Marantic Lind. There.”


“How can you tell?”


“Because he’s a madman,” she says. “And that gang is full
of Walkers and Horse People, side by side. No chains. No guards.”


“Like us,” Suro Bulayo says. “Maybe they’re friends.”


“They might have been, before they began to starve. But
now?” Bray signs to her retinue, a laconic wave: be ready to move. “I
know what Walkers do to Horse People when things go wrong. Someone holds them
together. Marantic Lind.”


~ ~ ~


The granite rides a wooden sledge along the ramp. The men
and women of the gang labor downslope against it, hauling at a rope roll, the
corded reed lines looped taut around a stanchion upslope so that the gang’s
descending labor powers the block’s ascent.


Strange, this: the gang has no caller, no officer to keep
time as they labor at the cedar handles. Rider Bray paces the length of the
line, breathing their sweat and body stink, her fingers snapping to each
perfect synchronized grunt as they step into the ropes like a mother bent to
her last labor.


She sees in their eyes the spark of tribute fire, each and
every man and woman. They have not passed their tribute to the Queen today.


And they are not starved. Far from fed, surely, but she
can smell blood from some of the women. Fat enough for fecundity. Fire enough
to cycle.


Among the gang she finds a man, Walker skin and Walker
jaw, eyes cast to the earth, narrow shoulders trembling with effort. She knows
him by his small bloody hands, hands unaccustomed to work.


“Marantic Lind,” she says. “The Queen sent me.”


“We have stone to pull,” he says. Walker jaw but a foreign
accent, touched by the lilt of some other sweep of steppe.


“You’re too weak for this work.”


He looks up and his eyes glimmer with a little measure of
tribute fire. “I am weak,” he says. “We are strong.”


She walks past him. Goes to the head of the gang, finds a
pair of handles on the rope, sets her boots against the clay-caked ramp, and
begins to pull. The rope creaks with her strength, and in her chest and calves
she feels the fire swell to answer her.


The beat of labor breaks, and the gang falls apart into
confusion. Her pull offsets the rhythm and they begin to slack off the rope,
confused, drawn along.


She heaves at the rope, and the stone in its sledge carries
on as if they still spent all their strength on it.


“Give me your tribute,” she calls. “I am şövalye.
Give me your fire.”


The gathered Walkers and Horse People with their calloused
quarry hands look to Marantic Lind. He nods. “Go on,” he says. “Give her your
strength.”


One by one they approach with sullen eyes to touch her and
whisper: our fire, given freely.


She works the rope and pretends not to hear the lie.


~ ~ ~


In a cedar cabin between the quarry and the river she
wastes the last of the day’s light listening to Marantic Lind.


“We do so many stupid things,” he says, squatted across
the fire, steeping the dry leaves of a weak tea. “Quarry by rivers. Till our
farmland dry. Waste the fire that could make our people strong.” He sips the
tea, grins a curious little grin like a sparrow’s cocked head. “Don’t you
think?”


“You have better ways?”


“I have a way to make sixty common Nidani tributes as
mighty as any şövalye,” he says.


She lifts her hands to show him the memory of the pull
handles. The stone she alone drew up out of the quarry.


“Yes—yes, a powerful demonstration.” He nods like a little
bird too, bouncing on his haunches. He has a face not much given to stillness
and a tongue uneasy with silence. “One trained şövalye can do so much.”


She finds the mockery in his implication - one trained
Horse Person şövalye can labor so well—and stamps on her fury with
long weary practice. Maybe he doesn’t mean it.


“But how many şövalye does Hau Nidane command?”
Marantic Lind presses. “How many years of training do they each demand from our
kingdom? How much gathered tribute?”


She leans forward on her hands, the symbolism conscious: a
cat before a bird. “I could kill your gang of sixty in a minute,” she says. “I
could snap their bones with my bare hands and run them down as they fled. I
could do the same against six hundred. I am invested with the might of so many,
Marantic Lind. No number of men lit by one solitary fire can match me.”


“Bray,” Suro Bulayo calls from the door. “People coming.”


Marantic Lind steeples his hands beneath his chin. “I call
it the Flock,” he says. “Let me show you.”


They wait outside, the sixty men and women who worked the
quarry, Horse People clumped among the Walkers like clots in cream. Marantic
Lind opens his arms to them. “Rider Bray,” he says. “I beg you. Give them back
their fire.”


She measures him with a sidelong glance. “I wonder,” she
says. “What do you get from all this? What is your cause, Marantic
Lind?”


“Victory for our Queen Hau Nidane,” he says, his level
eyes unblinking. “The unification of the Black Atora under her rule. May it be
eternal.”


She considers him a moment more and then reaches within
herself to cut their tribute free. Sparks kindle in a hundred eyes before her.
“Done,” she says. “Show me, then.”


“Begin,” Marantic Lind says.


The crowd mills with silent intent, pawing at each other,
whispering the familiar susurrus: our fire, our fire, our fire. Each
groping for the hand of another, for the shoulders of a companion turned away,
a communion of grime and common calloused flesh. 


Tribute to tribute.


“We pool our fire,” Marantic Lind whispers in her ear.
“Every one to every other. It takes discipline, trust, experience—but little
training. We have learned to make it work.”


She nods, her curiosity piqued even as her training
rebels. “Who leads? Who plays şövalye?”


“A flock has no leader. Only the bird who flies front.”


“I see men, not birds.” She swings to face him, her
impatience buried. “A sage should know the uses of the fire, Marantic Lind: to
nourish the body, to prolong life, to heal, to quicken, and—in a trained
şövalye—to grant speed and might. Sixty weaklings paying tribute to
each other are still weaklings.”


“We are the best gang in the quarry,” he says, chin
raised. “These were the worst, when I found them. They were all half-dead. Now
they labor well.”


This man, she thinks, has never learned his place—and
there, in spite of herself, she feels admiration.


“So you feed extra fire to the starving and ill. Take from
the strong to coddle the weak. A good and clever trick.” She gives him just the
hint of a nod, to prick a drop of hope, as the şövalye who trained her
used to do, before the crushing reminder—your name is Rider! Remember who
you are!


“You keep your band strong against starvation,” she says.
“And deprive the Queen of rightful tribute. Deprive me of strength I
need to end this war.”


Marantic Lind raises his hands but she speaks over him.


“You promised my Queen an army. All you have devised is a
clever sort of treason.”


“Wait. Wait.” He pushes at the air with his soft hands.
“Give us a chance. One chance to show you what we can do.”


“There is more stone in that quarry,” she says.


“In battle!” he pleads. “Let us fight!”


She almost turns away. She almost laughs.


She remembers a Horse Girl, eyes fixed on the cabled
calves of a passing şövalye, telling her mother: I will be her.


You can never be her, little Bray.


“The King of Emmer Wheat sweeps the fields north of you
with his raiders,” she says. “If your Flock can run, then I will take you out
as skirmishers. Is that what you want?”


Marantic Lind nods. The watching Flock whispers to itself.


“Understand,” she says. “We will meet his şövalye and
we will cast spears. Some of us will die. I think your Flock will rout. I think
the Harvester foe will run you down and murder you. Is that what you want?”


She says this to Marantic Lind, as if he were şövalye
of this ragged Flock. He is not, of course; but his Flock still hears.


One of the men among them, a Walker with a broken nose,
speaks. “We are dying here,” he says, arm on the shoulder of the man beside
him. “I have lost my sons and my husband has lost his wives. We want a chance
at a better kind of death.”


“We will need spears, and a chance to learn their use—”
Marantic Lind begins.


She signs to Suro Bulayo. “We have spears to spare,” she
says. “Eat and say farewell to your families. We leave tonight.”


Of all of them, Marantic Lind looks the most afraid.


~ ~ ~


“Are you a coward?” she asks him.


They run the blind steppe beneath the infinite stars,
north across the grass, through the windbreaker trees and the fields waiting
for water to wake the Black Atora’s earth.


“My strengths are hard to see,” Marantic Lind says. He
shrugs and grins his sparrow grin. “I was an orphan and a slave. I was carried
far from here, to a land of salt and scholars, and told I would never find my
way back. But look: here I am!”


He keeps pace with her, and the Flock keeps pace with him,
formless but persistent. Not as fast as her retinue, but faster than she
expected. Their shared fire, bolstering the weak.


The sliver of moon gives little light and as they run
north Rider Bray chews over the possibility of ambush. “Suro Bulayo!” she
calls. “We should throw out a screen—”


“No need.” Marantic Lind points to the horizon. “A little
starlight multiplied by many eyes, and your night becomes our day. We see
clearly.”


A chill takes Rider Bray. “Clever,” she says.







For a moment she glimpses the web of power that binds them
all together, these rough and ragged bonds.


“Isn’t it?” Marantic Lind looks giddy. “Isn’t it, though?
And only the beginning, only a little trick. Hau Nidane could rule the Black
Atora, and with the world’s tribute she could be immortal.”


“It is one thing to see in the dark,” she says. “Another
to stand against the mighty. Consider your people, Marantic Lind. They have
husbands, wives, children. They may fight so close to home, but they will never
go out to war in the name of Hau Nidane.”


“The Nidani are a desperate people,” he says. For a moment
he does not look at all like a child or a bird. “Beset by starvation and
pestilence and war. Given cause, they will fight.”


“The common tribute cannot fight a war,” she says. “We
have our şövalye and our Queen for a reason, Marantic Lind.”


“So that we can spend our fire to feed them, while we
starve? So that we can send our strength to the Queen, while we labor at the
stone?”


“Consider your position,” she says softly. “Speak with
care.”


A cry goes up from the eastern edge of the Flock.
“Runners! Runners to the east!”


Rider Bray follows their gestures and sees the glint of
moonlight pinned on naked speartips, four minutes distant at a steady pace. The
distant runners fly no signal kites. “Harvesters,” she says.


Marantic Lind shouts to his Flock, but already they have
begun to unravel. A woman breaks from the eastern file, spear across her
shoulders, jaw set, running toward the distant Harvester. “Neida!” someone
shouts. “Neida, wait!”


But this woman Neida will not wait. A man named Wick
scrambles after her and he draws a whole thread of companions out after him
until the whole eastern side of the Flock—Walkers, mostly—has joined their
ragged indecisive charge.


“Will you command?” Bray asks Marantic Lind. She knows
this pattern, knows how it will play out: eager to charge, eager to break.


He touches his temples, eyes briefly shut. “I have learned
many things,” he says. “Not this, though. Not this.”


“I can save your Flock,” she says. “At your word I set
myself between you and the enemy, and I screen your retreat. At your word.”


In the distance the Harvester formation opens like a hand
and their şövalye steps forth, spear and shield, eyes bright in Bray’s
sight. He carries tribute fire, surely, but no great measure. The King of Emmer
Wheat leaves him to gather from his own retinue, rather than giving him fire
through a sleepless royal bond.


“At your word, Marantic Lind,” she repeats.


For just one instant his eyes beg for servitude, for
command. Then he sets his jaw and turns.


“Charge!” he cries. “Forward! Charge!”


And the Flock charges, spilling itself across the steppe,
a stumbling cataract of men and women waving spears.


“Bray,” Suro Bulayo says tightly. “Do we help?”


Rider Bray hefts a spear. Considers Marantic Lind, caught
up in the tide, roaring his narrow lungs out as if arguing against his own
heart.


It will take one bloody moment to break them.


Or one simple intercession to show Marantic Lind his
foolishness.


“We wait,” she says.


The other şövalye closes at a bemused trot, and she
sees the mantis mask of Ro Kahae, young among the Harvester sworn. He lifts his
spear and throws from a great distance. In the stretched sight of battle-ready
şövalye Rider Bray watches the shaft arc like dark lightning to take the
woman Neida in her stomach. She screams.


The man Wick stops to kneel by her and cry out, and the
charge breaks around him. The şövalye Ro Kahae draws from his bundle of
spears and kills two men with one cast. Someone throws back at him and he
catches the shaft and snaps it as kindling across his knee.


At the spectacle of his might the Flock’s charge slows and
spreads. Spears fall short or go wide. Bray loses sight of Marantic Lind in the
piling confusion.


“Bray,” Suro Bulayo says. “They have no chance.”


Ro Kahae laughs and draws his blade.


Rider Bray draws breath and speaks as a booming drum. “The
flanks!” she shouts. “The left and the right! Go! Go past him! Go for his
tribute!”


She leaps forward like a wind across the grass not to join
battle with Ro Kahae but to push at the Flock, to add current to their
faltering rush. “Kill his tribute!” she roars, bounding down their line. “Take
the flanks! You—and you—rally your companions! Hold him!”


Ro Kahae sees her and raises his spear but a mingled bunch
of Horse and Walker step forward to cast spears and he must whirl away as all around
the Flock streams past like the horns of a bull.


She imagines Ro Kahae’s confusion, beset by this desperate
fire-eyed mass, this rabid herd. Sövalye fight şövalye; this is the way of
battle on the Black Atora. Retinues do not fight.


She hears Marantic Lind: “Stand by the man beside you! He
can only kill one of you at a time!”


The screams of the wounded drown his shout, but then,
somehow, it comes from another throat, and another, spreading man to woman,
Walker to Horse: “Kill his tribute! Stand by the man beside you!”


The Flock speaks. Ro Kahae hesitates, blade in hand,
shield raised against the pressing mass. He roars challenge and his roar is
thunder but the Flock’s chant matches him.


Behind Ro Kahae the Flock falls upon his retinue, his
spear-carriers and scouts. They have no fire in them for they have given it all
to Ro Kahae and so they are no match for the men and women set upon them. When
the first man among his retinue dies Ro Kahae feels it.


“Rider!” Ro Kahae roars, name and epithet. “Rider!”


He could kill them all if he stood and fought. But he has
never met this kind of war, Rider Bray knows. He knows no way but the Black
Atora way, the clash of şövalye.


He draws away. The Flock screams derision at him.


“Run!” Rider Bray roars. “Run, coward! Run!”


He gets halfway to the horizon before the last of his
retinue dies behind him, and with his fire so diminished he is only a man
again.


The Flock runs him down.


“We won,” Marantic Lind pants. A wounded man shrieks in
the grass behind him. “We won. Was it—I couldn’t see, I couldn’t understand
what happened—was it you? Did you beat him?”


“I cast no spears,” Rider Bray says. She signs to her
retinue: see to the wounded. “You won.”


She is şövalye. She must respect the argument of
spears.


~ ~ ~


Some of the wounded cannot be moved, so the Flock makes
camp on the steppe, huddled in the lee of a line of windbreaker trees. “No
campfires,” Rider Bray commands. “No light.” She sends a runner back towards
Uma Nonya to report, carrying a measure of her fire.


Suro Bulayo and the rest of her retinue bind wounds and
guide the Flock in the prevention of sepsis, the setting of bones. “We could
use your fire,” Marantic Lind says, flush with his victory, trailing her steps.
“You should join them—”


“And if another Harvester şövalye comes?”


He sets a finger to his lips in thought. “Every minute I
spend with you,” he says, “I discover new holes in my scholarship.”


Someone screams at a bone set or a surgery begun. Marantic
Lind closes his eyes for one guilty moment.


She sits herself against a cedar trunk. “There are no
wounded in sövalye war,” she says. “Just victor and vanquished.”


He will not meet her eyes. “Maybe it’s best to let the
people earn their victories,” he says. “Maybe we’d rather take our own wounds.”


“Sit.”


He folds himself against the trunk. “You saw how they
fought,” he says, as if in petition. “You saw what they did against a true
şövalye. Imagine a Flock in every village, a horde sweeping the steppe,
across every splintered kingdom! Imagine an end to war and hunger and hurt.”


He was a slave, she remembers, and feels as if a small
unwise door inside her has come ajar. “It was a good battle,” she says.
“Dishonorable and dirty. But good.”


“I’ve never fought before.”


“Let me tell you, then: the good ones are the ones you
win.”


He chuckles weakly.


“It’s all right to be shaken.” She takes his shoulder.
“Your Flock has power. They fight like idiots—but they can be taught.”


He makes a mindless washing gesture, scrubbing his palms
against his thighs. “How did you convince your Queen?” he asks.


“To make me şövalye?”


“Yes. Given that you’re—” He touches his jaw. “Narrow.”


“I told her that we deserved to fight for ourselves,” she
says.


“And she listened?”


“She’s a good Queen.” It feels good to say that. It feels
good to speak the truth of who and what she is.


But it feels good as well to remember Ro Kahae’s smug
Walker face, run down and broken by the mingled mass—


Of course Ro Kahae wore a mask. Of course she never saw
his face.


“A good Queen.” Marantic Lind considers the sores he has
opened on his hands. “If such a thing exists. If one sleepless sovereign can
justly rule so many.”


Angry shouts from among the wounded: Walkers and Horse
People shouting over a burial rite. “Whispers only!” Rider Bray shouts at them.
“Unless you’re ready for another fight!”


Marantic Lind leans forward with sudden intent. “You used
to rule this steppe. Now you labor in our quarries, and all the animals you
worshiped and lived with are dead by our hands. How can you serve a Walker
queen? How can you accept your place?”


It takes Rider Bray a moment to realize that you
means Horse People and not şövalye. “I earned this,” she says, her gaze a
challenge he will not meet. “I raised myself up with my own strength. I earned
my place.”


“Yes.” Marantic Lind looks across the huddled squabbling
Flock. “You earned it. That’s good, isn’t it? That feels right.”


What is your cause, Marantic Lind?


She spits into the grassy humus and when he starts she
laughs at him. “You’re a radical, Marantic Lind,” she says. “A dangerous,
subversive radical.”


He grins a sly grin.


She gets to her feet. “When we return to Uma Nonya,” she
says, “we begin to drill.”


“The sky is so huge here,” he says. His grin has passed
and suddenly he seems to have put aside some great part of his life. “I’d
forgotten.”


~ ~ ~


They learn to cast spears, to burn tribute fire on the run
and in the push of battle, to answer simple commands and treat basic wounds.
They will never be good soldiers; they will never match even one good
şövalye.


But Rider Bray watches their progress with a kind of
rebellious exultance, watches the shoulder-to-shoulder exertions of the Walkers
and the Horse People with dizzy dreamlike want.


Suro Bulayo tells her: “The Flock is spreading. They go
home and teach their husbands and wives and friends to tribute each other.”


“I know,” Rider Bray says.


“It is treason,” he chides.


“I know,” she says, and wants to laugh, for even he in all
his patient wisdom does not see Marantic Lind’s ultimate design, the purpose
that leaves her sweating awake at night, as sleepless as her Queen.


I trust you to be fair in your report—


What is your cause, Marantic Lind?


She should tell the Queen. She must tell the Queen.


She does not tell the Queen.


A Walker woman in the riverside slum gives birth to a son
and the Flock gathers when he sickens to pool their fire and make him well
again.


The moon fattens and thins like the calf of a running god
but still the wet season rains do not come. The Black Atora lies dry and
barren.


Rider Bray runs fireless with Marantic Lind to help him
build his strength and hears his wild fantasies of lands beyond the place where
steppe meets sky and the world ends, lands of crashing salt water and towering
stone.


And a şövalye and his retinue come in from ranging
patrol to gather new weapons. “We heard you defeated Ro Kahae the Mantis,” he
says.


Bray puffs her chest to boast as etiquette demands, but
the şövalye spits. “We heard how it was done,” he says. “A true
şövalye carries herself in battle. Rider.”


The next day a file of the Flock comes home from a close
patrol in frantic fear. Rider Bray listens to their report: six Harvester
şövalye and their retinue less than an hour away, their kites red.
Challenge to battle.


“They come to take Uma Nonya,” she says. “They will each
bear royal bond. Tribute portioned out by the King of Emmer Wheat.”


“So we cannot starve them of fire by taking their
retinue,” Marantic Lind says into the hush. “What do we do, then?”


She looks to him and hefts a spear. Holds his gaze for a
moment, to say: you know as well as I what you intend to do.


“Bring everyone who knows how to Flock,” she says. “Meet
them on the far side of the river, so we have depth for retreat. And kill
them.”


~ ~ ~


“Six,” Marantic Lind says. “Six of them, with royal bond.”
He paces the road at the foot of the bridge.


The Flock mills at Rider Bray’s back: the fifty-odd
original survivors and great clumps of neophytes, masons and carpenters,
laborers and merchants, Horse People packed into nervous stripes among them.
They have made their tribute to each other, though it is incomplete; some of
the Walkers will not touch the Horse People.


“Surely, in your travels, you have heard of victory
against greater odds,” she says.


Suro Bulayo chuckles softly.


Marantic Lind steps close to confide. “We have five
hundred at most,” he hisses. “And you, with your retinue and royal bond.
Perhaps if we were to tribute the entire Flock to you—”


“And what,” she whispers, “would that mean for you,
Marantic Lind? What would it mean for your future, if you turned back
now?”


His eyes flicker. “Surely I mistake your meaning,” he says.


“Surely not,” she says, and turns her back on him, to go
among the Flock. His eyes follow her, wide with wonder, as she reaches for the
closest man, finds his shoulder; utters, without hesitation, the old words:
“Our fire—”


Hands reach for her. On the horizon, six red kites soar.


~ ~ ~


The Flock offers six false şövalye as bait, six men
and women full of power that they have never been trained to use. The Harvester
şövalye descend on them with a powerful fury and not one of the false
survives.


But it is enough to draw the Harvesters in among the mass
of the Flock, arrayed along the riverbank. Everywhere around the enemy presses
the chanting horde, hundreds in their filth and emaciated fury roaring the
commands of Rider Bray, the mantras of Marantic Lind. Limbs swift with shared
fire.


Too weak. Too few.


The Harvester champions shatter the Flock, rout the
untrained masses back across the river bridges, in among the hovels of the
Horse People that squat in the floodplain. Here Rider Bray arrays her trained cadre
and her own retinue, to rally the retreating mass, to strike at the
glory-hungry şövalye as they fill the winding streets with blood. Here the
Flock shows its worth, sluicing its fire from fighter to fighter, throwing its
weight behind a single champion and then splintering among a dozen avatars,
giving the şövalye no clear target, no single threat to square against.


But it is the voice of Marantic Lind that wins the day.
“Rise!” he roars, echo carried down the bloody streets, from a hundred throats,
from the riven quarry walls. “Rise and bring the mighty low! Trample them as
they have trampled you!”


Uma Nonya, damp quarry of the white Nidani stone, can
offer no champions to stop the King of Emmer Wheat; and so, like a wounded
hive, it issues forth a mob. They come out of their huddled homes and their
desperate prayer circles, calling back the tribute they had given just that
morning to the distant Queen, and they paw at each other and say, as the rumors
told them to, our fire, our fire, given freely—


Rider Bray, twined for the first time in the web of the
Flock, feels the rising flood. Hundreds of new tributes tied into the net,
animalistic, desperate, smeared in dust and blood and shit. Desperate to save
their homes and themselves. To kill what they hate and fear.


The discipline that Marantic Lind taught his Flock
vanishes.


“Rise!” Marantic Lind roars, his voice in a thousand
mouths. “You have waited all your lives! Rise and kill şövalye!”


And in the place of discipline the bloodlust and fury of a
thousand minds passes through the web of tribute until Rider Bray knows in its
entirety this summed thousandfold hate and feels that same summation in a
thousand other minds and with that infinity of rage pressing upon her she roars
her lungs empty with the need to kill.


Somewhere in the blur of violence she sees fire and a face
before her, pleading. She cannot understand mercy, and the face, narrow-jawed
and mud-skinned, is too much like her own.


“Sövalye!” the face cries, in the tongue of the Horse
People. “Save us!”


She has no time for weakness and need. She turns away to
find the enemy.


Afterwards she does not remember what happens down among
the mob; only that two of the Harvester şövalye die before the others
withdraw, their shattered retinues torn limb from limb, cast into the river or
from the quarry walls.


When the mob begins to ebb, when she begins to be
something more than howling rage again, she finds herself wandering among the
shattered burning hovels of the Horse People slum, her spears cast, her hands
bloody to the wrist, her nose and mouth full of the stink of the place as if
her years as şövalye had only ever been a dream.


Dead Horse People lie in the streets and smolder in their
burning homes. For an instant she has the relief of rage, at the King of Emmer
Wheat and his Harvesters. But the Harvester şövalye brought no torches
with them. They had no plans to burn.


Some piece of the mob did this. Some part of the panicked
mass turned on its own. She remembers the face before her, so like her own. The
cry: “Save us!”


She saw this happen and she did nothing. She had no time
for Horse People weakness. Horse People need.


She cuts herself free of the Flock. A Walker man with a
bloodied chisel stumbles drunkenly past. “We’ve won!” he calls. “It was good!
Look at this! It is good!”


Rider Bray stares at him, and perhaps he sees some
question in her eyes, for he stops and says: “The good ones are the ones you
win!”


~ ~ ~


“Thirty of the original Flock survived,” Marantic Lind
says exultantly. “Thirty who remember your training—thirty skilled in Flock
tribute, and bloodied in battle now. Thirty missions we can establish, if the
Queen agrees—”


He sits on the bank of the river and rambles on about the
possibilities, the village Flocks who will cure their crops of blight and their
children of pox, the bands of citizen-fighters that will sweep the steppe in
the name of Queen Hau Nidane. “The transfer of power,” he says, “from the
disinterested few to the self-interested many—” 


Rider Bray wades in the rocky shallows and scrubs her
bloody skin. “You’re very convincing,” she says. “Maybe you could’ve fooled
someone else. Someone who had never craved what you crave.”


He blinks too rapidly. “But I’m right,” he says.
“We can put Flocks in every village. We can win the war for the Nidani, we
can—”


“—change the world,” she says for him. She kneels to
splash her face. “I see what you see. I see your Flocks conquering the steppe.
I see what happens afterward, when you have taught the people of the world this
new way.”


He tilts his head birdlike, and just for a moment she
thinks he is going to lie. But the affectation passes. The sparrow smile does
not come.


“You see what I see, and you know what I know,” he says,
as if by speaking it he can make it true. “No one should endure this kind of
suffering. No one should be made to sacrifice like this.” He gestures to the
horizon, to the quarries and the stillbirths, the dry fields waiting for rain.
“Something has to change.”


She scoops water to splash her hair. “How many Horse
People will there be in your new Flocks?” she asks.


“What?”


She waits. Hau Nidane would wait, patient, for an answer.
So will she.


He gestures convulsively. “It worked here. Walkers and
Horse People together. Comrades—friends.”


“It worked for a band of sixty starving laborers.” She
considers the smoke that clouds the dusk. Remembers the burned Horse People
hovels, the orgy of violence that swept even her away. Rise. “The Flock
needs numbers, Marantic Lind. You know that. Your power depends on consensus,
on mass. It does not welcome division.”


He steeples his hands beneath his chin. “You may be
right,” he says.


She looks up sharply, startled not by the sentiment but by
his poise.


He meets her gaze and perhaps he shrugs. “Something has to
change,” he says. “Somehow. If there is a price—well.”


“The Queen Hau Nidane made me şövalye.” She sets her
booted feet among the small river stones. “In her wisdom and compassion, she
chose me from among the Horse People, against the will of all her advisors.”


“Do you call what you’ve seen compassion?” He speaks
softly, as if she were a fellow scholar. “The things these people suffer for
your queen?”


That she has no answer for.


“What now, then?” Marantic Lind asks.


“The Queen has summoned me to audience, to discuss the
victory at Uma Nonya.” She lifts her chin to match the distant horizon. “To
advise her regarding the possibilities of raising more Flocks.”


“Well.” Marantic Lind spreads his hands. “I trust you to
tell her the truth, with so much riding on your words.”


She smiles and savors the certainty she feels. “So do I,”
she says. “So do I.”


Perhaps history will give her a new name.


“And?” Marantic Lind leans forward, his lips pursed.
“And?”


Something booms in the vast distance. Rider Bray looks to
the horizon with eyes of tribute fire. Sees, in the orange dusk, the first
shadow of the long rain


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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RAPPACCINI’S CROW


Cat Rambo




DOCTOR RAPPACCINI has a pet crow named Jonah. He says he raised it from a
chick, but I have trouble imagining Doctor Rappaccini patiently nursing
anything, tucking a blanket around it to keep it warm or feeding it mealworms
and apple shards. If he has such a faculty for tenderness, he doesn’t exhibit
it towards any of the patients here.


Today he made an appearance to supervise Mr. Abernathy’s
removal from his wheelchair.


Someone should have realized Abernathy was never moving
from it, but the orderlies probably welcomed not having to lift him back and
forth. Bedsores must have formed while he sat there. Over the weeks, they split
and healed, split and healed, finally fusing him to the wicker.


The orderlies left him there, looking out over the
garden’s distant purple leaves. Never showing any sign of pain, till his flesh
grew into the chair. Today at 2:45 PM, he screamed while they cut it away, and
Doctor Rappaccini and his crow watched, unspeaking. When they were done, he
leaned forward to listen to Mr. Abernathy’s heart with his stethoscope. By then
Abernathy had lapsed into silence, but I wondered that Rappaccini could hear
the beat of the man’s heart over the painful wheeze of his lungs.


The Doctor wears a pad on his shoulder for the crow to
shit on. It misses most of the time, and gray and white clots the black coat’s
backside.


It’s hit or miss whether Abernathy will survive. I don’t
know that he cares either way.


Before this, all he did was stare out his window, day and
night, past purple and green leaves towards the east, towards the mountains the
white men call the Cascades.


Over the mountains, they tell me, the sun shines all the
time.


Thunder last night. Not natural thunder, but echoes from
the unending battle being waged far out among the San Juans. The great
phlogiston-fueled battle rafts crash against each other day and night, pushing
their claim to territory back and forth. We’re close enough to those battle
lines that many people have fled south to Oregon. Others have stuck it out,
saying that the lines will shift again, in a different direction.


I have stayed. Where else would I go?


~ ~ ~


I wheel the Colonel out into the watery sunlight. He can
walk, but he prefers the dignity of the chair, in spite of its awkwardness, to
having to struggle for every step.


Two days ago, when he surrendered his artificial leg to me
after a visit from his niece, the Colonel said, “I knew every man of the three
who owned this before me.”


He slapped the cloudy brass surface of the calf. “And some
fella will get it after me. Maybe someone I know, maybe someone I don’t. Do you
think ghosts linger around the objects they leave behind? If so, I’d be
surprised if there weren’t three ghosts riding this one.”


I didn’t answer, and he didn’t expect me to. He knows my
vocal cords were seared away in the same war that stole his leg. The same war
that’s furnished most of the inhabitants of this asylum. Broken soldiers, minds
and bodies ground-up by its terrible machines.


Used to be an injury was enough to get you out. Now if
they can, they turn you into a clank, half human, half machine, and send you
back to the endless task of pushing the lines back and forth. Nowadays we
receive only the men who cannot be repaired, and here they sit or lie in their
beds, waiting to die a slower death than the war would have given them, tended
by orderlies like me, other broken men and women who can function enough to
pretend to work.


People forget. Even though I can’t speak, I can still
hear. Or maybe they don’t forget that. Maybe they just figure I’ll never be
able to tell anyone.


True enough. I don’t have many who understand hand signs
here in the asylum. But I can write out messages, even if it takes me a long
time to construct the letters, even if they waver and bobble in a way that got
me beaten over and over by the nuns back in school. As though your relationship
with God was reflected in the character of your handwriting.


I don’t see Dr. Rappaccini that much. But that crow goes
everywhere in the asylum. No one pays it much mind. It flaps along corridors
and perches on the back of chairs, goes into patient rooms and pokes through
their dressers. Mr. Whitfield told me it took his wife’s wedding ring, which
he’d had on the night table in a china saucer so he could look at it when he
first woke up.


Maybe the crow took it. Or maybe another orderly slipped
it in his pocket, thinking to himself that we’re not paid that much, or at
least not enough to be able to resist temptation. I don’t know.


Either way, even if Mr. Whitfield lost it himself, he
cried when he told me about it; ineffectual old man sobs. I patted his
shoulder, feeling how thin and bony it was under the threadbare garment. Dr.
Rappaccini says Mr. Whitfield is one of the lucky ones. His body wasn’t harmed
by the war. Instead he has war shock, pieces of his mind blown away instead of
his flesh.


Is he truly one of the lucky ones? Sometimes I think that
must be; having something broken in your head must be better than having
something broken in your body, visible to anyone who looks at you.


Other times I’m not so sure.


~ ~ ~


I watched the crow this morning, thinking that if it had
taken Mr. Whitfield’s ring, it would have put it somewhere. That it would have
some treasure trove of what it’d stolen, somewhere in the asylum, and that I’d
be able to retrieve the ring from it.


Mr. Whitfield was so upset. His white hair stood up in
startled tufts and his eyes oozed tears. It was as though all his soul was in
that ring. He told me that it was the only thing that let him remember his
wife.


So I watched the crow. It made its rounds like a doctor,
room to room, checking on each patient. I hadn’t noticed that before. Who
would; who has time to watch a crow, here where we are overworked, where every
idle hand is quickly put to labor?


It’s odd how everyone seems to defer to it, almost as
though it is Dr. Rappaccini himself. The only person who dares defy it is the
cook, when she shoos it away from the beef roast being readied for the dinner.


She never speaks of her past, but it surfaced in her
language, the spray of invective, filthy and informative, spat in the crow’s
direction.


She flung a saucepan at the crow as well. The crash as it
hit the wall cupboard made everyone in the kitchen jump. Everyone looked around,
afraid that Doctor Rappaccini might have seen .


He wasn’t there, but the crow was indignant enough for
both of them. She was lucky it couldn’t talk, couldn’t tell the doctor what she
had done to his beloved pet. It hopped away on the counter, then flapped up to
the high shelf held up with iron corbels and perched there, clacking its beak
and cawing at her as though about to explode with indignation.


She went over to the window above the sink and opened it,
stepped back, and gestured at it. As though it understood her, the crow flapped
and flew out, still berating her with squawks and quonks.


By evening though, it seemed to have forgiven her. Or
maybe it was taunting her, I don’t know which. Either way, it hopped on her
shoulder as she was trying to ladle out dinner to the shuffling rows of
patients. She couldn’t push it off, since the doctor was standing there
watching.


But it couldn’t resist payback. She showed me later the
blood on her arm where its claws had dug in, a cluster of discolored oozing marks.
If I could have, I would’ve told her to wash it. I tried to mime that out.
Demons live where there is dirt, and who knows what kind of demons a crow
harbors? Instead she wrapped it back up, winding the bandage around her arm,
hiding the damage.


~ ~ ~


Last night I dreamed I was the crow.


Crows aren’t male and female the way we are. Or at least
it’s a matter of indifference to humans, and something that presumably only
matters to other crows. I flew among men and women and all of them looked at me
and knew that I wasn’t like them, but that was all right, because I was a crow.


Other parts of being a crow were less appealing. I flapped
my wings and made a gravelly sound in my throat as I plucked an eyeball from a
corpse. I popped it in my beak like a grape squeezed between thumb and
forefinger, full of juice, to the point where it burst, spattering liquid over
my wings.


I woke with a coppery taste in my mouth.


Over breakfast, I watched outside where Jonah sat on the
fence post, calling to the other crows. None of them came down to sit with him,
no matter how much he cooed or wheedled. Several times he flapped up to try and
land beside them. Each time they pecked at him until he flew away.


No one else seemed to notice except the Colonel. He caught
my eye and said, “Probably doesn’t smell right to them. Doesn’t smell the way a
proper crow should.”


So Jonah pays some price for his life here. It must seem
worthwhile to him, or he wouldn’t stay.


Perhaps that’s why his temper is so nasty; why he cannot
stand to be thwarted.


I wonder what the other crows must think of Jonah. A crow
that’s allowed itself to be tamed in order to make its life more comfortable.
Do they envy it, or think it’s sold its soul?


If there was someone else like me, what would that
reflection say about me?


Would he envy me?


Or think I’ve sold my soul?


Sometimes prejudice works to my advantage. I don’t have to
share a room with any of the other orderlies, because they are white and don’t
want to sleep with the dirty Indian.


That saves me trouble. I can unwind the bandages around my
breasts and breathe.


I’m still a man. That’s what I feel like.


But sometimes my body doesn’t agree.


It’s always been that way. I knew I was a man, even when
everything else was telling me differently. It wasn’t until I ran away from the
orphanage, lied and enlisted in a war that was eating up soldiers faster than
anyone could produce them, that I could live the way I wanted to.


It wasn’t something I could have accomplished on my own.
Here and there people have helped, looked the other way or let me slide by.
When I was injured, of course the doctors knew. They could’ve caused a scandal.
As it was, all they did was make sure I couldn’t draw on my pay, because I’d
accumulated it under false pretenses, or my pension, which fell into the same
category.


But there is plenty of work for those no longer fit to be
soldiers. My options, the options offered an Indian who could no longer speak,
were certainly not those offered someone with paler skin or whose gender was
unquestionable, but I did all right.


I could probably find better employment than an asylum for
those broken by the war. But here, there are so few questions, so little time
for looking at those around us, that it hopefully will always be safe for me,
even though all of us are overworked and underpaid. I can find what comfort I
can here, in a world where there is so little.


~ ~ ~


Cook died last night.


Sepsis, Doctor Rappaccini said. From some small injury she
must have sustained in the kitchen and carelessly left untreated. He said the
word “carelessly” as though her death was just a matter of her being too stupid
to take care of herself.


He didn’t say that she was a careful woman who kept things
as clean as she could. He didn’t say that she tried her best for the patients,
to comfort them not with her body as she once had but by making the food less
wretched. She was good at bargaining on the black market, and she never used
those skills to enhance her own table, only to get suet or sugar or spices that
might make them happy for a moment when they tasted a favorite dish.


The replacement that Dr. Rappaccini finds for her will not
make anyone happy but him. He doesn’t own the asylum outright but he might as
well, having been appointed by the board of directors after he’d convinced them
that he could make it turn a profit. That seems odd, to think that an asylum
can be profitable, but at the heart of things it is a business.


And a business that the doctor knows well, in terms of how
to cut corners. Before he came, patients wore their artificial limbs every day,
a practice that Rappaccini says only leads to wear and breakage. Back then
whenever someone died, their artificial limbs were buried with them. Now
they’re wiped down with a solution of Condy’s Crystals and put away to be used
again and again.


Food arrives from the War Office each week. Never enough.
The cook used to send the off-duty orderlies out to forage for greens to
supplement what there was. Some grumbled, but it was in our best interest to
cooperate.


The first day I foraged, I was so pleased to bring her
back several armloads of fiddleheads. I knew they were edible, although I had
never seen ones before with such a faint purplish hue to them.


She made a face and picked one up to sniff it. She shook
her head, setting it down, and said, “Boy, you took these from the Doctor’s
garden?”


I had been here only a few days and didn’t know what she
meant. My face showed it.


She said, “Come with me.”


She led me to the garden where I’d found the ferns.
Surrounded by cypress, it seemed half-abandoned at first. A fountain, its white
marble confines crumbling, burbled and splashed in the center, wild iris
flowering around it in shades of blue and purple. But when I looked closer, I
realized many of the plants were caged in urns and other containers. The
largest stood next to the fountain, a bush covered with purple flowers,
brilliant as gems, so lovely they seemed to illuminate the garden when a cloud
flickered over the sun.


“You don’t come here, and neither do you bring me any food
from it,” the cook directed. She was thin and wiry. Freckles splotched her
skin, the color of weak cocoa. “You stay away from it.” She pointed at the
flowering plant. “See that? Another month and it’ll fruit. Don’t go eating
those or you’ll regret it. This is the doctor’s personal garden.”


I can glimpse that garden now as we line up around the
grave, in the cemetery that adjoins our grounds. An unobtrusive white stone,
skull-sized, rolls in the grass to mark each dead patient. Name and dates
applied with black paint that wears away quickly, leaving a shadow like a day’s
worth of stubble on the cold stone.


The priest says, “Let us pray.”


I close my eyes to hear the breathing of the men around
me, the shuffle of their feet and crutches, the creak of wheelchairs.


“Requiem Aeternam
dona eis, Domine, et lux perpetua luceat eis. . .”


I always associate the sound of Latin with furious
whispers, with sharp pinches. With eyes like freshly broken blue/black/brown
glass beads, pressing down from an adult’s height over my vantage point as a
child. 


The nuns were unhappy with their assignment to an
institution devoted to making Navajo children assimilate into white culture,
and the children were the closest outlet for that frustration.


I was six when they came for me and my two brothers. They
split us up and sent us to different schools. That was the rule, break up the
families. They didn’t want Indian children banding together, didn’t want them
telling each other memories of home, reminding each other of what they had left
behind.


We could not call ourselves The People any longer. They
wouldn’t let us speak our own language. If we spoke in Navajo, they beat us;
forced us to find the English words to say what we wanted. Not that they would
have given us anything we wanted.


In the mornings, we ate burned bread and cold oatmeal and
listened to Sister Perpetua barking out the day’s reading from the Old
Testament. She looked like a china doll from a Christmas tree, but she didn’t
talk like one. She never seemed to pick the Bible’s kinder parts, only the
pieces calculated to frighten us. The story of the prophet Elijah telling bears
to eat the wicked children who’d mocked his bald head was her favorite.


We heard the Bible at breakfast, and at the noon snack,
and at dinner. We swam in stories from the Bible, all of them telling us how
wrong we were. They told us we could never be like whites; they told us we had to be like whites. On Sundays,
they prayed over us from dawn to dusk. I never understood how they could
despise us so yet devote their lives to teaching us.


So few of them seemed happy. So many of them seemed ready
to lash out at us, swift as a scorpion, angry in a way that confused and
bewildered me.


But for every few dozen scorpions, there was someone whose
presence outweighed the rest. Like Father McNeill.


He was tall, so tall. I’d never seen a man stretch that
high before. You would’ve thought it would have made him frightening. But he
had a way of leaning down to listen, blue eyes intent, that made him
comforting.


He was head of the school when I came there. He stood at
the entrance as they marched us in, two dozen Navajo children from Monument
Valley and the Bears Ears and Moenkopi. Unhappy and frightened, and not knowing
what sort of place we had come to.


His smile made us feel better, at least some of us. Others
had learned already that when whites smile, sometimes they don’t mean it.


Father McNeill meant it. He talked to each of us. He told
me that Jesus was my friend, a friend I could always rely on. A friend who
would comfort me.


I liked that. I liked the idea of a friend in those
lonesome times. And some of the pictures of Jesus didn’t make him look like a
white man. I couldn’t imagine him a Navajo like me, but I could imagine him a
cousin from very far away. I liked the Jesus that Father McNeill talked about,
a kind and loving and honorable man. A man someone could try to emulate.


In years that followed, I got a chance to compare stories
with other children who’d been shipped off to places that didn’t have anyone
like Father McNeill. It was only then that I realized how lucky we’d been.


He kept things sane for us. It could have been much, much
worse.


Much, much worse came later, after he died, and the school
became like all the rest.


When I was sixteen and they finally let me leave, I tried
to go home. I went back to Bears Ears, three days of hitching and walking. When
I got there, my family was gone. No one remembered them. One fellow thought
they’d moved over to Calamity Springs, so I went there too, but the trail was even
colder there.


I had no money, no family, no home. So I signed up to
serve in the War.


~ ~ ~


Once you’ve noticed something, you notice it always. I
watched Jonah the Crow. I couldn’t help but notice him now.


At least I thought the crow was a him. Something about the
way it cocked its head whenever Rappaccini spoke to it made me think that the
two of them must share a gender.


The bird made his rounds every day like clockwork,
checking to see what was happening, as though worried that he would come across
a situation Rappaccini would not approve of. I could imagine the bird reporting
to him, squawking out stories of inefficiencies and broken rules; informing on
us all.


People ignored the crow, the same way that they ignored
me. If you can’t talk, you become just part of the background.


It’s more comfortable being part of the background, being
unnoticed and unquestioned. Neither the crow nor I were the first to discover
that. But it’s something that had served me well, during my time in the war.


We are not supposed to talk to the Colonel about the war.
Dr. Rappacini is convinced too much emotion will cause apoplexy, that his heart
will collapse under the strain. He doses the Colonel with opium, which gives
him strange dreams.


Yesterday the Colonel told me his leg talks to him when
he’s asleep. He said, eyeing me, “Is that the strangest thing you’ve ever
heard?”


I shrugged and shook my head.


“There’s plenty of odd things in war, my boy,” he said. He
saw me raise an eyebrow at him and shrugged himself, although he flushed. “Yes,
I know you’re not my boy. You’re just an Indian. But you’re a man, like I am.
You had a father. I had a son.”


I didn’t say anything, of course. More importantly I
didn’t gesture to contradict him.


He continued, hurriedly, as though to not give me time to
reply, “Anyhow, the war is about phlogiston. You know what that is, how it
powers the great engines that drive the city’s heart. Not as much now, since
almost all of that is devoted to the war effort.” He spoke with conviction now,
animated by his own words. “That’s the contradiction at the heart of the war,
see! Fighting over a precious resource, and using all of that resource in the
fight. They keep saying that once the war is over, humanity will advance, once
it’s got all that phlogiston to devote to its own noble needs. But that will
never happen. They’re too evenly matched. And too many people are making money
from supplying the machines to fight the wars. It won’t stop.” He paused and
lowered his voice, forcing himself calm. “It won’t stop till all of us are
dead.”


If I’d been able to speak, I would have. But all I could
do was pat his shoulder and hope he understood.


~ ~ ~


It’s quiet here when no one is screaming. That’s the
biggest difference between here and the war: the noise.


There, it’s everywhere—the cannons’ boom, the machines’
roar, the furnaces’ blast, rockets shrieking, voices screaming. When I think of
the war, that’s what echoes through my head, pushing out the smell of iron and
electricity and blood and salt water.


I lied about so many things when I enlisted. They didn’t
question any of it. They knew that most of the boys signing their names to
enlistment papers were too young for it to be legal. But a war requires bodies,
and it is not choosy about what kind they are.


I was assigned as a driver to a captain. Even now, when
times are so desperate that they are taking thirteen year-olds, they don’t
allow the People to be soldiers. We were support staff only. I couldn’t fight,
but I could fly the little ornithopter that took him from ship to raft, from
one battle to another.


The first time I saw the captain, I thought he was ugly.
His face looked as though someone had thrown it together from lumps of clay.
But his eyes were dark and long-lashed, like a woman’s, almost too pretty. He
was tall but stooped, as though to hide just how tall he was. His hair was so
black it had a blue sheen underneath, like sunlight on a crow’s wing.


He didn’t like me anymore than I liked him. He didn’t
think he needed a driver; saw it as a way for the high command to restrict what
he did. But after a while, he came to realize that I was useful and discreet.


He didn’t start talking to me, really, until after a trip
in which the side got blown off the ornithopter. I’d kept flying, pulling
forward as shells clattered and boomed beside us.


It was early morning and the sun was rising, revealing us.
I knew I had to get us to safety, and I steered up, trying to gain the shelter
of the clouds even as a shell exploded a few feet to my left, throwing smoke
and fragments across the windshield, darkening the interior before the
slipstream swept it away, a metal shard rasping across the glass.


The captain knew better than try to direct me, for which I
was grateful. So many people think the best response to a crisis is to inject
themselves into it. Instead he kept quiet and let me fly. Some corner of my
mind, not occupied like the rest of it with the simple matter of survival, was
warmed by that trust.


I earned it. We were shaken but unscathed by the time we
landed. The only mark of the journey was the arc the shard had cut into the
windshield, a curve that glinted in the full morning sunlight.


I was so glad to be alive.


The captain said, clapping me on the shoulder, “That was
fine flying.” He mistook my flinch at his touch and apologized.


I just nodded. Let him think that I didn’t like other
people touching me. That was easier than the truth.


I don’t know when I realized he wasn’t ugly anymore. It
would’ve been some time after it was already too late. I had already fallen
into love.


I didn’t do anything with it. I’d never felt like that
before. So I kept it like a hand-warmer in my pocket. Every once in a while I
stole a glance at him and put the picture away in my mind, and used it to warm
my heart, in the nights when I could hear the shells and everything was cold
and lonely and too, too close to death.


I thought so many times about revealing myself to him.
Telling him who I was.


But what did I expect would happen? Every time I played it
out in my head, it never went the way I would’ve wanted it to. That dream
required too much taking-in at the seams. It didn’t fit what would happen. It
was impossible to make it fit what would happen.


What does it say, when your deepest yearnings are so
unrealistic you can’t make them work even in your imagination? Does that say
something about imagination’s limitations, or, as it seems more likely to me,
does it say something about that dream?


It’s not that he didn’t like women. He did, I knew that
for sure. But I didn’t want to come to him as a woman. That’s not how I wanted
him to love me. I wanted him to love me in the way that two men love each
other.


Was that unreasonable?


It didn’t seem that way at the time.


~ ~ ~


The crow can tell one person from another. He knows who
will flap at him and who will not notice his presence. And it uses that
information.


I saw it hop onto Mr. Paper’s shoulder. It had realized
that he would just keep staring forward at the horizon, as he has done for
three years now. The crow leaned over and grabbed a tuft of white hair in its
beak and pulled, savage and fast.


Mr. Paper still didn’t react, but I did. I ran forward and
flapped my hands at the crow until it flew away, the hair still dangling from
its beak and blood dripping down to Mr. Paper’s back.


That was when I decided to kill it.


I couldn’t do it openly. Dr. Rappaccini would have wreaked
revenge on anyone who killed his pet. I had to think the murder through as
carefully as though I were plotting to kill a human. Had to do it
surreptitiously, in a way that couldn’t be traced.


I thought about violent ways to do it. Catch it in a
window and smash it, or find some cat or dog to kill it. But that seemed
unworkable.


Here in the hospital it’s easy enough to find poison, if
you need it.


I took the potassium permanganate crystals from the
Condy’s Crystals jar, purple as sunset hills. If I could get the crow to ingest
them, it would surely die.


I spent today watching to see what it ate, what delicacies
tempted him.


Cheese. He liked cheese. So I took a lump of greasy orange
cheddar from the icebox where it was stored for the doctor’s snack and put the
crystals inside. I rolled it into a lump, warming it against my flesh so it
would be malleable, a yellow sticky lump with death at its center. I set it out
in a room where I knew the crow would come, on a china plate on Mr. Paper’s
bedside table, because I knew he wouldn’t take it before the crow.


It was a terrible mistake.


I underestimated the crow, silly though that sounds.


At first I thought my plan would work. But when has
anything in life ever gone the way I thought it would? The crow hopped forward
on the table, head tilted to see the cheese, turning its beak to see around it
and to look with first one eye and then the other, as though weighing it.


I held my breath.


It looked at me.


It saw me. It looked at me watching it, and it realized
what was going on, stabbed its beak into the cheese, not to pick it up but to
reveal what lay at the core. And then, watching me all the while, it ate every
bit of cheese from around the crystals but left them lying there.


It stared at me. I stared back. It was seeing me, not just
an anonymous human. Me and me alone.


Who would have known that a bird could become your enemy?
It seems comical. But those blank, black eyes, glittering at me, were anything
but funny. It turned its head again, examining me first with one eye then the
other.


I knew it would remember me. I knew it knew what I had
meant to do.


But what could it do, really? It was just a bird. Not
capable of speech. Or at least of communicating what it knew to anyone.


Still, it scared me.


~ ~ ~


When I was twelve, Sister Madonna came to the school. She
came all the way from Italy, across the ocean, very far away. She was
dark-skinned like an Indian, although her face was the wrong shape. But she
looked, if you squinted, a lot like the women at home.


She was kind, too. Like Father McNeill, she was someone
who managed to make all the others seem as though they didn’t matter so much.
When she patted you on the shoulder, you could feel the touch much later like a
ghost; could lie in bed and summon up the way that the pressure had felt,
reassuring. Full of love.


I had learned by then to hide myself away. My soul was
like a turtle that had stuck its head out too many times, until all it wanted
to do was stay inside the shell. But even turtles like the sunshine, like to
crawl up on logs and feel the fierce heat beat down upon the plates of their
hard shell. Sister Madonna was like that sun, that kind and welcoming heat.


That was why I confided in her.


I might not have been able to write much, might have had
to struggle with that to the point where the nuns shrilled at me for the way my
letters straggled, but it didn’t mean that I was stupid. 


I was clever in other ways. I could add up numbers at a
glance or sort formulas fuzzed with x’s and y’s and z’s into coherency as
easily as combing out a greasy hank of wool. I was quick at counting, good at
estimating. That’s why I was tapped to help her when she took inventory in the
storeroom, counting the papers and pencils and notebooks and all the other
school supplies that they sent from the East in order to make us civilized.


It was a spring day. She asked me several times if I would
rather be outside, but I was content to sit there listening to her chatter in
her thick accented voice. She had a habit of humming to herself, and you’d hear
scraps of hymns and sometimes whatever had been sung in chapel that Sunday.


I didn’t bring it up. She asked me first. She said,
tilting her head to one side to examine me, “What’s troubling you, Vivian?”


When I came to the school, I tried to keep my old name,
but this was the one they gave me, Vivian. By then it felt as natural to me as
the other one. Which is to say, it was a woman’s name and therefore not something
that I wanted. But then I learned that it could be a man’s name too.


I said to her, “Did you ever hear of women changing into
men?”


She said, “Why would they ever want to do that?” And she
laughed, but not in an unkind way.


I said to her, “I don’t want to be a girl, Sister Madonna.
If I pray to God hard enough, will he make me a boy?”


She took a breath and put the box down that she’d been
counting through. She looked at me directly. She said, “God has decided what
you are.”


I said, “Then didn’t God make it so that I would want to
be a boy?”


She said, “Maybe it’s a test from God. Is that what it
feels like, a test?”


I shook my head.


She didn’t say anything.


I said, “I don’t feel like this body is mine.”


I was afraid she would turn away, that she would tell me I
was a bad thing, that all of these thoughts had been sent from the devil who,
apparently, was the origin of many bad things, including the Navajo language
and all the old ways.


But she didn’t.


Instead she said, “Sometimes people are not suited to what
the world wants of us. To know yourself in the right place is a comfort, and
there is so little comfort in the world. Traditionally that’s why many men and
women have entered the church. Do you think that’s where your calling is?”


I shook my head immediately. I didn’t mean her any
disrespect, but I had been there long enough to know that the church and I were
not suited to each other.


“Well,” she said, “sometimes what the world wants of us
and what God wants of us are not the same. If you ask Jesus, he will tell you
what to do. You can always turn to him. You know that, don’t you?”


I did. Most of us resisted what we were told, but I had
picked out bits to keep. Jesus was love, Father McNeil and Sister Madonna
insisted. I liked that. I liked the idea of someone made from love, incapable
of feeling hate.


Sister Madonna was the one who taught me how to bind my
breasts when they emerged, so I could pass for a man when I wanted. She taught
me that men and women move differently, not because their bodies are so different
but because the world looks at them in such a different way.


The first day I walked out in boy’s clothes, I couldn’t
believe that anybody didn’t see I was a girl; that God didn’t look down and
make me burst into flame. But it felt so natural, like I had put on shoes that
had been made just for me.


At least a few of the military recruiters knew I wasn’t a
boy. But I wasn’t the only woman enlisting. They would have looked the other
way even if we had been some new species. That’s how desperate they were for
bodies to wage their war. It didn’t matter whether those bodies had a
particular set of organs or not. They died the same either way.


~ ~ ~


The crow kept watching me. Wherever I went, I could look
up and see its eyes upon me. Was it that it had realized I posed some danger to
it, that it didn’t want to let me sneak up on it again?


It wasn’t that though. I was its next prey.


I didn’t realize that until I saw it out in the moon
garden. It hopped up on the edge of the center urn and reached out, not with
its beak, but with a foot. It took a purple berry in its talons and squeezed
until juice oozed out over its claws. It repeated the act with its other foot.


I remembered the marks on the cook’s arm, the festering
wounds. So small to have killed her. So very small that no one realized it was
no accident.


That thought came with another one. I was as crazy as any
patient ever shipped back from the lines, whose mind had been blasted to bits
by the sound of the guns, by the deaths, by the senselessness of it all. Now I
was imagining things, thinking that a bird was capable of thought, of
premeditation. Of plotting someone’s death.


I went outside for a walk, to try to clear my head, but
all I could do was look at the birds and wonder. Maybe they were all part of it
together. Maybe they all had some plot at their heart, of
revenge. . . But revenge for what? For schoolboys taking eggs from
their nests? For women wearing feather plumes on their hats? It seemed so
trivial.


I remembered the crows watching Jonah, staring down at him
from the drooping lines of a cedar tree’s branches. No, there was no mass
conspiracy among the birds. I did not need to flinch whenever I saw a sparrow.
I only needed to concern myself with Jonah.


But how to go about that, I wasn’t sure.


~ ~ ~


I woke, not knowing what had pulled me out of sleep. The
war had left me, unlike so many, more capable of sleep than when I had entered;
the soldier’s ability to grab a few quick winks whenever the opportunity
presented itself.


For a moment, I thought I was back there. That I could
lift my head from my cot and see the captain in the tent’s vestibule going over
papers and maps while I waited in case he needed me to fly him somewhere.
Anywhere.


But instead this was my room in the asylum, part of the
converted slave quarters, a narrow and noisome space unadorned by any amenity.
Other inhabitants of the ward pinned up postcards or silky scarves or drew on
the boards in chalk, at any rate did something to make the space their own, to
make it show some mirror of their personality.


I had no interest in anyone finding out more about me than
they needed to. My walls were bare.


I had gone to sleep with the window open. Seattle stays
cool until the beginning of July, when it hurtles into heat. I’d hoped for a
cool wind to stir the stagnant, warm air. No breeze whispered, but there was
something outlined in the window.


Jonah, perched on the sill. Watching me. I saw the glitter
of his eyes. There was no reason to think some errant crow had come to
investigate me. I had never seen a crow at night before. It could only be my
enemy. Watching me sleep.


What plans might a bird hatch?


~ ~ ~


The Colonel died yesterday. Last night I dreamed of him,
but he washed away and I was back in the dream.


It’s the one that comes each night. Every time, the same.
I see the gas cloud hanging there, roiling with red shadows. Try as I might to
dodge it, its depths swallow me again. I try to hold my breath but cannot,
eventually taking a breath that sears my lungs, burns away the tissues.


I’ve stood beside Rappaccini while he dissected a corpse.
I know what ordinary vocal cords look like; where they are buried in the body.
Rappaccini has pointed them out to me, beneath the epiglottis, above the
trachea, talking all the while about how mine must differ, scarred by the harsh
gas, as though it was my throat beneath his knife.


I remember flying through the cloud, thinking that if I
moved fast enough we’d escape. I told the captain to throw the blanket over
himself, to crouch down. That saved him. But the crimson gas seeped into the
ornithopter, fingers prying into the window cracks, drifted up through the
vents. I breathed it in, swallowed it despite how each gulp burned in my
throat, keeping it from reaching him.


I was lucky. Another year and they might have made me into
a clank. But back then, they were still dismissing people when they were
injured, not holding onto them the way they do now.


The captain came to see me in the field hospital carrier,
so close to the lines that the guns still thundered to punctuate his words. He
cried, though not much, just a few tears as he held my hand and told me how
sorry he was, how he’d put me in for a medal. Told me that he’d look for me
after the discharge.


I thought about telling him then. But I couldn’t speak;
could only have tried to explain through pantomime and writing, knowing that
the words would be inadequate. I couldn’t tell him enough, couldn’t say that I
didn’t want him to love me for the body that had been forced on me, I wanted
him to love who I was, a man loving him.


That was important. But how could I convey that to him in
my poor attempts at written language, that awkward scrawl that Sister Perpetua
had burned my knuckles for?


I prayed that night for guidance, the way that Father
McNeil and Sister Madonna had told me that I could always do. I turned to
Jesus, my friend Jesus, to tell me what I should do, how I should act, and I
laid all of that in his hands.


The next morning I felt refreshed and strengthened. Jesus
would help me endure. I’d tell the captain, and he would be surprised at first
but accepting, or perhaps he would tell me he’d suspected it all along.


Together, we would work it all out.


They wheeled me out into the morning, and I saw him
walking towards me on the deck.


The guns thundered again.


Everything was noise and confusion and shouting and the
smell of blood. My ears rang, and every sound came to me as though I were
underwater.


The smoke cleared, drifted down as though unable to hold
itself in the air any longer, and I saw him lying there.


His head was half gone, torn away by the shell. You could
see his brains, the color of cold oatmeal, darkened by burns, lying in a pool
of red. His eye was open and surprised, still long-lashed and pretty.


Still so pretty, even then.


That was God’s message. That he hated me so much he would
rather kill a good man than let him be sullied by my love.


God’s writing was as ugly as mine. But it told me what I
needed to know. That Father McNeil and Sister Madonna were wrong.


Jesus didn’t love me. He wasn’t my friend.


He was like all the rest of them.


I could have gone back home after the war. But it wasn’t
my home anymore. The school hadn’t made me white, but it made me no longer a
Navajo, no longer understanding those ways or those stories. I had come to Seattle
because it was so green back then, back before the factories had grimed all the
trees.


I was helping clean Mr. Abernathy’s old room, readying it
for the next occupant. Doctor Rappaccini had made us try to clean the
wheelchair up so it could be used again, but such a stench had permeated the
wicker that even he was forced to admit it would never serve another patient.
The stench even clung to the room’s faded wallpaper, and I’d been directed to
wipe that down with bleach-water.


I turned around and found the Doctor standing in the
doorway. Jonas was perched on his shoulder. He said, “Mr. Zonnie, I’d like to
talk with you.”


That phrasing made me shiver. I’d never heard him call
anyone Mister before, and it wasn’t that there was respect edging the tone. Only
menace.


He said, “There’s been some things reported missing. Small
thefts. A wedding ring, a medal.”


I widened my eyes and looked puzzled.


“Some cheese intended for my meal,” he continued, watching
my face.


I kept it impassive, trying not to react. I don’t know
that I succeeded. The Doctor kept staring at me. I could smell the acrid, sour
smell from the birdshit on his back. Jonah clacked his beak at me.


“You could be sent back to the war,” the doctor said. Each
time he paused between words, the crow clacked its beak again. Its head darted
forward and I flinched.


The doctor noticed. “You’re scared of a bird?”


I just kept still.


He said with scorn in his face, “What do you think a bird
can do to you? Let’s see.”


He shrugged his shoulder. Jonah flew at me, all sharp beak
and extended talons, raking at my face.


I made a noise—something rough and ragged and painful in
my throat—and flung my arm up, trying to dislodge it. Warmth ran down my face
and the beak plunged once, digging itself into the skin at the corner of my
eye.


I rocked back, thinking he wanted my eye, that he wouldn’t
be satisfied till it was gone. I doubled over, shielding my head as the crow
tore at me and Rappaccini watched.


Finally the Doctor said, “Enough.”


The crow stopped stabbing at me. I heard the flap of its
wings as it returned to his shoulder.


The Doctor’s voice was cold. “Tomorrow’s an inspection.
Take the brass appliances and make sure they shine.”


After the two of them were gone, I washed my face,
thinking of the crow dipping its claws in the berries. I stole more crystals
and dropped them in water, seeing the pink tinge spread across it before I used
it to wash the wounds, ignoring its sting. The damage was bad, but my eye was
unscathed, despite the torn skin beside it.


I tried not to think of the crow as I washed brass limbs
with soapy water before drying them and taking up the brass polish, which
smelled of ammonia and dust. I tried not to think that I had been asleep while
that black thing hopped across the floor, perhaps perching on the end of the
bed to look at me, to watch my eyeballs rolling beneath the paper-thin skin
while he thought about plucking them out.


What was the crow? Because that’s how I think of it, not
by the name the doctor has given it. It seems unlikely that it is the name it
would have chosen for itself.


Back with the nuns, they would have told me it was an
instrument of the devil, summoned by sin, bent on taking souls down to hell, to
drown in the lake of fire and brimstone. If not the devil himself, one of his
imps.


Someone else might wonder if it was a human soul, born
anew into the feeble body of a bird, frustrated by its lack of hands and
speech, bent on destroying those born into superior bodies or else carrying out
some ancient grudge incurred before it was ever hatched.


Or a skinwalker, a witch who takes on animal form?


Or maybe it was just a monster.


Just because the world held monsters didn’t mean that God
had made them.


When I was done, I staggered back to my room, hands
aching. Something tapped on the window. I looked up to see the crow sitting
there, silhouetted against sunset’s purple sky. I thought it was Jonah. It
seemed unlikely it would be any other crow come visiting. It tapped on the
window again and cocked its head. It wanted me to let it in.


I didn’t move. Staring back at it, I shook my head.


That sent it into an angry frenzy. It tapped on the glass,
so hard I thought it would crack the thin pane. I looked away, and that made it
angrier. I stared at the wallpaper, tracing the pattern of green leaves, faded
now, and the even more faded yellow flowers, so pallid they were almost
imperceptible, and pretended I didn’t know it was there.


I sat down on the bed, which squeaked conversationally
underneath me then fell silent. I folded my hands in front of me and stared
down at them. Long-fingered hands, strong hands. Hands that had flown me
through shells and explosion and death.


They fell into the shape of prayer without my even
thinking about it.


Father McNeill and Sister Madonna would have approved. They
would have told me that if I talked to God, he would listen. All my prayers
would be answered, and that was good, even if it was in a mysterious way that
you couldn’t understand at the time but which unraveled itself into meaning
years later.


But I had talked to God many times, until his reply had
been far too mysterious for me. Death was a shitty answer to a prayer. That
betrayal still burned at me, as fresh and bitter tasting as yesterday.


I missed my friend Jesus. I used to think of him as
someone I could talk to. I carried on a conversation in my mind, addressed to
him, and I never worried that he wasn’t listening or didn’t want to hear what I
was saying.


I’d put that away the day the captain died, the day he and
God betrayed me.


I wondered if Jonah would hurt himself, the way he was
squawking and flapping. I raised my head and said, not out loud but in my head:
I won’t compromise myself. Take me as I
am, but not any other way.


I felt the silence listening. The way Jesus used to
listen.


I said, Take it or
leave it.


A rap again at the window.


Maybe that was my answer. Vile creature of a viler God, a
God of poison and birdshit, of malicious eyes and sooty feathers.


Let him come in, then, and give me my answer.


When I swung the window open, he exploded in at me, a
wrath of feathers and squawks. Instinctively I flailed and swatted, using all
my strength.


He hit the wall with a thump and a noise, quiet as a twig
snapping, as his neck broke.


But he was still alive. The angry beads of his eyes
glittered as he lay, a feathery lump whose only motion was the in and out of
its breaths. A line of sunset-orange light played over his belly and fingered a
crack in the wall, awaking an answering glint inside.


I wrapped my hand in the pillowcase before I pulled his
body away from the wall. He made a rattling sound of hatred and pain, and died.


I tugged the wall board aside to widen the crack. Inside
were rings, a watch, more. A cufflink set with diamonds. A $20 gold piece with
the Queen’s face on it.


I felt dazed, wrapped in cotton wool that kept the world
away from me, perceived through a layer of confusion or in a darkened mirror.


God had answered my prayer.


Or had he? Was the world so random that none of this meant
anything?


Either everything is random, or God’s hand moves all the
pieces, including me, and Father McNeill, and the Doctor, and Jonah. A God who
calculates things so precisely that when a bird falls, you see the last trace
of sunlight answering you. Setting you free. A patient God waiting for
something so large that Jonah and I were unimportant cogs. Maybe that God calls
upon us according to our nature and doesn’t care what we are, or what we call
ourselves.


~ ~ ~


Tonight I’m leaving. Rappaccini has looked for Jonah all
day, calling and calling, but he hasn’t thought to search the grounds yet.
Eventually he will.


I’ve packed the few supplies I have. They’ll take me over
the mountains, I think, into the sun.


I have a travelling companion, an old acquaintance. He’s
invisible, inaudible. I don’t know what he wants, precisely. Maybe he’s a
figment. Maybe he’s not.


But if I think he’s there, it comforts me. And there is so
little comfort in this world.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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appearing in April 2015 from Wordfire Press, is book one of the Tabat Quartet.
For more about Cat, as well as links to her fiction, see www.kittywumpus.net.













ON THE ORIGIN OF
SONG


Naim Kabir




Note:
Doyen-Générale, enclosed is the full catalogue of documents
pertaining to the individual known as Ciallah Daroun, as per your request. I
only ask that you keep the card registries intact, so that they may again be
archived in a timely manner.


—Commissaire de
l’Académie, Aveline Duvachelle


~ ~ ~


Envelope 32-R
(Reichstagg’s Report):


Stamped with Gold
wax and Phoenix of the Sunrook solarium.


1117th
turn, 4th moon.


Chercheur-Commandant
Dupont,


The Sunrook Conservatory had received reports of a large
stranger harassing citizens for three weeks. This giant was dressed in
grey-black rags, with his face covered in the way of highwaymen. He was
estimated to stand at a height of twenty-one hands, with a wide frame, though
other physical features were obscured by rough cloth. His voice was not of this
world, and was, as one report mentioned, like two fists of shale scraped
against one another.


The individual was first confronted by Conservatory
marshals outside the solarium, at which time Lecteur-Marèchale Ericcson charged
him with the illegal hunting of solarium sunbirds. I commanded the stranger to
identify himself, and he gave the name ‘Chala Darune’, then remarked that he
was not a hunter but a naturalist. He cited the sixth and tenth Academy
commandments before requesting that he be allowed to continue on his way. The
marshals and I issued a warning but complied.


Later the Cartographer Brecker sent word of the
individual Darune and further aberrant behavior. After observing the
Cartographer’s griffins, Darune had asked to buy inks and vellum, paying with
foreign iron ingots. Subsequently, without any use of Song, the stranger Darune
swallowed the inks and stamped his foot upon the vellum. According to the
esteemed Cartographer’s testimony, writing had filled the vellum in the colour
of the imbibed inks, all while the stranger remained silent.


Though these actions were not illegal, they were deemed
deviant, and so Lecteur-Marèchale Davisson, Chanteur-Marèchale Redwyn, and I
set off in pursuit. Darune left the city of Sunrook by dusk and disappeared
beyond the Shore into the Desert. However, he left deep footprints in which we
observed rich printed text. The marshals and I immediately made plaster casts
rubbed with charcoal and copied in triplicate, all of which have been delivered
to you with this letter.


Salut,


Connaisseur-Captaine Reichstagg


~ ~ ~


Charcoal scratching,


Package 32-R (Reichstagg’s Plaster-Casts):


Original plaster in Le Conservatoire de l’Académie.


Note: Observe how the letters are formed in such a
way that it appears to have been printed from a Press. The font has not yet
been identified.


—Commissaire-Aspirant
de l’Académie, Jean Lamarck


    though
I have seen the phoenixes from my home on the mesa, they are quite something
else when observed from close by. They seem to be wholly domesticated here in
Sunrook, though this Mountain is their native, wild ground. I saw one hunt a
small desert mouse outside of my home-tent on the mesa, though here in the city
they are fed by the solarium’s keepers. It appears they are used for the
delivery of messages. The ever-present constantly shifting lights in the night
sky, I surmise, are correspondence flown between all the solariums of the world.


This phoenician Song seems to
be composed of augmented chords in the high-to-mid octaves, and is associated
with their sun-bright light. Jaanbab Al-Marack would have us believe that these
traits are passed on in the blood, but I find it curious that the other
wildlife on this Mountain is possessed of the same traits.


The gryffones, both captive
and wild, also Sing with augmented and major chords, though they are lower in
octave, and they too spit hot, bright light. The peoples of Sunrook mirror
these sounds with flutes and Woodwinds, and much of their Music is focused upon
production of warmth and illumination. Even during nighttime, the Songs of the
population keep the Mountain lit as if it were high noon. Behavior seems to be
shared among the people and their Singing beasts, as well: all seem haughty and
highbrowed, and lend themselves easily towards arrogance.


I inquired as to whether much
intermating occurs between the Men and Beasts of the region and was immediately
reported to the Conservatory authorities for speaking deviant words and causing
a disturbance. As it was taken as an insult, I believe it can be fairly
inferred that no such mating occurs, and that these Musical traits are not
passed in blood lineage.


My hypothesis remains that an
environmental factor inspires the abilities of Song, perhaps in the weather or
geography. I am convinced that it must relate to sound: it cannot be
sheer coincidence that the mesa of Benihajr is dry and in the still and silent
doldrums, and that my people cannot Sing.


~ ~ ~


Testimony Thirty-Three:


Spoken by Seer Halldën.


Stamped in Court, with Ash wax and the Dragon of
Gjallihöll.


Transcribed by Chasseur-Ècrivain Aimée.


1117th turn, 7th moon.


O, he came past the Cave-Gates in black robes and stood
like a stormy mountain, but he told us he was a scholar. Though he didn’t have
the look of you Academy men. Too humble. Too hushed. And you letters-men never
feel the need to cover your face—but he did.


He paid Hunter Gudrun with gold bars he called
dinars—and that was enough to buy old-fashioned Gjallihöll trust—and even
though the stranger wasn’t man enough to show his head, he did give us his
name: Çal Darwun. That was enough to convince the hunter band to take him down
past the Chamber-Gates and Smoke-Gates on their expedition to bring back a
Dragon’s tooth.


When offered a lyre or horn, he held it like a leg of
ham to be inspected and handed it back, saying he needed no such weapons.
Though he did want the hunters to demonstrate its use, which they did, proudly
Singing smoking fireballs and arrows of earth into the cave walls. During camp
he would scribe some words with those feet hidden under his robes, using some
strange Song that none of the hunters had heard of but assumed was some smart
scholar-Music that could even be played silently. Whatever the Song was, he
could write a page a second and make copies quicker than lightning. Most of the
men couldn’t read, but he gave them some calfskin pages as a gift, which of
course they took graciously.


It was four days until we reached the Hindrunlands,
where the salamanders stop lighting the tunnels with their tails and where the
shadow dances with the light. That’s where the Dragons live. But Çal told us
that he’d continue on into the dark, if we wanted to join. We laughed, of course.
Höllmen don’t go into the dark—that’s a place fit only for the skuggaver,
crawling blind and praying to their slinking shadow gods. We would not go, we
came for Dragons, not to visit the stinking Skuggstað. Skugg-sty, more like. He
offered more dinars, but we wouldn’t step a foot where the salamanders won’t
light the way.


That’s when the big gaurrin pulled out a jar of
salamanders and tickled them on their heads, shining light in twenty different
directions. He’d been taming them while we were busy scouting tunnels for ash
piles and claw sharps, the mad fool. Somehow, his hands never burned, and he
never shouted when he poked their flaring little bellies.


But no. We had come for Dragons, not shadows. We would
not go. So he disappeared into the dark alone. Half the men were mauled by a
big brute Drake after the next sleep, and we ran back home. Some of the men
blamed the stranger Darwun, said he was a bad Song and a bad omen; even went as
far as to ask help from the Academy’s nearest Conservatory. The big man came up
from the tunnels after some of the hunters had already sent a sunbird from the
solarium, with more of that inked-up calfskin written so evenly with his feet.
Me and a couple of the others who meant him no ill took the gifts and thanked
him.


It was only ‘till after he left that I could read the
words, and then I realized.


You know, most Höllmen don’t read, but I’m a Seer. I
fill our Libraries with our Records, and I know ‘em all, too. We don’t let
anyone take our Memories, even you schoolboys who stooped so low as to come
into our caves to take ‘em. They just get better hid.


In Gjallihöll, our books still remember the Slave-Men
even when we don’t. Our books still know the man-mountains your stinking
Academy sent to the Desert Table, and I know who this Darwun is. Should’ve
known it the first time he talked in that cracklin’ brimstone voice.


The question is, what’ll you do to help me forget?


Note: Unfortunately, I could not conduct further
interviews. Seer Halldën tragically succumbed to a lethal heart tremor a few
days past. His family was generous enough to donate some of his belongings to
the Academy, including several books and documents.


—Chasseur-Ècrivain
Aimée


~ ~ ~


Halldën’s vellum;


Printed by Ciallah Daroun.


    in
the magma vents located deeper down. I am familiar with desert monitors, but
based on the bones I’ve glimpsed in the Gjallihöll long-halls, Dragons are of a
completely different family. The legs are oriented underneath the body instead
of splayed to the sides, and thus they walk in a manner closer to four-legged
birds than to lizards.


However, there is nothing
avian about their Song. It is a strong major chord that evokes an explosive
flame, a kind of roaring trumpet that clearly inspired the Gjallihöll hunting
horns. A similar mood is produced by the Salamanders I have used to light my
path through the darkness and down into Skuggstað. Though they employ a
different methodology: they pluck membranes on their skin to produce the Music.
I believe the lyres and lutes endemic to the magma-city are inspired by this
finger-plucked Songstyle, and all the sounds employed suggest power and
confidence. Fitting, for a place as industrial as Gjallihöll.


As of yet, my voice is still
unable to carry any of the chords or melodies I have learned of; nor are my
hands delicate enough to handle any instrumentation. Al-Marack would say this
is due to my inherent disability: a child of the Benihajr makes no Music. They
may build material objects and more Benihajrin, but not Song.


But I am closer to gathering
evidence for my hypothesis that Song is inspired in animals and Men by their
environment. I have noted that the volcanic activity that surrounds the Höllmen
produces, mostly, the same major chords (of all octaves) observed in the local
wildlife.


The same is the case in the
deep ice caverns of the Skuggstað. A phenomenon similar to Benihajr
freeze-trays occurs in these caverns: deep ground water is heated to a boil in
the upper rock strata by magma, and the thin water layer below is cooled and
frozen by the quick evaporation. When this ice slips through the porous
limestone of the Skuggstað, it appears as if it is snowing underground. The
cool air causes a chill wind to stream through the stalactites, producing a
very gloomy minor chord.


This is the same chord hummed
and chanted by the skuggaveri peoples who reside here, as well as the whitebats
and centipedes. Their Song seems to be able to sap vitality in the same way
Sunrook Songs may restore it; for when I approached their village for the first
time, their cantos drained the life from my Salamander lantern and left me in
weary darkness.


Their language was similar
enough to Gjallish that I could understand them, and I gathered that their
existence was one of scavenging and worship. I asked them why they chant so
much and so often, and they replied that it is in tribute to the Music that has
always blessed the Skuggstað.


Every moment of their day
rests in somber prayer. To whom or what, I cannot say, though I did notice a
curious phenomenon: the chants of the skuggaver are able to freeze water. This
suggests that the snow from the ceiling may be produced on the power of their
Song alone, and not by my theorized evaporative cooling. The implication, then,
is that the gloomy minor chord echoing through these halls may have been here
long before there was any wind, or any deep village.


The source of this sound, I’ve
not yet deduced.


~ ~ ~


Official Statement of Resignation,


Emissary-Chevalier Donall,


Dispatched by Runner from the Exile’s Plateau.


Delivered 1117th turn, 7th
moon.


Doyen-Générale Lenoir,


I cannot in good conscience continue my tenure with the
Academy.


We have imposed an immoral exile upon the Benihajrin for
far too long. It is not permissible to punish an entire race of thinking
creatures solely because they appear to defy one hundred years’ research. It
would not be permissible even had we collected one thousand years of
research.


The Plateau-Men are an honorable folk, with much
industriousness, kindness, and genius. I have seen burn-engines rivaling those
that bear the höllmark, created from scarce iron pulled from the mesa. I have
seen reagents not unlike linren medicines made from the lizards and shrubbery,
and I’ve borne witness to their vast and rich Living Libraries. The lifetime of
a Plateau-Man always goes recorded; for instead of some limbs, most have
fashioned movable presses that work and create without the slightest use of
Song.


They have advanced much since the days they were
created. The old accounts describe dumb husks that followed Sung commands, but
now they speak and write as well as any man in Voix Royaume. It is time to
accept that the Histoire Naturelle is incomplete or incorrect: the Song
of life is not reserved just for Man and Beast. It was not bestowed by a
favoring Cosmic Composer. It can take form in sand. It can manifest upon
the Silent Mesa. It can fill rock Plateau-Men with souls and much wisdom.


They are languishing in isolation, and the doldrums here
doom them to perpetual quietude. Many are more frightened of Academy
retribution than they are tired of the silence and loneliness, but there is one
who is ready to defy you.


I have had no qualms helping him slip past the Banished
Gates, and once he has seen the whole of the world, I will have no qualms
welcoming him back to his people.


—Emissary-Chevalier
Donall


~ ~ ~


Formal Complaints for the 2nd week, 9th
moon, 1117th turn.


Stamped in Verdant wax with the Mill of Port Falsa’s
solarium,


Compiled and sent by sunbird by Connaisseur-Captaine
Marethari.


Dawnday


Daly O’Shea: Today some more bhaidinmenn sailors came
into my bar and caused a disturbance, damaging the property in an amount summed
to more than 200 keys. It was again the Captain Oisin Niall and his first mate,
Conor Darragh. I am calling upon the Falsa Conservatory marshals for their
immediate arrest or fine.


Actions taken: Visit to the City Inn, issuing of
debt papers to the Captain of Oileand’s Oar, Oisin Niall.


Mornday


Merrill O’Donnel: Bhaidinmenn have played violin and
cello all night, bringing seawater and wind into the coastside tenements and
flooding several rooms. I couldn’t see any of their faces, but they sounded
like the seamen under the command of Captain Niall.


Conor Darragh: I’ve heard that some lily-livered
cathairmenn have been filing complaints about us, so I’d like to complain a
little, too. One, I’d like to complain about these cathairs being gutless
bastards who’ve settled on foreign coasts instead of keeping on the search for
the homeland. Two, I’d like to complain that they seem to have replaced their
bollocks with windmills and waterwheels. Three, I’d like to complain that they
use the Menn Songs of the high seas for their bleeding farms and bakeries.
Last, but most definitely not least, I’d like to complain that they’re all
twats.


Actions taken: Attempted confiscation of bhaidin
instruments, resulting in a small skirmish and stand off. Captain Oisin Niall
has agreed to pay further damages as well as 100 extra silver keys in exchange
for the right to keep all Musical tools, citing that they are necessary for
sailing and thus the men’s livelihoods. The marshals accepted and the matter
was closed.


Noonday


Cashel McBride: The fugitive of the Academy is being
harbored by the bhaidinmenn on the docks. I and several other witnesses had
seen him without his mask as he tried to board a ship out of the bay. The
sailors would not allow us to collect him and our bounty, and hid him on their
ship.


Captain Oison Niall: The unruly citizens of Falsa have
attempted to illegally board my ship this morning, looking after some
stone-armored giant they believe is on my boat. Three sons of the McConnels and
one from the McBrides were caught trying to force open a porthole after
midnight.


Conor Darragh: The cathairmenn are a bunch of bell-ends.


Actions taken: Reminder delivered to both cathair
houses and bhaidin boats that the complaint filing system is not to be abused.


Duskday


Kayla McKinley: Oileand’s Oar is housing the
criminal posted on Academy bounty, and they won’t release him. He’s a wanted
criminal, marshals. I don’t want him so close to my children.


Douglas O’Brien: Oisin Niall is protecting that
stone-knight giant from the Plateau. The academy-men have done told us he’s
some kind of dangerous monster, but the bhaidin are keeping him in their hold!


Conan McOrrin: I heard the bhaidin arguing yesterday
morning with a giant stranger, and they made him show his face and tell them
his name. He was clearly the rock-armored beast from the herald’s speeches, the
one from the Desert Table. But after, they let him stay in the belly of their
ship! I call for the immediate arrest of the captain of Oileand’s Oar, and
any crew that are directly involved.


Conor Darragh: Yep, still twats.


Captain Oisin Niall: The cathairmenn will no doubt be
coming to the Falsa Conservatory with more complaints about me and my ship, so
I want to make a few things clear.


One: No, I don’t think that the citizens of Falsa are a
bunch of coward-bred, artless swine that have given up on the search for
Oileand and deserve to be scraped and stabbed upon the reefs; Two: I don’t want
to wreck all the cathair farms and take their windmakers and seasingers before
they can ever use them again for their safe and landlocked mills; Three: I’m
not harboring Ciallah Daroun upon my ship and most certainly am not shielding
him from prying Academy pig-dog jailors; and Four: Oileand’s Oar will
definitely not set out across the Dividing Sea at eventide.


~ ~ ~


Poems From Across the Dividing Sea.


Delivered by Blue Bird of Paradise to Voix Royaume,


Stamped in Marine wax and Anchor of Port Hearn,


Attached to sunbird by Connaisseur-Captaine Jamaira.


1118th turn, 2nd moon.


1. Mottled green and rippled
light


2. shine through the leaves of
Lùguo


3. tonight, the giant


4. trees and cascade falls


5. make a man feel small when
he


6. comes to the port across
the Dividing Sea.




7. The poet’s breath fights the Forever Storm,


8. that rages and threatens to
blow away


9. this page and its brothers


10. the fast wind it smothers
and covers


11. his hands with flown
leaves so his works


12. are slathered with lemon
and lime.


13. Pink blossoms fly too and
then comes


14. the rain, so he builds a
red fire to


15. Heat up the words


16. that have frozen shivering
in his throat


17. and by the light of that
warmth, he leans


18. to see the truth hidden
here


19. in the wind-whipped air.


Note: The meter and structure of the verse suggests that
this letter was a cipher from an embedded agent across the Dividing Sea. The
actual message lies in every third line.


—Commissaire-Aspirant
de l’Académie, Triame Puissant


~ ~ ~


Copy of hidden text, from Poems Across the Dividing
Sea.


Written in Lemonbleed ink, Uncovered by the heat of a
flame,


Copied by Commissaire-Aspirant Triame Puissant.


1118th turn, 2nd moon.


The Benihajr fugitive came to
the Linren port by way of a bhaidinmenn ship, and stayed for a period of weeks.
He has now set off for the floodplain village of Shobdtho but has left several
copied texts among the natives. Some are even in the local Linwen language. By
my best estimation… this Ciallah Daroun is no threat. Your messages made me
expect a violent revolutionary, but by all accounts he is just a researcher,
like the Academy’s best. I suggest that you hold off on your invasion of the
Exile Plateau—the escapee seems largely innocent. Here is a sample of his
writing:


Time aboard the bhaidinmenn
ship Oileand’s Oar has been educational, for the sailors themselves
agree that the power of their Song comes from their surroundings: the Sea. The
waves in calm and stormy conditions produce sustained chords, and the seamen
add to the rhythms with cello and violin. The wind and waves shaped by this
concerted Music propel the ship at remarkable speeds. This constant velocity is
what allows the bhaidin to be such successful trawler fishermen and continue to
search for their lost home island in such a systematic manner.


I would have enjoyed visiting
Oileand, but the bhaidin say that it disappeared while the fleet had left to do
battle with the armies of Voix Royaume in the 1000th turn, as though
some maelstrom had swallowed it up overnight. More likely, some of the
civilians on the island used the Sea Song to move it while it came under a
flanking invasion by the Royaume Navy.


After three moons of us
combing the oceans, an attack by roving Sea Serpents caused damage that could
only be repaired in dry-dock. The creatures were unlike anything I’ve ever
seen: slick skin that shone in the sun, and an attack with such coordination
that I’m almost certain they could speak to each other. There were no visible
heads, though the bellies of the beasts were covered in sucking discs, and
sometimes hook teeth. They damaged the keel of the boat and punctured the
starboard side, forcing us to begin an immediate tacking course towards the
Linren port city of Lùguo.


The trees here are unlike any
I have ever witnessed. Some resemble giant 300-hand willows with leaves
dangling down to the ground, studded in pink blossoms and swaying in the
constant wind. There are many that are simple wooden spires that spike into the
sky, but closer inspection makes it evident that these are man-carved
constructions that make up the bulk of the vertical Lùguo city.


The locals have learned to use
Music to stitch skin and bind flesh, using sustained chords of the latter
octaves. Exploration of the surrounding forest revealed the presence of a
colossal waterfall that they call Ryuzu, which produces the same chords at a
constant rate as the water thrums against the bottom rocks. Determined carp can
be seen leaping in pools alongside the tributary cascades, splashing a rhythm
to accompany the Music. Some of the local monks lead meditations among the
boulders and add the power of their throats.


The same chords are apparent
in the Mushigong tree-spider population, as they halt the dragonflies and giant
wasps in the air with their sustained Song while on the otherwise silent hunt.
A satellite village called Tiánzhong also uses the chords, but in a version
much bassier and lower than that in Lùguo. Their Musics appear to condense
water vapor and cause storming and lightning. According to the Tiánren who live
in this cloud village, the Forever Storm in the northeast rainforest is caused
by a giant black and white bear they call the Dai-de-Shiong, constantly Singing
brontide beats into the earth with padded paws and clicking claws.


Though amazing, the peoples of
this forest tell me far more spectacular creatures inhabit the border of the
jungle and the floodplains. I hear tell of blazing jungle cats and perfectly
beautiful Birds of Paradise, and wise elders of the Shobdtho village. At noon I
will gather


~ ~ ~


General Request regarding Ciallah Daroun.


Drafted by Doyen-Générale Lenoir for the Esteemed
Board,


Stamped in Murex wax and the Book of the Academy.


1118th turn, 4th moon.


I understand there is some talk that the Golem from the
mesa is no danger, and I would like further your education. The Histoire
Naturelle is quite clear in this matter:


“Hypothesis speaks of a
heartbeat’s Song and the soul’s ringing Music that flows through the veins of
all men and the beasts and the trees, though hard Theory from these hundred
turns show the clear lack in the sand, rock, and earth; and so our Conclusion
must focus on building histoire naturelle of the moving and breathing
and all the combined Musics of the beauty we call Life.”


—Observations 1:11


We have built our entire natural history upon the
breathing and dying, and would have continued at peace if not for the invention
of the Stone Slaves. They produce the illusion that dead rock and ash can be as
ensouled as a man and cause our libraries to crumble as the foundations are
jerked from beneath.


Their very existence causes a questioning of the
Academy’s teachings and thus our authority. If the public realizes even
once that this Ciallah Daroun is not just some giant in stone armor or black
cloaks, but a seemingly thinking and feeling thing made from earth, where will
we be?


The hunt for him must continue, and we must go forward
in sending Orchestral Marches to invade and clear the Plateau. Without Music
they will be an easy target and we will suffer minimal casualties.


By the power vested in me by the Convergence of
Scholars, I ask as Doyen-Générale for full control of our Military Symphonies
and the right to march North past the Shore into the Desert. It is a course as
clear as physics and as simple as astronomy:


“For the path to the solution
follows the star of Parsimony: it is the quick and easy, the simplest of all
the choices that are set before you; and with this guide in the mind and eye,
you may walk forward with palms raised and faith that the laws of nature will
ease your way.”


–Recommendations 2:15


Salut,


Doyen-Générale Lenoir


~ ~ ~


Dialogue With A Boulder.


Written on Jungle Broadleaf,


Discovered during Royaume-Shobdho Exchange.


Found in the 1213th turn, 7th
moon,


Estimated to be written in 1118th turn, 5th
moon.


The
elder stretches out, and the honor guards shift to allow entry to the guest.


The
elder begins to speak in characteristic slow, creaking lilt.


Elder: You
have been waiting to speak with us for several weeks, now.


Visitor strides
to the center of our Orchard, just beyond the reach of our limbs.


Visitor: I
have. I am a traveler, learning as much as I can about the world.


The
elder considers this weightily.


Elder: We
are of a kind, then. Though we cannot travel, we would always like to learn.


The
others shift eagerly as if buffeted by the wind, leaning in to listen to the
words.


Visitor:
What would you like to know?


Elder: What
is your name? What is your nature? Where do you hail from? What is it like? Why
are you here?


The guest
reels his head, overwhelmed, but begins speaking calmly.


Visitor: My
name is Ciallah Daroun. I am a scholar and a traveler from the mesa of the
Benihajr, a dry silent place far across the Dividing Sea, at the center of a
distant continent. I have come here to study. Animals and peoples, I wish to
learn of them both.


The
silence hangs heavy for some minutes.


Elder:
Animals and peoples? Ah, but we are neither!


Visitor:
Perhaps not animals, but you are surely peoples. You think. You speak. You are
like me in many ways—I have even learned that you maintain libraries like that
of my homeland, recording all that you speak and hear!


Visitor
brandishes columns of steel and rock in the place of legs, showing the typed
letters that shine there. A wooden groan escapes from the Orchard as we all
shift to see.


Elder: Yes,
our lives are writ upon our leaves, as yours are pressed upon your pages.


The
elder’s branches curve and his bark softens, as he observes the strange guest.


Elder:
Thank you, for this learning experience. What is it you wish to ask?


Visitor
pauses.


Visitor: I
want to know how you Sing.


The
Orchard regards this silently.


Visitor:
The venomous Jholbagh and fiery Rabikhan, you keep them at bay simply by
Singing. The floods that threaten to kill this forest, you dam them solely with
Music! But you are like me. Where I am made of rock, you are wood. I believed
that Song may be inspired by the symphonies of nature, but I’ve been away from
my quiet home for more than a turn, and I am still silent! I have been
beginning to think that it’s true, that my people are stone and that stone
cannot Sing, that they’ll forever be cursed to wallow in dusty tents while the
worlds of men rose ever-upwards, but then I saw you. How do you do it?
How can a tree make Music?


The wind
rustles our leaves as the visitor breathes heavily.


Elder: You
have already lost hope?


The
guest sinks to his knees.


Elder: Yet
you have no reason to. We can feel it inside of you.


Our
roots grow tender and lick the vibrations from the soil.


Visitor:
What do you feel?


The
Orchard sighs a happy, knowing sigh.


Elder: The
beating Song that pulses with the slow confident rhythm of a mountain range.
The Music that streams from your soul.


The bark
creaks as the elder mulls hard truths.


Elder: It
will take hard-fought struggle and strife to truly set it loose—and much
sacrifice. The first Singer amongst the Trees lost his heart of Oak to a
lightning storm, and the first man to Sing in the southern reaches swam to the
top of an enormous waterfall. But perhaps your trials are nearly done?


We shake
consoling leaves upon the boulder guest’s shoulders.


Elder:
Reach deep inside, Scholar Daroun, and brace yourself. You’ll find your Song,
somewhere.


~ ~ ~


Note: Are you sure you want to read this, Doyen-Générale?
It may be distressing to see your grandfather’s death recorded in such a
clinical fashion. No one truly has a heart of stone, sir. Think on it.


—Commissaire de
l’Académie, Aveline Duvachelle


Coroner’s Report 55-D.


Signed by Docteur Depardieux, Senior Investigator.


Stamped in Black wax and Knife of l’Hôpital,


Sent by crow from the field.


1119th turn, 1st moon.


On the morning of Duskday on the Second Week, the
Hospital had received word from the Palace chambermaids that an investigation
would likely be required in the second-last chamber-room on the northwest side
of the building. A short time afterwards, the death of the patient had been
reported to the Hospital and to the Conservatory of the Academy.


Location: Chamber-room marked ‘3’, northwest
corner of the Voix Palace.


Witness Statements: Palace residents Elizabeth
Curvoire and Lilian Verve had first seen a team of five strange men dragging a
large black sack into the room. They commented that muffled moans had been
heard emerging from the bag, before it was taken behind the door. They had also
heard speech while outside the chamber and deduced that some sort of violent
interrogation had been occurring inside. Mademoiselle Curvoire testifies that a
discordant Song was heard as well as a series of terrible screams. Lilian Verve
paraphrases the interrogation thusly:


Q: Why have you left once more? This was no mere stroll
past the Banished Gates.


A: I have seen too much of the world to stay locked
away.


Q: Would you like to suffer more of this minuet,
instead?


A: I have suffered dragon’s flames, shadows, sea
monsters, and a host of things in the rainforest that would make your skin
crawl and your blood curdle. Your torture is nothing.


Q: What were you doing, hunting in the Royal Forest?


A: I needed more stretched hides.


Q: Why?


A: That my people might be free, even if I will never be
able to hear it.


It was at this point that there was only more screaming,
and both ladies sent a crow to bid me to the Palace.


Scene Description: Guest bathroom number 3 of the
Voix Palace. Decedent is lying supine, with head pointing north. A series of
chamber pots have been emptied over his head, and their shattered remains lie
in piles to the left and right of the body. White scratch marks in the hardwood
follow the body from the room’s entrance to the location of death.


Body Exam: Body is positioned as described above,
with several pots’ worth of human waste emptied atop his head and chest. Body
shows signs of late rigor mortis, as the limbs and torso are stiff to the
touch. Body is cool throughout, and initial measurements show it is already at
ambient temperature. Erratic etchings in the hardwood floor at the place of
death suggest severe seizures, and when correlated with Mademoiselle Verve’s
testimony, indicate use of a Minuet of Pain. Patient is wearing rough-woven
black cloth, much weathered and very well used. Most of the robes appear grey
due to wear and sun bleaching of the dye. An incision was made with 2"
scalpel to completely remove the cloak, and it was revealed that the body is
not quite human. Its segments consist of several boulder-like pieces hewn into
the shape of a man, though they now appear cracked and broken by repeated
trauma. Some iron is incorporated with the stone body in the lower segments and
implanted with a series of sliding block type-letters arranged in various
formats. Face is frozen in the expression of a pained shout.


Evidence: In haste, the offending interrogators
had left behind a single desert flute, carved only to hold discordant notes.


Notification: Academy Conservatory immediately
contacted after conclusion of the report. Investigation handed over to
Chanteur-Marèchale Corvais.


~ ~ ~


Gold-level Resource Request,


Sent by Runner from the Banished Gates,


1119th turn, 1st moon.


PUSH AHEAD WITH ORCHESTRAL MARCH.


DRUM BEATS HEARD FROM ATOP THE DESERT TABLE.


EARTHQUAKES WRACKING THE DOLDRUMS.


WHOLE MESA BEATING LIKE A DRUM.




STONE MEN ON THE WARPATH.


~ ~ ~


Note: Doyen-Générale, the history of the war can
be found in the Military Records outside the Academy campus. I’d ask why you
bothered to comb our archives when you can simply leaf through the Living
Libraries, but I suppose I already know your answer. As you say: we must always
see things from another point of view. It is a lesson I’ve learned well, and for
that I am grateful.


As thanks, perhaps you will accept an old, dusty gift
from an old, dusty curator. A hand-drum of Naturalist Daroun’s personal make,
in the central glass gallery of the Conservatoire. As far as I can recall, it
is the very first.


—Commissaire de
l’Académie, Aveline Duvachelle


~ ~ ~ ~ ~




Naim Kabir is a novice who was lucky enough to get noticed: by Clarkesworld,
The Journal of Unlikely Stories, and of course, Beneath Ceaseless
Skies. “On the Origin of Song,” his first BCS story and first published
text story, was named to the 2013 Locus Recommended Reading List and reprinted
in Year’s Best Science Fiction & Fantasy, 2014, ed. by Rich Horton.
If you’re feeling generous with your time, you can follow him on Facebook, on
Twitter, or at his site at KabirCreates.com.













NO SWEETER ART


Tony Pi




“DID YOU SEE the duel between Monkey King and the Dragon Prince,
candyman?” the street-kitchen man asked. “Four nights ago, on this very street,
fire magic versus flood! Nine of my customers did.”


I smiled. “How many of them were drunk?”


“All sober. Stranger things will visit Chengdu before the
lantern fair ends, I’ve money on it. Care to wager?”


“Tempting, but not while I live from coin to coin.” I paid
him for the warm rice ball and left him to hawk his fare. I ate as I strolled
down Kitchen Lane. Ahead, a barefoot water-carrier greeted the dawn with song,
the buckets on the ends of his bamboo yoke springing in time with his step.
Behind him walked Nong the melon-seed seller, who saw me and hurried to join
me. “Morning, Ao, been looking for you. A friend of ours wants a chat.”


“Oh? Who?” I had made the man’s acquaintance only a few
days ago. I would cook molten sugar in my pot to draw a crowd from afar with
its unmistakable syrup-sweet aroma and hold them rapt with my Tangren art,
blowing candy zodiac animals from molten caramel, while Nong would tempt the
same spectators with fragrant roasted melon-seeds. Together, we made more money
than we would apart. Learning that I was new in Chengdu, Nong had kindly
pointed out which were the filchers, toughs, and fierce beggars I’d be wise to
avoid. In return, I had warned him of swindles I’d seen on my travels and
taught him tunes from the east.


Nong opened his hand. In his palm lay a yellow jade,
carved with the image of a dragon encircling a tortoise.


The medallion belonged to Magistrate Gongsun.


Truth was, it was I who had conjured the water dragon on
the first night of the festival with my candy magic. I had also helped the
judge capture the sorcerer who had called the fire monkey that had set the Deng
teahouse ablaze. He was one of the few who knew of my secret talent. When I’ve an errand for you, someone will come to
you with this jade, Gongsun had said. Trust him in all things.


It was an order I dared not refuse.


I sized up Nong anew. A melon-seed seller was a common
sight at the teahouses. One with a sharp ear might overhear a secret or two.
“Why didn’t you tell me you work for the magistrate?”


“You might’ve charmed him, Tangren Ao, but I had to test your worth myself.” Nong
lowered his voice. “The judge has accepted an invitation to a riddle contest at
the lantern fair tonight. We believe the Ten Crows Sect intends to kill him
there. Will you help?”


“No question,” I blurted. The magistrate was a good and
charitable man. “But if Gongsun knows of the plot, why go at all?”


“He hopes to turn the trap against them.” Nong cracked a
roasted melon-seed with his teeth. “The judge will tell you more, by way of the
candy snake in his keeping. Rest under that tree, my friend. I’ll watch over
you.”


Gongsun wasn’t asking for a face-to-face audience, then.
He wanted me to use the art of sweet possession on the serpent I’d made for him
from molten sugar.


I set down my bundle of stove, pot, and cooling rack
beneath the ginkgo tree, sat cross-legged and closed my eyes. A sugar-styler
invests much of himself into his candy art: his breath; his flair; his heed;
and his pride. Like a spider I crawled that web of invisible ties through the
air, eastward towards the magistrate’s yamen.
When I found the caramel in serpent shape, I slid my soul into it.


My snake figurine rested atop a long wooden box,
overlooking a half-blank handscroll on the magistrate’s table. Gongsun, a stern
giant to the snake’s eyes, was painting a layer of snow onto the image of a
riddle lantern. Written on lantern-skin were the words ‘pouch of fireflies, shining snow’ in
semi-cursive calligraphy.


I made to announce myself, but before I could move, an
unseen force constricted around me and robbed me of my power to animate.
Startled, I tried to pull my mind from the candy figurine, to no avail.


Nice of you to
visit, Tangren Rat,
said the spirit of Snake, calling me by my birth sign. Scales crept across my
soul. The wheel of blessing and
recompense turns, and I seek a service from you. 


The zodiac spirit would not allow me to forget my debt.


To stop the fire sorcerer, I had petitioned Snake for
power without weighing the cost of that. For days after the incident, the
likenesses of serpents had plagued me wherever I went. A coil of rope; a sash
in the wind; branches reflected in still water. Those illusions slithered,
writhed, and tasted light with darting tongues of shadow.


Gongsun Mingzhong
is one of mine, Snake continued, a
man with glorious promise.
See that he survives this inauspicious night, lest there be consequences.


That’s why I’ve
come, O Snake of Ten-Thousand Years. I know all too well the cost of forfeiting
a debt to a shengxiao
spirit. Do you remember my father?


Ah, yes—Tangren
Rabbit, whose style is as strong as
poison in your art. He had executed some skilful serpent figures, though not of
late.


Nor will he again, I
said in sorrow. My father borrowed the
Tiger’s might to save me. But when asked to kill a bandit pleading for his
life, Father turned coward. Tiger cursed him. Days later, he lost half his
fingers to a tiger-hook sword.


Savage is his way,
that Tiger, said Snake. Spite
must be served slyly to satisfy. But let me ask you this: if you must slay an
assassin to save Gongsun’s life, would you?


I studied the judge as he dabbed yellow ochre to make
glowworms fly within the painted lantern. What was the worth of this man’s
life, compared to others?


Death was no stranger to us pao jianghu, river-lake vagrants on the fringe of
society. Sometimes to survive we had to fight and cheat, and I supposed if I
was forced to kill to defend myself, or my father, I would. But would I for any
other?


Free me so that I
might hear what Gongsun has to say. It is for him to sway me, I told
Snake. If I am to weigh one death
against another, I will not choose under threat from you.


Do so at your own
risk. Snake loosened his squeeze on me but clung like skin that
wouldn’t slough.


I softened my candy shell and reared up, catching
Gongsun’s eye. My darting tongue tasted incense in the air.


The magistrate washed his ink brush. “Welcome, Ao. I’m
glad you decided to stay in town. No misadventures since we last met, I trust?
Bow for yes, turn aside for no.” He had remembered that my figurines couldn’t
speak.


I bowed.


“The Ten Crows Sect has grown strong in recent years,”
Gongsun said. “I had executed three of their lieutenants in as many months, and
now they want me dead. One of my spies overheard them discuss when and where:
tonight, at Madame Tan the matchmaker’s yearly showdown between the Riddle
Hands of Chengdu. I intend to win.”


Riddle Hands were makers of the witty yet confounding
riddles that dangled from hundreds of paper lanterns. Why did it not surprise
me that the magistrate was one of them? He was a man of contradictions:
righteous in the light, yet guileful in the night.


“They won’t risk an open assault while my men stand guard,
but there remain a thousand dishonorable ways to kill. I need eyes and ears
from quarters the Ten Crows won’t suspect. Work with Nong to scout the shadows
and foil their plot.” Gongsun stroked his beard. “But no dragons. Last thing I
need is another sighting to inspire a new cult. Be discreet.”


I gave a second bow.


The magistrate took up his brush again and said no more.


Will you help me
save him, O Wondrous Snake? I asked.


Snake hissed. When
a shengxiao spirit tasks a
mortal to settle his debt, the onus lies with the mortal alone. ‘Tis forbidden
for one to assist in one’s own schemes.


Forgive my
ignorance. I will seek
another way.


With Snake’s leave, I shed his companionship and fled back
to my own body.


Nong sat beside me in the shade, flicking seed after seed
at a small stone in the street. He didn’t miss once.


I flexed my arms, glad to have limbs again. “What else
must I know about the Ten Crows Sect, Nong?”


“They worship the sun-crows of old,” he replied. “Legend
tells of the day all ten crows took to the sky, scorching the earth with their
heat, until a hero shot nine of them down with his bow. They are kings of
burglaries, kidnappings, and hired killings. All we know of their leader is an
alias: Red Saint.”


“I’m no warrior, Nong.”


Nong sprang up and offered me his hand. His fingertips
were crimson with dye from the seeds. “Then play the hero with your own unique
skills, as does every troublemaker in Gongsun’s crew. . . Ready?”


I accepted his help and stood. “Show me where.”


~ ~ ~


Madame Tan’s contest would take place on a stage being
built here where Market Street crossed Medicine Lane. Nong and I had spent the day
watching the crowd, studying the surroundings and crafting a plan. By late
afternoon, we had prepared and hidden six candy animals.


I toured my zodiac spies one by one.


First, I ensouled a surefooted caramel goat atop the Plum
Season Tea-and-Wine Shop on the southwest corner. I climbed the sloped roof
tiles, scale-like in their pattern. Below, laborers gossiped as they
constructed the stage. Matchmaker Tan promenaded around them, a timeless beauty
in a garment of yellow silk embroidered with black narcissus blooms. My father
could tell someone’s age with startling skill, saying that a sugar-styler
always sold more candy when he could name a customer’s birth-sign. Even he
would have trouble guessing her age.


My soul sunk beneath the platform planks and into a sturdy
ox figurine with wisps of cooled caramel for its horns. Light seeped between
the wooden ribs overhead, passing through my translucent body to cast an amber
shadow, but no strange things waited here.


As a candy dog I lazed between two street-kitchen buckets.
Through the legs of passers-by I glimpsed my real self resting at my stall,
where Nong was distracting the crowd with his seed-counting game. A customer
would call out a number for Nong to grab from the mound of seeds on his tray in
one pass. If Nong didn’t get the exact count, the patron would win the handful
of seeds for free. But Nong told me he only ever lost on purpose.


Next, I animated the sugar-horse. Nong had convinced an
herbalist to hang my horse figurine under his ‘running horse’ lamp. I had
worried about the flame but needed this vantage point covered, and so dangled
the horse a hopefully safe distance under the lantern’s base. As the lantern
played its spinning shadow show, I swayed in the breeze and watched the
revelers wind through the laneway.


Nong had lobbed my caramel rooster onto the roof of the
Cloud Chariot Noodle Shop on the northeast corner. The aromas of the porkbone
soups brewing below wafted up to tempt me. From this perch I watched the
riddlemasters’ pupils tie fresh riddle scrips beneath the lanterns.


The sixth sugar sculpture, a hollow rat with a sinuous
tail, stayed hidden in the folds of my clothes.


I willed myself back to my body. “All’s calm, unless you
count Madame Tan,” I whispered to Nong. “Could she be in league with the
Crows?”


He laughed. “They once sent a man to kidnap her, the
fools. Madame Tan would have none of it: she dragged her assailant before the
judge by his hair. All she’d have for the Ten Crows today is disdain. So, which
animal are you making for me?”


“Monkey,” I replied. “It’s the Year of the Monkey, so
carry it on your tray for luck.”


I rubbed and folded a gob of heated caramel between my
hands, made a pouch of air within it, and stretched out a slender spout that
would double as the creature’s tail. I began to blow through the candy tube,
inflating a bubble that would become its body.


Snake’s words from before seemed to whisper in my ears: your father’s style is as strong as poison in your
art. It wasn’t a compliment. I had always followed Father’s
designs. Where was my own inspiration, my own artistry?


Our trade had a five-word formula: Hand, eye, heart, breath, fire. “Fire
warms the sugar,” Father always said. “Constant breath gives it its girth.
Patience is the same as a heart at peace, and your eyes will make details
exact. But hands–your hands!–give
the creation its soul.”


I always thought we ensouled a piece by making a perfect
copy. I wondered if soul
really meant being original?


My musings led me to fatten the monkey’s build beyond its
usual size. My pinches pulled spindly limbs for it, but I did not curl them
with Father’s method. Instead, I made one paw scratch its head and the other
cup its chin. I then molded Nong’s cheeks and grin into the toothsome gold.


Not my best work, but my own style.


The last touch I did in secret: blood from a cut on my
elbow to ink its eyes. “All yours, Nong.”


Nong put the monkey in the middle of his tray, then tossed
me a pouch of coins. “Get pretend-drunk in the tea-and-wine shop. No one there
will care if a drunk passes out at the table.”


“What, no melon-seeds for me to snack on?” I joked. “I’ll
take thirty-two, please.”


Nong clawed a handful of red seeds from his supply. “I
won’t even charge you.”


~ ~ ~


Not long after sundown, Gongsun arrived in the company of
his guardsmen, pushing through the throng of gamblers, urchins, and riddle
enthusiasts who had come to watch. Madame Tan welcomed him to the stage with
much fanfare. The crowd cheered all four Riddle Hands of Chengdu, but their
chatter told me they’d really come to see who’d win the painted riddle game:
Fanmaker Bai or Magistrate Gongsun. Young Bai had bested the veteran judge last
year. Would he triumph again?


I had unrivaled views of the upcoming match thanks to my
rooster, horse, and goat. I flittered from one golden host to another, watching
for unusual deeds and suspicious-looking men.. On stage, under a net of white
lanterns, each Riddle Hand sat at his own table neat with brushes and inkstone.


Madame Tan raised her voice so all could hear the rules of
her painted riddle game. “What challenges the riddlemasters? Not mere words.
Give them a verse like ‘horse hooves
racing home, fragrant from the crush of petals,’ and bid them draw.
Who captures the verse’s soul with greater wit: he who depicts the galloping
horse? Or he who paints butterflies lured sweetly to a hoofprint?”


That was a famous tale she charmed them with, about an
Emperor’s test to discover the best painters.


Seeing nothing odd from the goat’s eye view, I darted back
into the rooster on the noodle house roof.


I froze. Kneeling on the same rooftop not far from me was
a masked archer garbed in dirty green. Luckily, he paid no mind to my rooster
figurine. The man had not as yet unslung his bow and was staring past the
contest into the upper floor of the tea-and-wine shop. My real body was there,
head down and cradling a pot of wine.


What was he staring at? An assassin would be watching
Magistrate Gongsun.


There!
A teahouse server paused at the railing and looked up in our direction. He then
did a strange thing: he balanced a lidded teacup on the rail and hurried out of
sight.


More than one assassin? And what did the cup mean?


I didn’t know if I should return to my own body to see
where the server went, or stay with the archer. If they hoped to poison the
judge, then the archer must have been waiting to strike should the poison plot
fail. But what if the server was signaling something else to the archer?


Too many unknowns with the server, but I had a known
threat in the archer. Perhaps if I alerted the magistrate’s men to the rooftop
assassin, that would thwart both plots. But how?


Madame Tan’s voice announced this year’s verse for the
painted riddle, taken from a famous poem: “From
whose house flies the jade flute’s secret sound?”


Two servers, including the one I saw, exited the teahouse
with cups, kettles, and snacks. They headed for the stage.


The archer unstoppered a vial and dipped the tip of an
arrow into it.


Could I-as-rooster cut his bowstring? Unlikely. Shout out
an alarm? A candy creature had no voice, but I happened to be in the shape of a
loudmouth fowl. I could petition the spirit of Rooster for his crowing cry!


King Rooster, I
beseech you, let this ragged one borrow your exalted voice to stop a killer!


Clucks and chuckles. By
my comb and wattle, if it isn’t a candyman scratching for a favor. What payment
will you lay before me?


Before I could think of the right compensation, an arrow
jabbed through my candy shell. The unexpected pain sent me into shock. The
archer raised me up, a quizzical look in his eyes. He sniffed, likely realizing
I was a candy. With a dismissive huff, he pulled me off the arrow and mashed me
flat.


The sudden destruction of my host figurine flung me back
inside my true flesh. I startled awake, aching as though every bone in my body
had snapped. Why did I stink of millet wine? I shook my head to clear my
thoughts. Ah, I had only a sip of the wine, but had splashed my face and
clothes to make my deception more convincing.


So much for my clever plan with the rooster.


I had to signal Nong; I couldn’t stop both poisoned tea
and the archer If Nong could deal with the tea, I’d find another way to stop
the archer.


I shut my eyes and searched with my mind for the monkey
figurine. Nong was walking the fringes of the crowd when I brought the sugar
monkey to life. On stage, Madame Tan was playing a nomad song on a wooden flute
to inspire the riddlemasters, while the tea servers were mounting the steps. I
waved my monkey arms frantically to draw Nong’s attention.


“What did you find?” he asked under his breath.


I mimed the drinking of tea.


Nong looked to the stage. The server was now pouring a cup
of tea at Gongsun’s table.


My friend plucked a melon-seed from his tray. “Leave it to
me.”


I didn’t wait to see what Nong did; back to my body I
flew. Once the archer realized that the tea ploy had failed, he would fire his
poisoned arrows.


How could I stop him? The judge had forbade a flying
dragon. A water-horse would need a running start to jump the gap over Market
Street, and I couldn’t muster the speed, not off of these sloped roofs. The
candy monkey could climb up to the archer, but it hadn’t the strength to hobble
him or cut his bowstring.


Think! What could
stop a killer?


Another killer.


I needed a tiger.


Though I loathed the thought of dealing with Tiger, I was
running out of time. Only a tiger could leap the distance to the other side of
the street. Only the tiger could strike fear into the assassin and strike him
down. All I needed was a full vat of water, and the teahouse surely had one.


The sugar rat in my sleeve was the only candy in zodiac
shape I had at hand. Could I make it into a tiger somehow? I’d need heat to
make the caramel soft. A kettle of tea would do the trick.


I took the sugar rat out and inspected it. Stalwart legs,
noble ears, blooded eyes: expertly executed in Father’s style. I would have to
unmake it to shape a tiger.


But that felt wrong.


I was born a Water Rat. How could I sacrifice this, my
zodiac animal?


No. I must stay true to Rat.


We Rats were supposedly born clever; that was my strength.
I thought about all things that embodied rodents. Rats couldn’t fly or leap,
but rows of lanterns crisscrossed the streets tonight, and rats could crawl
across the lines.


I had never shaped wine before, but how different could it
be from water?


I dunked the caramel figure into the pot of wine, infusing
the brew with sugar and my own blood. I placed the jar under the table, laid
down my head, and re-entered a possession trance. As the candy rat, I opened
myself to the sensation of drowning, so that I might steep the drink with my
senses.


Grandfather Rat! I
called. This small grandson begs you
grant his strange request. I need a horde of rats to stop a killer.


A voice whispered on the edge of my hearing. I know you, ratling Ao. You’ve never called on my
aid before, so I will tell you this: born of my sign as you are, I am forbidden
to ask in return your help in advancing my own ploys. But another’s
schemes. . .


I understood. Rat would trade favors with another zodiac
spirit. Whose debt would I be in?


Rest easy,
candymouse. Monkey’s a kinder taskmaster than Snake or Tiger, though
mischievous. What say you?


Monkey? Given my recent battle where I had destroyed a
monkey made from fire, I wondered if he might hold a grudge. However, I had to
trust Rat’s judgment.


I’d be honored to
help Monkey on your behalf, Grandfather, I answered. Thank you.


Rat’s magic imbued the wine, and with it I conjured a rice
wine rat: clawed, tailed, and whiskered.


I-the-rat climbed out of the pot.


Astonishingly, I found I could shape a second copy and
call it forth as well, then a third and a fourth before the jar was empty. My
mind seemed to occupy them all at once, like the yoke of a strange drunken
stupor.


Four wouldn’t be enough.


My creations scurried through the Plum Season, leaving wet
pawprints on the floorboards. A drinker spewed wine from his lips when he saw
my rat climb onto his tabletop. I plunged into his companion’s cup and
scampered out as two wine-made rodents.


At other tables, I slid into teacups and doubled my liquid
selves. A bold customer stabbed a chopstick through a wine-and-tea rodent, but
I simply flowed around it and lashed his wrist with a wet tail.


Eight, sixteen, thirty-two: my plague of wine-pure and
tea-bronze rats now raced across the shop, slipping through the railings on the
upper floor to scale the outside walls. I had to cross the lantern strings to
the archer.


Anxious, I looked down at Tan’s contest with a hundred
eyes. Thrice, Gongsun seemed on the verge of drinking from his teacup, but then
he paused to touch more ink to paper.


The judge was toying with his would-be poisoner.


Nong had reached the stage. He must have warned the judge.


Gongsun shouldn’t be so smug! If he didn’t drink his
poisoned tea soon, the archer would strike.


The high lanterns became tightrope roads. I sent half my
rats to clamber north over Medicine Lane, and the rest eastward across Market
Street. In my haste, two lost their footing and fell. The first splashed
against the cobblestones; the second soaked a fortuneteller who glanced up.
Each hit sent waves of hurt rippling through all my copies, and I lost five
more.


Half my rats were halfway across the final chasms to reach
the archer, but he had already nocked an arrow to his bowstring. I wouldn’t
reach him in time. If only someone would look up!


The lights!


I allowed nine tea-and-wine rats nearest the archer to
fall into bright lanterns, dousing them. The sudden shadows and the stink of
snuffed flames drew many people’s eyes to dart in the right direction.


Even the archer’s. The moment of distraction threw off his
aim. His poisoned arrow sailed through the air and struck Fanmaker Bai’s
painting dead center. Surprised, the riddlemaster fell backwards in his chair.


The magistrate’s men shouted the alarm.


The archer reached for another arrow as the first of my
rats succeeded in crossing the lantern-lines. I ignored the commotion brewing
in the street and swarmed him with my pack.


Startled, the archer tried to shake off my rodents even as
we climbed his body. Though he smashed and stomped away some of my creations, I
made for his head with the rest. He drew back the bowstring, but I-the-rat
scratched his eyes with rice-wine claws. He cried out in pain and loosed his
arrow, blind. I prayed it didn’t hit anyone.


He turned and ran north along the sloped roof, but I clung
to him with what was left of my pack. Wine still stung his eyes red. That,
along with the tiles made wet from wine from my rats, made the archer slip and
lose his footing.


He tumbled off the edge of the roof.


One of my wine rats rolled off his ankle just in time, but
all the others splattered apart when we crashed into a dumpling stand in the
street below. Each undoing landed a dizzying blow to my mind.


I fought to gather my wits.


The patrons at the dumpling stand screamed and fled. The
archer would never do either again, not with his head bent at that angle.


I turned away, shaken. I hadn’t meant for him to die. He
shouldn’t have run, half-blinded.


But what of the poisoner? If Gongsun was still in danger, I-the-rat
couldn’t help him from here. Time for another host, but which?


Only the ox and the monkey were close enough to Gongsun to
help, but ox was stuck under the stage. It had to be monkey. My awareness
searched the vicinity for its shape, found it still on Nong’s tray, and flew
inside its body.


The stage was in chaos. All the spectators had fled, save
Madame Tan, who tended to a fallen guardsman, and Fanmaker Bai, who cowered
under his table. The two tea servers, wielding their kettles like dragonhead hammers,
were battling Gongsun and his sole remaining bodyguard.


Nong flung three seeds fast at the second server, and one
of the missiles found the man’s eye. The accomplice cried out and clamped a
hand to his face, but that opening proved a costly mistake. Gongsun’s bodyguard
fed him a sword through the gut.


When he saw his partner die, the poisoner threw down a
packet that filled the air with choking smoke. The fumes spread fast and stung
living eyes, but not my blood-dotted sight. No one but monkey-me saw in which
direction he fled: down Medicine Lane towards the city wall.


I leapt off the tray onto Nong’s shirt and had started the
climb down when a voice chattered in my mind. Sneaky, cheeky, Ao! Rat says you’ve agreed to owe me, in exchange for
his favor.


Monkey, Equal of
Heaven! I felt his presence coat me like fur. Why now? I leapt to
the ground, finding an acrobatic finesse I hadn’t before. It’s true what Grandfather Rat says. I am here to
serve.


Then choose to let
that man go. He’s born of my sign.


I stared at the fleeing figure, aching to chase him down
so that he would plague the judge no more. Should I follow, or fulfill my
obligation to Monkey? He tried to kill a
good man!


It is not for
spirits to deem men good or evil, Ao, said Monkey. What gifts we give are yours to wield. We may
scheme to keep our wards among the living, but your choices are yours alone.


I had saved Gongsun’s life and discharged my debt to
Snake. If I did as Monkey wished, I’d be free of obligations, yet I’d be
letting a dangerous man roam free.


But then, many would consider me dangerous. All twenty years of my life, I’d been on
the run with my father, because of the magic he and I could do. The rich
considered us po jianghu scum and those who practice
sorcery only worthy of death. Some men would have me killed without question
and without mercy.


I would not be one of those who judged another man without
heart.


Mercy tonight, I
offered Monkey, for a man cannot seek
redemption if he draws no more breath. But never again.


Monkey bristled, but agreed. This once.


I allowed the poisoner to vanish from view but noted his
unique features should I see him again: drooping earlobes; left eye wider than
the right.


Your will is done, I
told Monkey. But should this man stay
with the Ten Crows Sect, the judge may well end him.


Such is his choice
to make. Until next time, Ao.


Monkey faded from my mind.


I returned to my body. The upper floor of the tea-and-wine
shop was deserted. A rat infestation must have seemed bad for business, even on
the busiest night of the fair. Though I no longer felt drunk, my head ached as
though I’d actually downed the whole pot of wine. Nonetheless, coils of worry
fell away and I breathed easier, for I was no longer beholden to Snake. On the
other hand, Rat had sold my debt to Monkey, who had used me to help his man
escape. Coincidence, or a conspiracy of spirits? Nong would find me here soon.
I’d tell him my side of the tale, but not the full story. No one needed to know
I’d granted the poisoner his freedom. That was my own decision to make and my
own wrong to right.


I spied a rat lurking between the bamboo chairs. I
glowered but tossed him the rest of my fried melon-seeds. “I’m going to regret
this, aren’t I?” I asked him.


The rat devoured the morsels greedily. Silently.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE USE AND THE
NEED


M. Bennardo




FROM THREE BLOCKS away, Tom Brown could hear the big bass drum from the
Women’s Christian Temperance Union band as they thundered down Second Avenue.
With each distant boom of the drum, something pinched him in a tender spot in
his skull just behind the bridge of his nose.


Two blocks away, the loud notes on the Sousaphone tuba
could be heard too, like a righteous foghorn warning every workingman and
vagrant this side of the Bowery to mend his course from the shoals of sin.


At a distance of one block, Tom Brown could usually pick
out the tune if the elevated wasn’t rattling too loud outside his saloon
windows. This morning, like too many others, the band had settled on “Bringing
in the Sheaves”. Tom Brown poured himself a finger of whiskey and emptied it
down his throat in the vain hope it would dispel his gathering headache.


“I do detest that awful song,” he said at last, to no one
in particular.


Patrolman Cartwright jerked awake. He had slumped over a
table shortly after his shift had ended at eight in the morning, and now two
hours later was the only other person in the saloon. For a moment, he looked
around in alarm, then subsided contentedly as he heard the band approaching.


“Ah,” said the patrolman. “The W.C.T.U. approacheth. Do
you think they’ll stop here, Tom?”


Tom Brown twisted his bar rag impotently in his hands.
“They almost always do.”


~ ~ ~


A few moments later, the band came to a halt on the
sidewalk outside the saloon in a confusion of clanging tambourines and pious,
wavering voices. Outside the windows, the knot of marching women was just
visible, white ribbon bows fixed to their hats.


As the song died away, a woman’s voice rose up in tones of
exhortation. The stabbing in Tom Brown’s skull spread across his forehead, and
he poured himself another finger of whiskey.


“That sounds like Sister Decker,” said Patrolman
Cartwright, his ear straining towards the street.


Tom Brown let out a sigh. “It almost always is.”


~ ~ ~


As the sound of cheering rose from the sidewalk outside,
the saloon door rattled open and two women stepped inside, stern-faced and
unshrinking. The older carried a small yellow book in her hands while the
younger still bore her cornet, now blissfully silent.


“Good morning, Sister Decker,” said Patrolman Cartwright,
as he boozily tipped his cap to the ladies. “Good morning, Sister Jute.”


“Patrolman!” said Sister Decker, the older. “You ought to
be ashamed to be seen here, day after day.”


Patrolman Cartwright merely smiled and tugged down on his
navy blue uniform tunic, puffing out his chest until the gold buttons strained
precariously. “That’s a hard line to take with a productive citizen and officer
of the peace, madam.” He extracted a handkerchief and hiccupped discreetly
behind it. “Especially during a moment of off-duty relaxation.”


“In that case,” sniffed Sister Decker, “I’m sure Mrs.
Cartwright would rather see you home.”


“She expressly forbids it, in fact,” said Patrolman
Cartwright, with an air of satisfaction. “On account of my proclivity to be
underfoot.”


Sister Decker opened her mouth to answer, then thought
better of it. Turning instead to the bar, she peered down her nose at the
saloon-keeper.


“I suppose I ought to be ashamed of myself as well,”
drawled Tom Brown.


“It is you who have said so.”


Tom Brown sighed. “And I suppose I’m to get another
lecture on the evils of drink and my contribution to the wreckage of mankind.”
He motioned to the window wearily. “I didn’t make Second Avenue what it is—nor
the Bowery neither.”


Sister Decker shook her head. “Sister Nation has showed us
that mere words have their limits. Until the government makes an amendment
banning all alcohol sales, we must take the enforcement of moral law
into our own hands.” Sister Decker turned to the other woman and nodded.
“Sister Jute. . .”


At once, Sister Jute opened the saloon door and beckoned
outside.


Tom Brown crossed his arms over his chest. “That maniac
that you call Sister Carry Nation is in Kansas—though I could wish she were
somewhere hotter and more miserable yet. But seeing as she doesn’t seem
inclined to visit New York anytime soon, may I be so bold as to inquire which
one of you ladies will do the honors of the hatchetation?”


Sister Decker merely smiled curiously and indicated the
door.


~ ~ ~


It took a few moments for anything to happen, but at last
there came a sound like clanking from outside, followed by something like the
whoosh of a steam valve. Then more clanking followed at regular intervals, and
at last—some minutes after Sister Decker’s dramatic flourish—the portal
darkened as someone approached the door.


Or rather, something.


Clank. One foot crossed the threshold, heavy and square.


Clank. A second foot joined the first, taking
small, clumsy steps.


Clank. Clank. Clank. Whooooooosh.
The body of the monster swayed through the door, huge and grey, knocking chips
from the door frame on either side. A black hat perched on top of its great
round head, the ends of a white ribbon bow streaming down its back.


Besides the hat, however, the thing wore no real clothes,
so the circular stamp reading VULCAN IRON WORKS—WILKES-BARRE, PENNA. was
perfectly visible on its boiler-like torso next to a W.C.T.U. badge. Below, a
chain-link skirt preserved some amount of modesty, swaying and rattling
awkwardly around its legs with every awkward step. Its thick metal arms were
jointed and riveted, and it gripped a formidable hatchet in its clenched and rigid
hands.


Just inside the saloon, it suddenly stopped, with a great
gout of steam escaping from a stovepipe at its back, then reverted to regular
puffing. As it stood, its head swung from side to side, as if surveying the
saloon with its dead, painted eyes, and its mouth sprang open mechanically like
a cuckoo clock about to call the hour. From inside its metal head, a voice
echoed out as if from a phonograph cylinder.


“There is going to be a change in my life,” said a woman’s
voice, thin and ghostly through the open but unmoving mouth.


“Good God,” said Tom Brown at last.


~ ~ ~


“I present to you,” said Sister Decker serenely, “Sister
Nation’s patented and improved Hatchetation Engine.”


Tom Brown called to Patrolman Cartwright. “Make them get
that thing out of here!”


But the patrolman was slouched down in his chair, only his
eyes and cap visible above the top of the table. “It is forbidden for an
officer to execute his public duty,” he intoned solemnly, “while under the
influence of intoxicating liquors.” He hiccupped. “Or so I assume.”


Sister Decker pointed to the puffing, clanking mechanical
figure. She was reading from the small yellow book, which bore the inscription
of “Instructions for the Just and Moral Operation of Your Steam-Powered
Hatchetation Engine”.


“Just as this engine is driven by the hot coal-fire in its
belly, so too does the liquor YOU peddle—” (and here, Sister Decker haltingly
shifted her finger to point at Tom Brown instead) “—so too does the liquor YOU
peddle drive the violence, the apathy, the meanness, and every sort of immoral
passion in the men who drink here!”


Tom Brown growled. “I tell you again—I’m not responsible
for anybody after they leave my joint!”


Sister Decker drew herself up indignantly, her cheeks
flaring red as she looked up from the book. “Why Sister Jute’s own husband—”


“To hell with Ned Jute! It’s not my business to tell him
when to go home or what to do when he gets there!”


The infernal engine clanked forward a few more steps, its
face gazing impassively over the top of Tom Brown’s head. Then its mechanical
mouth popped open again. “I don’t want to strike you,” called the phonograph
recording eerily, “but I am going to break up this den of vice.”


At that, the engine made a feint towards the bar, its arms
puffing and straining upward on groaning pistons and then falling quickly, the
blade of the hatchet whistling through the air.


Though nothing had been hit, Tom Brown leapt back and
cursed. “Can that infernal steam woman see what’s she doing?”


“I suggest you vacate the area of the bar,” said Sister
Decker coldly, “as it will soon be fully hatchetized.”


“Peace on earth,” scrolled the phonograph voice, as the
engine’s arms pistoned up once more. “Good will to men!”


Then the hatchet dropped, the iron arms falling with the
weight of an anvil upon the bar. Wood splintered and glass shattered, Tom
Brown’s empty tumbler exploding under the blow. The arms slowly retracted once
more amid a great cracking as the blade of the hatchet unstuck itself from the
dented planks of the bar.


~ ~ ~


“You still refuse to do anything, you gutless Cartwright?”
called Tom Brown from where he was sheltering under the smashed bar. The
infernal engine was whooshing again as it vented more steam, preparing for
another swing of the hatchet.


“Out-of-control conveyances are the jurisdiction of the
fire department,” answered the patrolman’s voice serenely from the other side
of the saloon. “Though the owners may be liable for damages, and so I will
secure these women.” Next followed an incoherent mumble. “Presently. . .”


Another terrific blow fell, this one cleaving the bar in
half, caving in the whole structure over Tom Brown’s head. He yelped and
scurried out from underneath, just in time to see the hatchet rising again—this
time with his felt bowler stuck on the axe blade.


White-faced, Tom Brown reached up to pat the crown of his
head, but he found it still intact. He turned furiously to Sister Decker. “It’s
no fault of yours that I’m not split like a cantaloupe!”


Sister Decker was quickly flipping through the instruction
book. “Yes, well—hmmm. . . Perhaps, having learned the moral, it
would be better to end the lesson. . . Somehow. . .”


“Peace on earth,” droned the Hatchetation Engine again.
“Good will to men!”


At that, Tom Brown picked up his broomstick and vaulted
over the ruined bar. He menaced the machine as best he could, jabbing at the
thing’s painted eyes and its round iron chest. All that resulted were a series
of dull clangs. With one final heroic jab, Tom Brown succeeded in connecting
with the area roughly equating to the left armpit and was satisfied to hear a
rivet pop off under pressure from the steam.


“I’ll teach you to hatchetize my bar!” bellowed Tom
Brown. He jabbed again at the weak spot, dislocating part of the collar on the
left shoulder and rocking the machine slightly on its feet. Still jabbing, he
turned his head to roar at Sister Decker. “And don’t think I’ve said all I’m
going to say to YOU either!”


Suddenly there was a snap, and the broomstick was torn out
of Tom Brown’s hands as if by a cyclone. He whirled around just in time to see
one half of it strike Patrolman Cartwright across the buttocks as he dove for
cover and the other half fly through his liquor shelf and into the mirror
behind the bar.


But that wasn’t what really transfixed Tom Brown’s
attention, nor was it what prompted a string of extraordinary profanities to
issue from his mouth—and neither was it what caused Sister Decker’s rebuke of
the blasphemy to die unuttered upon her own lips.


The cause of all that, instead, was the Hatchetation
Engine itself—now spinning around the saloon floor with a dislocated left arm,
scalding steam pouring from the gap in the joint, hatchet swinging free and
wide on the unrestrained right arm, flailing in every direction in wide,
unpredictable sweeps.


Crack. The hatchet buried itself in the wall.


Smash. It broke free and flung six feet to the
left, shattering what was left of the bar mirror.


Zing. It rang through the air, striking nothing yet
fanning the face of Tom Brown as it passed.


Tom Brown and Sister Decker both wilted before the
onslaught, driven back into a corner of the saloon as the hatchet whirled
wildly before them—splitting tables, smashing chairs, and even knocking a
shower of imitation crystals and brass fittings down from the chandelier.


“Peace on earth!” said the phonograph for a last time, as
the Hatchetation Engine loomed close, the two victims dazzled by the flash of
the spinning blade before their very eyes. “Good will to men!”


~ ~ ~


Tom Brown was never really certain just what happened
next. He was vaguely aware of being dragged away on jellified legs,
duck-walking behind an upturned table as the Hatchetation Engine ricocheted
around the saloon floor in a frenzied, jerky waltz.


He also had a somewhat less clear memory of something
streaking past him a few moments earlier—something ducking and diving amid the
whirling hatchet and the scalding steam, something quick and lithe that paused
at the Hatchetation Engine’s stovepipe before jumping back to drag Tom Brown
and Sister Decker safely away.


Catching his breath at last behind a wall of overturned
tables and chairs, Tom Brown looked at the other three humans huddled near
him—from the useless Patrolman Cartwright to the crestfallen Sister Decker to
the suddenly flushed and bright-eyed Sister Jute, her breast rising and falling
heavily.


“Why, Sister Jute,” asked Tom Brown, “what has happened to
your hat? And your cornet?”


But Patrolman Cartwright’s arm dragged him suddenly back
towards the floor. “I recommend a more horizontal posture, good friend Brown.”
A loud bang suddenly came from the other side of the tables. It sounded like
something was trying to get out from inside the Hatchetation Engine. “And a
short moratorium on questions.”


The bang was followed by another, and then a more
substantial clang, and then a rapid knocking, and a quick succession of sharp
shots like the detonation of a string of fire crackers.


Then, finally, a loud sharp whistle pierced the air, like
the boiling of a hellish tea kettle, followed by a deafening crack and a sudden
rain of projectiles against every vertical surface of the bar.


“Steady, steady,” said Patrolman Cartwright, as a shower
of flying rivets bounced around the saloon walls amid a chorus of tinkling
glass. Then at last, after a few seconds of silence, the still-burning ends of
a tattered white ribbon bow fluttered down from the air and landed next to Tom
Brown’s hand.


And then, only then, did the four stand to survey the
damage.


~ ~ ~


“Madam,” said Tom Brown shakily as he shoveled up a little
pile of glowing coals and dumped them into the now-dented spittoon.


“Madam,” he said again, turning humbly to Sister Jute. “I
don’t know how you learned to think or move so quickly in the face of such
furious violence. . . But if you hadn’t clogged that stovepipe with
your hat and cornet. . .” Tom Brown’s face blanched. “Well, I
hesitate to consider the outcome.”


Sister Decker cleared her throat tentatively and read out
from the little yellow book again—but now in a far less assertive voice. “Just
as this engine is driven uncontrollably by the hot coal-fire in its
belly. . .”


Tom Brown waved her off. “Yes, yes,” he said. “I
understand.” Turning to Sister Jute again, he hung his head. “I’ve been wrong,
madam, and I’m ashamed to think I’ve had any part in your training for such an
emergency. If I ever open this place again, Ned Jute will never drink here
again.”


Sister Jute said nothing but simply smoothed her wrinkled
dress.


“And neither will anyone else,” continued Tom Brown
sullenly. Then added: “To excess, I mean.”


Again, Sister Jute said nothing.


“Aw, hell,” said Tom Brown, throwing down the shovel with
a clatter. “There are saloons enough on Second Avenue. I’ll open a lunch
counter instead.”


At that, Sister Jute smiled.


Patrolman Cartwright clapped Tom Brown on the back. “A
noble and enlightened decision, sure to elevate this quarter and its
inhabitants,” he intoned. “I only regret that I shall no longer have occasion
to haunt the premises myself.”


“Perhaps,” said Tom Brown, “the ladies would not object to
one final drink?”


“Yes, a valediction!” said Patrolman Cartwright. But then,
as he surveyed the wreckage of the bar, his face fell. “If there is anything
left with which to valedict. . .”


Tom Brown extracted the shattered remains of a bottle of
brandy from the wreckage of the bar. Its top had been sliced off and most of
the liquor spilled, but a couple fingers of brown spirits still sat in the
bottom. Pouring it into two of the least damaged glasses, he passed one to the
patrolman and kept one for himself. “What shall we drink to?”


“Why not drink to the original of the late Hatchetation
Engine?” suggested Patrolman Cartwright. “Sister Carry Nation—whose work and
writings are the occasion for this valediction.”


Tom Brown only sighed but lifted his glass.


“To the USE,” roared Patrolman Cartwright, holding his own
glass high and proud. “And the NEED!”


~ ~ ~


But Tom Brown never drank, and even Patrolman Cartwright
found a hand on his arm before he could bring his glass to his lips. For the
saloon keeper’s eyes had strayed from the officer to Sister Decker and Sister
Jute—who were both now pale and shaking, the shock of the moment having worn
off and the terrifying nature of the encounter catching up with their sober
nerves in a rush of sensation.


“We’ve had our cups already this morning,” said Tom Brown,
“or else we’d be as bad as they.”


“Hmph,” answered Patrolman Cartwright, in the tone of one
not fully convinced.


But as Tom Brown passed his glass to Sister Jute, so too
did Patrolman Cartwright gallantly hand his to Sister Decker.


“Mark my words,” added Patrolman Cartwright with a sigh as
he eyed his swiftly diminishing valediction. “When the history of this day is
written and published in pamphlets across the country—as you surely know that
it will be—a discreet curtain shall inevitably fall here, lest a moment
of honest humanity destroy the everlasting moral of the tale.”


But Tom Brown answered nothing at all, and instead merely
watched as the last two drops of liquor he would ever serve disappeared forever
from view.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE ADVENTURE OF
THE PYRAMID OF BACCONYUS


Caleb Wilson




THE THREE COUSINS left the prairie, where their regiment had been
massacred, for a landscape like crumpled cloth. Steep ravines made travel even
more nightmarish than when the officers’ whips had slashed across the bark of
their backs. At midday they paused in a glade to drink and rest. Those officers
were all dead now. Hickshaw had decided to forgive and forget.


Fawcett rooted his muddy toes into the soil and pulled his
wine flask from his pack. He tilted it to his mouth and a single drop came out.
“What? Empty?” He turned to Hickshaw. “Your fault. You like us stupid, don’t
you?”


Hickshaw smiled sadly. “I know, it’s not ideal. But would
you have deserted otherwise? Or joined the regiment in the first place?”


“I didn’t like the regiment,” said Fawcett.


“Me neither,” said Chawkins.


“They gave us names,” said Hickshaw.


“It doesn’t matter. Names aren’t real. Why would we need
names?” Fawcett tucked his empty flask away. Hickshaw scanned his cousin’s
eyes—dull as raisins. Hickshaw’s would have been dull too, had he not broken
into Chawkins’s pack last night, before they’d left their guard posts and the
regiment had been destroyed, and drunk her flask dry. He also had one last
mostly full flask stashed at the bottom of his own pack. Not to be imbibed
until they were at the Pyramid. No point wasting wine on just walking.


Chawkins was tugging down the blade-like leaves that grew
from the crown of her head and trimming them with a short, hooked knife.
Hickshaw, admiring the cracking of the bark around her waist, plucked a flower
from a vine and chewed it into a pulp. Sap and the last of Chawkins’s wine
swirled in his brain. He was thinking of the man who had told him about Bacconyus.


A year ago it was, Hickshaw had come across the man, an
“explorer,” after the man had explored too incautiously in the vicinity of
Hickshaw’s rope snares. He was hanging by his ankle from a limb. He must have
smashed his nose when springing the trap, for blood dripped down his inverted
features, off his hair, and spattered the leaves below. Hickshaw, dry and mean,
had slapped the man around a bit to wake him up, and when he awoke, had slapped
him around a little bit more. Eventually the man regained his voice.


“You, leaf-head, I’m an explorer, from—” and he produced
some combination of syllables that Hickshaw’s desiccated brain couldn’t follow.
“If you cut me down from here, I will make it very worth your while.”


“I was going to use your blood,” Hickshaw had said, “to
make myself a pudding.”


“Very, very worth your while! If you cut me down from
here, right now, I will tell you of treasures, yours to collect, which, if you
find even one of them, will let you afford to buy a million puddings!”


Hickshaw had blinked several times, then taken up his
flask and swigged a long swallow. “I am an uncomplicated being. Do I look like
I need treasures?”


“What is it you want, then? I can offer it exactly.
Mechanical maidens carved of geared gemstone? No? Rings to make you invisible,
and not at the loss of your soul? No, you probably don’t have a soul. A magic
shovel, a magic bird cape, the magic goblet of Bacconyus, which never empties
of wine, to wash down your puddings?” This last had been offered in a spirit of
desperation, however—


“Wine?” Hickshaw had said. “Tell me about that one.”


The explorer’s blood had made a mediocre batch of pudding.
The man had had the stink of excessive travel, undertaken without enough ease.
But each time Hickshaw sampled it, he remembered the man’s story, and by the
time he finished the last helping, he had decided to find the Pyramid of
Bacconyus and plunder it with the help of his cousins.


Wherever it was they were, they began to walk again, away
from there. Sunset passed, and midnight, and dawn was approaching out of the
frozen stars. At first light, the cousins stood on a bald peak, and Hickshaw
scanned the horizons. His head felt filled with chaff, his eyes dry and sore,
and yet he didn’t dare drink from the hidden flask while the others were
watching. Besides. . .


“There it is,” he said. The Pyramid of Bacconyus shimmered
in the dawn’s haze. It was massive, to be seen from so far away, and
incongruous in the woody scrubland.


“Walk,” said Hickshaw.


With the last shreds of another red and gold sunset
dripping below the horizon, the cousins arrived at the Pyramid. This close, the
structure seemed older than the surface of the earth, like some ancient
chthonic bone revealed through recent erosion. A deep hum arose from the
surrounding soil, resonating in the rocks and trees. Hickshaw decided to ignore
it.


“Well, what now?” said Fawcett.


“There’s treasure in there?” asked Chawkins, peering
through a narrow doorway under a massive lintel stone carved with bunches of
grapes.


“Yes,” said Hickshaw. There had better be, or he would be
very disappointed. Perhaps it was just that he liked to drink stronger wine
than was traditional, but he had never been willing to spend the rest of his
life in the village, in the shade of the fat tree that had birthed all his
cousins, planting terraces, trapping and bleeding animals, harvesting berries
and fruit and fermenting them, and then, when he was old enough, forgoing all
drink and swelling to harden into a sessile giant, content never to move his
limbs—boughs now—except with the breeze. . . well. . .


“Look,” said Chawkins. A glimmer of yellow chased itself
around the dark mouth under the lintel.


“Someone is coming,” said Fawcett.


Footsteps came out, followed by a man, stooping under the
stone, obscured at first with glare from a lantern.


Hickshaw curtsied with a rustle of leaves. “Hello.”


“Good evening,” said the man. “You have come to the end of
your journey, I think?”


“I hope so,” said Fawcett, “is this the Pyramid of—” He
stopped when Hickshaw’s arm wrapped around his woody shoulder, and Hickshaw’s
fingers bit into the joint there.


“Can we stay the night?” asked Hickshaw. “We are very
tired. We are travelers.”


“Oh; you must,” said the man. He backed away from the
doorway and gestured with his lantern. “Precede me inside, and we will get you
settled.”


Fawcett and Chawkins immediately set off into the hole
beneath the lintel, Hickshaw behind them. They walked through a tunnel low
enough that their head leaves brushed and bent on the ceiling. It and the walls
were stone, once gilded and now mostly bare, though glittering specks still
shone in the crevices. The man behind them, like a cork being pushed firmly
back into the neck of a bottle, did not allow them to linger. His lantern’s
beams danced ahead between their limbs as they walked, arm-in-arm with an army
of shadows.


While they walked Hickshaw tried to remember what the
explorer had told him about the layout of the Pyramid. He had claimed the
treasure repository was on the lowermost level, at the bottom of a tremendous
staircase which rooted into “the guts of the earth.” It should be easy enough
to find, Hickshaw supposed—just keep going down until they couldn’t go any
further.


Their shadows, venturing out before them, melted away in a
wash of light. They emerged into a well-lit square chamber whose walls and
floors were covered with brown rugs. “Wait here,” said the man with the
lantern, and then moved off through a door, which he closed, and, to judge by
the click, locked behind him.


“What now?” asked Chawkins.


“Now be quiet,” said Hickshaw. “Don’t say anything unless
I tell you to. Actually even then be quiet.”


A different door opened and another man came out. He was
someone important, to judge by his extravagant white and brown garment that was
covered with pronged extrusions like the horns of a stag beetle.


“Welcome to the Lodge,” said the man. “You may call me
Professor Varel.”


“Welcome,” said Fawcett.


“We were thinking of it more as a Pyramid,” said Hickshaw.


“It is a pyramid in shape,” said Varel. “But it is a Lodge
in function; the Lodge of Xiczarthotep. We are always eager to incorporate new
Initiates into our Lodge,” said Varel. “Even ones as. . . different
in appearance as yourselves.”


“Thanks,” said Hickshaw.


There was a long pause. Both Fawcett and Chawkins tried to
speak but Hickshaw silenced them with glares that he hoped Varel, being
unfamiliar with the facial expressions of their kind, could not read.


“You are here for learning?” asked Varel, stepping closer
to Hickshaw. Hickshaw thought the professor looked like he wanted to reach out
a hand and touch the leaves of his head. If he did, Hickshaw would reach out
and ruffle Varel’s hair in return. “And worship?”


“Yes?” said Hickshaw.


“Very good,” said Varel, and clapped his hands twice. A
third man came through a different door. He was dressed in brown and black,
with small nubs on his robe’s shoulders where Varel had serrated canes.
“Viggins,” said Varel, “dispose of their luggage, please.”


“Yes, Professor,” said Viggins. He moved behind Chawkins
and none too gently started to take her pack.


“My knives are in there!” said Chawkins.


Varel’s smile was miles and ages away. “As Initiates you
may own nothing.”


Chawkins, mouth agape, let Viggins take her pack, and then
Viggins took Fawcett’s and Hickshaw’s too.


Hickshaw almost asked him to wait, to take out his wine,
but he didn’t want his cousins to see it and try to share it, so. . .


Viggins left with their packs, and another robed man came
through the same door, carrying three dark bundles in his arms. He handed one
to each of the cousins. The bundles unfolded like flags in their hands:
smock-like garments with loose threads at the hems. “Don these. They will be
your garments for the next six cycles of the moon, until we have judged your
sincerity in joining us for worship of the Sublime Xiczarthotep.”


“But can we—” said Hickshaw.


“Silence,” said Varel, “is now your duty. Only in silence
will you be able to absorb the teachings of myself and the other Professors.
Don your garments now, Initiates, and then follow Zigmon here to the Initiates’
Dormitory. When it is time for the evening lesson the Prime Initiate will show
you the way to the lecture hall, and following that, to the Great Stair for a
night of worship.”







“First, though—” said Hickshaw. Chawkins and Fawcett were
struggling to pull their ragged smocks over their head leaves.


“Silence is your only duty now,” said Varel. “Am I clear?”


Hickshaw nodded. The three cousins followed Zigmon through
one of the doors, which swung shut behind them. They followed him down another
hall, which was carpeted in burlap. Zigmon never looked back, plodding onward
with his head lowered, from pool to pool of light shed by small round lanterns
set in the ceiling.


They were passing doors, turning corners, moving down narrow
flights of stairs. At some point Hickshaw thought it might be a good idea to
start counting doors, turns, and steps, but after counting a few, he realized
that since he hadn’t been counting from the beginning it was useless, and he
stopped. They were descending, so that was something.


Eventually Zigmon opened one of the doors and pointed them
inside. Hickshaw peered through, keeping his body in the hall. Zigmon shoved
him without warning and he stumbled in, milling his arms, his ragged Initiate’s
garment flapping with the motion. Chawkins and Fawcett strolled through under
their own power after a moment, and the door closed behind them.


Hickshaw glanced around the huge dim room. It reminded him
of the barracks where the regiment had sometimes overnighted during their
campaign. Along each wall was a rank of narrow cots. In the middle of the room
were five strips of carpet over the stone, and along each carpet lay rows of
what Hickshaw supposed were Initiates of the Lodge. About twenty in number,
they lay on their stomachs, with their faces pressed flat onto the ground and
their arms held tight to their sides.


One Initiate, lying at the nearest end of the carpets to
the door, turned her head when they came in, and after a moment, clambered to
her feet. It seemed that her body was stiff from lying in the same odd position
for so long, though her stretching, as she walked to greet them, was furtive.


“Welcome,” she said in a whisper.


“I thought we were meant to be silent,” said Hickshaw.


Her gaze traveled up and down his body. She looked like
she wished to reach out and touch his barky skin. He prepared himself to resist
the urge to bat her hand away if she did.


“We may speak here, if we keep our voices low, until you
are familiar with our rites and duties,” she said. “My name is Lurdna. I am the
Prime Initiate, at least until I advance down to the next Step in three weeks’
time—Xiczarthotep willing, of course, that my learnings have taken root and I
can pass the exam.”


“I heard once about a god called Bacconyus I thought lived
in a pyramid around here. Does he share this pyramid with Xiczarthotep?”


Lurdna showed her teeth. “This weak godlet you speak of is
no more. The Great Devourer Xiczarthotep ate Bacconyus when It took up Its
temporary residence in our dimension.”


“Oh,” said Hickshaw. “Well. I guess we’d like to visit
this Xiczarthotep anyway, if that’s alright.”


“By no means can you visit It so soon, only after
extensive study and worship! Many of Xiczarthotep’s followers have been
studying for decades, and have only advanced toward It halfway down the great
Stair. Any faster, without preparing and blanking their minds, and they would
be driven insane by the very presence of the Otherworldly One, and Its numerous
children who linger on the lower steps.”


Hickshaw waved a frondy hand to take in the carpets and
rows of initiates. “What’s happening with all this here?”


“We are meditating prior to the evening lecture. We hope
to relax our minds to make us permeable as possible to the knowledge of the
Professors.”


“Oh, sure,” said Hickshaw. “And after that we get to
worship on the stairs?”


“The uppermost step of the Stair, that’s correct.”


“Well, show us how it’s done!”


Lurdna bowed her head slightly, then led the three cousins
to an empty swath of carpet. “First you lay down on your stomach like this.”
She demonstrated, craning her head back up at what must have been an
uncomfortable angle for someone with an articulated spine. “Then you press your
face flat on the floor, like this.” Having done so, her voice took on a muffled
quality.


Hickshaw pushed Fawcett and Chawkins down, then lay down
himself. He pressed his face to the floor, so that his leaves splayed out
sideways.


“Now what?”


“Now breathe deeply, to cleanse the deepest nooks of your
soul, concentrate on the hum in the bones of the earth, imagine the day when
your mind has been prepared and you are able to descend the stairs fully and
meet Xiczarthotep, and It consumes and digests you and then secretes you out
perfected into the next universe.”


Hickshaw snoozed for a while, and eventually the Initiates
finished their meditations. They stood and formed a line at the doorway, so the
three cousins joined it, at the very end. The Initiates shuffled with a pious
lack of speed down another long, sloping hall. Hickshaw was looking around for
any loose swords that might be lying in a place where he could grab them. It
would be nice to have a sword in case things got tricky. If there was just one
sword, he’d keep it for himself, but if there were three, he’d give one to Fawcett
and one to Chawkins. If there happened to be just two. . . he thought
for a moment. Definitely he would give it to Chawkins.


All in a long kinked chain the Initiates came into a
slanted room with pews tiered down to a small stage. Hickshaw and his cousins
followed the other Initiates to the highest tier of pews, which was set behind
a brown velvet rope. Senior members of the Lodge began to populate the lower
rows, and when they stopped, the rows of seats were about half full.


A door opened on the stage behind the podium, and a man
came through who Hickshaw recognized, for it was none other than Professor
Zural. Zural stepped up onto the podium, and the Lodge members raised their
arms in some kind of shivering salute. Lurdna looked over and saw that the
newest Initiates weren’t raising their arms, and she gestured vigorously until
Hickshaw raised his arms. He kicked sideways at Fawcett until Fawcett raised
his arms, and then Fawcett kicked at Chawkins until she did too.


Professor Zural began to speak, and Hickshaw realized that
it was a woman speaking, not Zural—another Professor, perhaps. She wore the
same complicated brown and white garment, a knobbed surplice which hung
straight to the podium. Her voice was leaden, and it made the stiff and sore
Hickshaw even sleepier. The room was warm and moist, and it reminded him of the
steamy grove where he’d bloomed and been born, a memory of mist and vapor; he
nothing more than a bright taut fruit hanging in a protective nest of thorns.
He had bloomed at the midpoint between trunk and open air, the best possible
place, because those born too close to the trunk were starved of light, and
those too close to the air, prone to being snatched and devoured by birds. But
he had grown safe and fat on his stem, behind a shield of thorns.


This Professor, Zourk her name seemed like it might be,
was droning about responsibility to Xiczarthotep, and how the Lodge-members’
every thought should concern the eventual final gulp when Xiczarthotep would
consume the entire world and pass it through Its ineffable gut into the next
higher universe, where, if we are worthy enough, and studious, we might find
the next manifestation of Xiczarthotep, and form a community for Its reverence,
in whichever deep ravine or cleft of the earth It might have chosen to repose,
and thereby continue the chain of being. . . Hickshaw’s eyes popped
open. Zourk was talking about legs, Xiczarthotep’s uncountable panoply of legs,
which were a symbol for something, for walking, maybe. His eyes slid closed
again, and then Lurdna was tapping at this shoulder.


In the slow bustle of the audience departing the arena,
she must have felt it safe to talk, if only to chastise: “Shame on your
inattention, Initiate.”


“Whuh?”


“Come with us now to the Stair you were so eagerly
awaiting. Or was that all a lie, and you merely wish to nap in the presence of
the Holiest One?”


“No,” said Hickshaw.


“No,” said Fawcett, “we’re gonna take—”


Hickshaw stumbled backwards into Chawkins, who fell back
against Fawcett, who said no more. “No,” said Hickshaw again, and wiped a mess
of greenish sap from his mouth with his sleeve.


Through a multitude of carpeted halls the crowd in the
lecture hall melted away, and by these private channels trickled downward to
the Great Stair. As they came closer to the entrance of the Stair, Hickshaw
discovered a reek in the air, a mixture of brine and incense and ancient
corruption.


The Initiates moved slowly, in the patient fits and starts
of crowded worship spaces, onto their designated uppermost step of the Great
Stair. Even on their step the initiates organized themselves by seniority,
which meant that the cousins were pushed to the back, but this made it all the
easier for them to stare at their surroundings.


The worship step was actually more of a landing, broad
enough to easily hold all twenty initiates. More landings were visible below,
down a series of narrow staircases with high risers. The steps and landings
continued down a huge chute leading into the earth. Billows of air, smelling of
smoke, sweat, and mold, a hot, heady mixture, came up from below. The Initiates
were swaying, sweating, eyes shut, mouths open.


Along the walls hung brown banners covered with geometric
patterns that hurt Hickshaw’s eyes to look at—something was wrong with the
hideous woven pictures—they seemed to flicker, though motionless, now a
left-facing rabbit, now a right-facing duck. . .


Farther down, where the greater part of the darkness was
unbanished by the braziers of coals on each landing, there clustered cliques of
Professors in overgrown brown and white vestments, weird limbs and
protuberances waving in the shadows. At the very bottom of the Stair the spot
where all the landings were facing was a blurred sheen of darkness. There, the
explorer had sworn, with Hickshaw’s pruning knife at his throat, would be found
the treasure house of Bacconyus, stuffed with riches beyond imagining,
including the miraculous goblet.


Each landing, with its smaller crowd, swayed in place,
each piece in motion, like the hairs on terrified human flesh. Hickshaw thought
of the knob of cartilage at the explorer’s throat, sliding and bobbing as the
man gulped terrified promises. He was sleepy, and his body and limbs felt like
they were comfortably swathed in spiderwebs. He saw himself sitting on a mountain
top far away from his birth tree, warm rain dripping down his head leaves,
soaking into the spongy lump of his scalp. In his sodden dream, his brain raced
with all the wine he wanted, and his thoughts chased one another like high
black crumple-bottomed clouds during a summer storm.


Time passed in comfortable convulsions. Brown robed stumps
all around—he thought of the Initiates as stumps who’d just run out of the
energy to keep walking and had sat down to mumble and tremble in place, all
their leaves fallen to the ground, new buds sprouted from their rooted limbs,
finally blissful at last. . .


“It is time to return to the dormitory,” said Lurnda.


“No!” Hickshaw said.


“It is time!” Hickshaw said.


“To go down!” Hickshaw said.


“And take what’s ours!” Hickshaw said.


“We need arms, my cousins!” Hickshaw said.


Heads several landings below craned around in reproach,
and Chawkins and Fawcett began rustling around at the waists of the other
Initiates looking for weaponry to steal, finding nothing but irritation.
Hickshaw, blind stumbling sober, took a moment of support by leaning against
the dusty eye-bending tapestry, and felt something hidden behind it. He ripped
the cloth down from the wall and revealed three niches containing golden
statues. On the left was a naked man holding a bottle in one hand and a
corkscrew in the other. On the right was a naked woman raising a garland of
grape vines. Between them was the bearded godlet Bacconyus, bearing a bunch of
grapes in each of his four hands and a vast erect phallus. To the consternation
of the Initiates, Hickshaw began snapping extremities off the statues for the
cousins to use as bludgeons.


“Let’s get gone!” Hickshaw’s voice echoed back from below.
A gust of hot filthy air rose up as the three charged down. One of the
brown-draped stumps whirled when he collided with it. It had a round white
flesh mask with bugged eyes, and he swiped out with the male statue’s gold leg,
planted a great bloody bruise across its face. Blood flew up like drops of
wine, and Hickshaw smiled, throttling his club, clumping down five steps, then
five more steps to the next landing. Close enough to rasp his heels came
Chawkins and Fawcett.


At the next landing the stumps were more elaborate. The
walls were crusted with branches, whorls and knots of leaves. Sapling spines
rattling with aggrieved motion. Hickshaw shook his club, shedding bright drops.
He bashed a stump in the side, felling it with one blow. It sang shrieks as it
rolled down the steps. A few stumps were trailing them, so Hickshaw set
Chawkins spinning to guard their backs. She swerved to bash loose gouts of
blood and flesh with the female statue’s golden arm, glints of gold in a red
spray. To Fawcett: “Smash down front.” “Yaaaaarrrrrhhh—” The gold phallus of
Bacconyus fell and rose, dripping gore.


Ten more steps down, there were larger stumps, twice again
as tall as the others, with wobbling weak heads. These stumps were scared of
the cousins, shrinking back to sit on large chairs with eight legs each.
Hickshaw released his peoples’ traditional fear of furniture like a squirrel
from a trap. Who’s afraid of a skeleton? He smacked a chair with his legclub,
producing a hollow note, a foul salty exhalation, a splintery scream that
reminded him of the time his great-uncle was eaten by termites. He waved his
empty arm forward, and they went down ten more steps.


Here the stumps quaked and shook, rooted. Peaked tables
crowded the landing’s edges. Hickshaw tested one with his club and it lurched
backwards out of his way, its legs bending like articulated stems. A clamor
filled the open space, above and below them, mostly above, before and behind
them, mostly behind. They charged through the last landing, crowded with
asymmetric stepstools and flowery gibbets, and then they were at the bottom of
the Stair.


Bulky furniture danced all around, just out of reach of
their weapons. The drawers were hissing, threads had come out the front of
them, out of keyholes with toothy edges, flicking about, tasting the air.
Hickshaw saw before them a shimmering black curtain which stretched from the
ceiling and reached almost to the floor. It bellied in and out. He thrust with
his legclub and the fabric of it split. “Chop with me!” Fawcett and Chawkins
stepped forward, slashing up and down, and soon the curtain was a row of rags,
curling guts of cloth, and the three cousins stepped through to the other side.


The clamor behind them faded. The air hummed between its
cells, desperate. A tremendous room, long and egg-shaped, stretched away from
them, dark but for reflected glimmers and made to seem tiny by the way it was
filled almost to the ceiling with a strange item: a sleeping couch, standing on
hundreds of thin fussy clawed legs, atop heaps of moldy skulls and gold things
like cups and plates and saucers. The couch’s legs rose to a waxy rim, layered
with scale like a flower about to burst from the bud. Its bulk rose and fell
like the breathing of a sleeping beast. The air was fertile with the smell of
rot.


Hickshaw walked closer over the clattering treasure and picked
up a skull. There was a round hole at the crown. “Look at that.” He pegged the
skull at Chawkins, and it shattered on her shoulder.


Chawkins and Fawcett staggered around picking up plates
and skulls and daggers, but they couldn’t hold more than a few items at a time,
and they kept dropping the extras, which clattered down off their knees.


“Should have brought some bags or something.”


“Looking for a magic goblet. . .” sang Hickshaw.


The shadows crept close and dense beside and around the
massive couch that puffed up to near the ceiling. Hickshaw found himself
walking closer to it, staring up at it, trying to imagine its purpose, or who
would build such a thing, but the effort was too great.


Above the rim the couch’s legs came out of were billows of
stuffed fabric, pink, puffy, wrinkly and shiny, like crushed satin. In vertical
rows along the upholstery were sphincters where clusters of long tapes emerged
to whip around, lashing the shadows. Broad arms above the clusters of tape, a
ring of them like Hickshaw’s own crown of leaves, curved, many-jointed arms,
which moved in a manner both lewd and predatory. Like an orchid vibrating as it
is reamed by a bee, or a sweet blossom that tempts a fly and sucks it into a
striped bladder. But Hickshaw’s brain was desert dry, immune to the hypnotic
humming and resistant to symbolic suggestion.


However, he still took a step back, shattering a skull
underfoot. The couch was rocking back and forth. If Hickshaw could have
imagined a titanic piece of furniture with unimaginable intelligence he might
have thought the couch was mad at him, he might have turned and fled, or he
might have collapsed, his mind broken by sheer wrongness. Instead he stepped
sideways, then stopped to nudge aside a shattered skeleton.


Under the pelvis was a golden goblet whose thick stem and
wide, deep bowl were carved with a pattern of grape vines and a sprawling orgy.
He scooped it up, brought it close to his eyes, sniffed it—was that the smell
of the fermented grape? He looked down into the bowl again, his fingers
clenched tight around the stem, and found a small purple puddle there. He
squeezed harder, the fibers of his fingers creaking, and shimmering wine welled
up in the goblet.


A toothed tape fell from the couch’s rim, draped across
Fawcett’s shoulder, and ripped him in half. A cloud of dry splinters, behind it
half-Fawcett laughing in shock. Hickshaw’s goblet was half full. Fawcett
dragged his torso over greenish gold. “Plant me quick, cousin, I can’t feel my
legs!” The goblet was three-quarters full. Another tape, covered with drooling
suckers, spooled down and noosed around Chawkins’s neck. It curled tentatively,
lifting her up to the ceiling. “Glkk!” she said, then managed to detach her
head with her thrashings. The goblet was full. Hickshaw watched his reflection
dance for a moment inside the wine, and then he drank.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE GOOD DEATHS,
PART II


Angela Ambroz




THE DAY AUGUSTUS died, I heard the voice of the Lord Up Above
telling me to take my smashers and destroy the saloon in Kiowa, Kansas.


Now, I had never been to Kiowa before, but I—a meek human
woman, a simple, plain-spoken woman and widow and sufferer—would never think to
question Our Lord and Savior.


I went to Kiowa. I stood in the streets of Kiowa. I found
some rocks and weighed them in my hands.


They felt like shards of the Holy Lord’s righteousness
itself, firm and unconditional, and they crashed into the glass windows with a
satisfying commotion. Of course, the men—those drunkards and louts—came
screaming outside, brandishing weapons and their johns and all sorts of foul
language. What can you expect from such types?


When they saw what I was—and I am a woman who tends to be
noticed—some laughed, some continued hollering, but none dared stop me. I am
big, and I am powerful. Augustus once said I must have been a bulldog in a
previous life, and indeed I welcomed that supposition.


I towered above those men, and—by the Lord—I threw the Hell Realm out of those stones.


After ten minutes of work, all the windows were smashed
wide open, bits of glass lying like glittering teeth scattered in the muck, and
I had sweated through my undergarments and bodice. The men stood around me,
quiet now and staring.


“There!” I said. “You wet-brained fools! There’s your fun
and there’s your damnation for the day. Now get the hell out and get on home to
your poor wives and little ones! And don’t you dare try to clean anything up!”


“At least grace us with a name, fair lady!” one
grime-marinated idiot yelled from a safe distance. “Or tell us who sent you!”


“Gentlemen—and I am funning you in calling you that—the
Almighty Savior of mankind sent me: His Holy Gloriousness, the Buddha Himself.
Now who’s gonna argue with that?”


“He speak to you personal, did He?”


“Every day! Every damn day!”


Every day through the grass and the soil and the sky,
there He’d be. I saw His righteous face in the tumbling clouds, and I heard His
laughter in the brook. I knew it sounded insane, but I had seen Him everywhere
in Kansas—and in parts of Texas and Missouri, too—and I was sure He disapproved
of all this drinking. Just like He disapproved of the war, and of the slaves,
and of all our damn human stupidity.


~ ~ ~


I was mending my bodice the day the man came.


I smelled him before he knocked; an earthy, unwashed
scent, layered with old booze. He came to the window, peeked in, and then gave
a polite rap. I saw him out of the corner of my eye, felt his shadow on my
back, and pretended not to notice him. He rapped again.


Muted: “Ma’am?”


“You go on back where you came from!” I yelled over my
shoulder. “We don’t take in tramps here.”


He tapped his fingers against the window, drumming. “Ain’t
a tramp, ma’am. Doctor Leonidas Lazarus Suttner. A professional. I’m a
physician. Been called out to one of the mining towns, up in Indian territory.
Was wondering if I could stay a night or two to get my bearings and some rest.
Been traveling for weeks, you see.”


My Augustus had been a doctor. The Lord Buddha said
coincidences were a sacred thing.


Reluctantly, I turned around.


A uniform gray color, his hair was wild and his eyes were
wild, and he looked half-dead to me, all pale and rheumy as he was. He also
looked like he had lost his mustache comb, and his shaving blade, and his soap.
A yellowy white shirt could be seen poking through patches on his army jacket;
a jacket, I noticed, which had been turned inside out.


“Do you drink liquor?” I asked.


He stared at me hard. “No, ma’am.”


I squinted, transmitting my acknowledgement that he was a
damn filthy liar. A fog, that’s what the Lord said lies were. Especially
intensely lied lies.


I turned back to my needlework.


“You can stay in the barn then. There’s a stream about a
mile off. I expect you saw it when you arrived. If you leave now, you might
have enough light to do some washing and come back. There is a stink about you,
sir. It is permeating my window.”


I heard him walk away; boots crunching in the grass. The
footsteps faded, returned. “I can’t seem to locate the barn, ma’am.”


“It’s the stall with the half-starved cow in it, you
cock-eyed fool! Don’t get smart!”


“Thank you kindly, ma’am.”


~ ~ ~


So now we were two fools. Me and good ol’ Leonidas
Lazarus.


He seemed to cringe at being called ‘Leonidas’, so I stuck
to ‘Suttner’ or ‘you there’. He told me his friends called him ‘Len’ or ‘Leo’,
but I thought that was just an undignified thing to call any man. The Lord gave
us our names, as they were. Why did we need to go infantilizing ourselves,
clinging to a childhood softness we no longer had any right to?


My house—a plain soddy in a field’s depression—didn’t
allow much air in or out, and so I kept the door open when I did my cooking.
Leo Suttner hovered in the doorway. The sun was bright; blinding me to anything
but a silhouette. I worked on, pushing the grits around the pot and getting a
slab of dough ready and refusing to acknowledge him or the muffled growl in his
stomach.


Augustus said you never let a man come into your home like
that—men and women being unattended, and the third present was the demon
Mara!—but I didn’t abide by that no more. Not when I had to tend to the labor
and the farm and the selling of our measly crop, or else die by starvation.
Furthermore, I was taller and bulkier than every man I had ever met. Furthest
most, upon dying, Augustus had turned into a Hungry Ghost, of all things. A
damn thin-necked, fat-bodied Ghost that I had had to chase off the farm just
two days after the funeral. That alone permanently proscribed him from giving
me any advice from beyond the grave ever again.


Suttner, though. Suttner was a sly, small thing. I didn’t
worry about my ability to overpower him or chase him away, should it have come
to that.


“Beautiful country, ‘round here,” he said.


“Where you from?” I packed the dough together, punched it,
pulled it apart.


“Back east.”


“Oh, no kidding. You mean you wasn’t raised on Indian
lands?”


He pursed his lips. “May I come in?”


I gave him a long look. Finally: “If you must.”


The stove was smoking up the house, and he coughed and
waved his hat in front of his face as he approached. I watched him enter, tracking
him with what folks called my bulldog glare.


He sat himself at the table—dragging the chair against the
swept dirt floor—then he placed his hands on the tabletop, kneading his
knuckles. Trying to hide the trembling in his fingers. I wondered what this one
would turn into when he died. Probably a garbanzo bean, all pale and slimy and
useless.


“So, you fought in the war then, Mister Inside-Out Coat?”


He rolled his shoulders with a wince. “You have seen past
my disguise, I guess.”


“Is that thing blue or gray? For the life of me, I cannot
tell beyond the muck.”


“I was an army physician, and now I practice to the
civilians. Just a physician. As I was back East, and as I shall be out West. I
request no more historical questions.”


He was kneading his knuckles hard, so I let it be. After a
moment’s silence, he cleared his throat.


“Ma’am, you never told me your name.”


“You can call me Carrie Amelia Nation.”


“Like ‘Hold A. Country’?”


I said nothing but kept working the dough. My old friend,
the fury deep within me, my angry heart, loomed distantly on the
horizon—hurtling towards me like a tornado on the plains, dancing in its happy
rage.


“How do you spell that?” he asked.


“Any damn way I please, is how!”


~ ~ ~


Oh, Earth. Oh, Kansas. Oh, soil.


There were days—most days—that I hated my life, this
burden that Augustus had left me. This filthy farm. This pitiful crop. But
still I pulled up my skirts and pushed down the hoe and got yelling after those
lazy sons of bitches calling themselves day-workers.


And, in the blazing heat and dust, rare moments of
clarity.


I could feel the Lord Buddha’s holy presence pushing
against my forearms and hands as I dug into the earth. I could sense His
happiness at what I was doing; expanding my plot, setting down the seeds and
digging my roots into the ground. He said to seek no attachment. And what
better detachment than uprooting yourself from hundreds of miles away, dragging
your sorry items halfway across America (discarding many of them along the
way), and then planting yourself down in some new, wild, godforsaken territory.
A tumbling weed to Nirvana.


Anyway, sometimes the soil on my so-called farm was so dry
you could inhale half of it. But by the brook, little patches glistened wet and
moist with promise.


The Holy Lord Himself had had bad soil too, I reckoned. I
didn’t know much about far-off Lumbini, Holy Land of His Magnificent Birth, but
I had heard preachers tell of its hard, clay-like soil and shrubby flora and
pathetic little patches of grass. The Lord Up Above may have been born an
Earthly prince, but His kingdom sure sounded dry to me.


What a nice feeling, when the shared cosmic suffering of
His teachings felt so true.


~ ~ ~


The second night, Leonidas Lazarus Suttner did not appear
to be readying himself to continue on his ‘travel’ to the ‘mining town’ in
‘Indian territory’, nor did he appear to be sleeping.


Instead, I heard his muffled voice and low thumps in the
barn, and then I saw his shadow moving across each window in succession: north
side, east side, south side. Flit, flit, flit. He paced a perimeter around the
house before stepping through the tall grassy field to the south, where he
walked and walked out into the darkness until I finally lost sight of him.


I wondered if he had gone away forever, but, some time
later, he reappeared for another few loops around the cow, the soddy, the edge
of the field. By then, it was two in the morning.


Drumming on the window.


I had the single candle burning, just enough light to let
me work on my mending, and my eyes couldn’t adjust to the darkness so soon. But
I pointed my face in his direction and growled, “What?”


“Acknowledging the inappropriateness, hoping you feel
trustful and generous, can I come in?”


“Now? You want to come in? Now?”


“Well. We’re both obviously up, Miss Nation.”


“Missus
Nation.”


“My apologies.” I could see him clearly now, fading into
view, wide-eyed and fidgety. “So, can I come in?”


I shrugged. “If you must.”


He bustled inside, closing the door quickly. He was
hunched over, stomping both feet, keeping his hands jammed under his armpits
and glancing periodically back at the black.


“You afraid of the night, then?” I squinted, trying to
poke the thread through the needle.


“A touch.” He pulled the chair from the table—his chair, it was becoming—and sat a
distance from me. “I renew my apologies, ma’am. I’ll just be a few moments.”


“Bet you could use a drink now, huh?”


He stared.


“Oh, don’t think you’ve fooled me, Suttner. I smelled the
stink on you when you were just coming up to my porch.”


He rolled his eyes and readjusted himself, trying to get
warmer. He seemed to be fetching around for an appropriate response, eventually
smiling a little. “So you call that a ‘porch’ then?”


I put down my mending. “Why do you mock poor ladies thus?
All right, I’m humble. And if you haven’t noticed, I am running this entire
operation alone.”


“I concede. Very admirable. And Mister
Nation’s. . .”


“Dead.”


He shifted in his seat. “The war?”


“Liquor!”


“I see.”


“But, yes, he was also in that chaotic operation. A
sawbones. Much like yourself, I imagine. Came out here not nine months ago.
Came out here to chase the devil, it looks like!”


“I’m sorry.”


“Why are you apologizing?”


“The freshness of it, I suppose.” Suttner shrugged. “Nine
months.”


“Yeah. Well. We all got our wheels to break.”


“Amen, amen.”


~ ~ ~


The Lord spoke to me that night. He said to take my
hatchet, dust it off, and get to those towns and saloons out there. Those
damnable pits of damnation.


“HATCHET THEM, CARRIE NATION!” the Lord’s voice thundered
in my ears. “HATCHETATE IT ALL, IN MY NAME! I WILL STAND BY YOU!”


No human—no animal, no Hungry Ghost, no Demi-God, no
particle of disease roasting in the sunlight—could have resisted that call.


I pulled my bodice tighter. I tied up my boots. I smoothed
down my skirts and tucked strands of hair behind my ears. And then I opened the
door, stepped out into the chilled night, and took the hatchet from beside the
door.


I set out for town.


~ ~ ~


Protection, Kansas. Four miles away.


When I arrived, the first glimmers of dawn were just
poking over the eastern horizon. It was a red dawn: pure and angry.


Protection itself was quiet. The saloon’s door was closed.
No one in sight.


I began to smash.


~ ~ ~


I don’t recall exactly when, or how, or why it all went
wrong. Some confusion transpired between the friendly Fury inside myself and
the Lord’s natural fury, external to me; the rage in the sun and the dust and
the winds.


First: a fire started in the saloon. I had smashed my way
inside, and I had struck a keg, knocking over a stove. Liquid and fire had come
pouring out, a river of fiery booze all the way back up to the bar.


I fled.


Now, outside, the air was picking up, and licks of flame
were stretching higher and higher into the sky. I let my hatchet fall to the
ground. More flames; the next house went alight. And another.


Beyond the edge of the town, a gyrating tower of
brown-white air was pulling itself together, upright, belly dancing like a
harlot. And it was hurtling towards Protection, lurching towards the town as if
consciously intending to strike.


Air that whipped my hair around; that took my glasses and
threw them off my face. Air that bit at me like the demons of the Hell Realm,
tugging at my skirts and kicking up sand in my face.


Heat from the saloon: sparks flying faster than I had ever
seen, shooting through the street and lighting up the post office, the barber
shop, the homes of these people that I did not know. It was a fight between the
fire and the wind, and I was in the middle.


“Get into the cellar!” someone yelled.


What cellar? Fire was blowing through the town, gutting
its buildings, smoking up any protective shelters we might have had. People
were running out of their homes, coming to expose themselves to the elements
just as the tornado was laying into town. I considered stealing a horse and
running back to the farm, where I could fall to my knees and pray to the Lord
Buddha to forgive me, forgive me—


“Everyone get into the bank vault!” a man cried. His stiff
collar was flapping away from him. “It ain’t gonna go up in the fire—it’s the
safest we’ll be! Frank, round everyone up that you can find and get them to the
vault!”


The vault.


It was crowded, dimly lit. Huddled children. A girl in
tears. I rubbed my forehead with both hands, scraping sooty grime away with my
fingernails. If I pinched my nose, I could smell ash in the mucus.


“What in the hell is happening out there?” a man asked.
“How did that fire get started?”


“Damned lightning, I guess.” Another: fat, red nose. “Oh,
sorry, Ruth.”


“Damned!”


“Shh! Ruth! Proper folk don’t use that word.”


“Well, the Lord Buddha Himself must be angry about
something.”


“Ha! Sure.”


I held my hands together, pressing hard. Beyond the vault,
we could hear crashes, booms, and the high wail of the wind.


“All those folk out there. . .”


“If they’re smart, they went into their cellars. Wind
probably blew the fire out.”


“Yeah. Probably.”


“Hell of a coincidence.”


“What?”


“The fire. Right, ma’am?”


I looked up. The man’s eyes were watery, his white beard
yellowed at the tips. He was looking straight at me. The others in the vault
noticed and turned as well, curious. Suddenly I was noticeable again. Suddenly,
I was the six-foot monster again. I heard a child’s laugh.


“I reckon you know something about that fire,” the old man
said. “Don’t you, Miss?”


“My name is Missus
Carrie Nation, and I do indeed know about that fire.” I fixed him with my
glare. “So what is it to you?”


“Wait, what do you mean, you know about it?” The bank man
looked back and forth between us. “Jeremiah, what are you talking about?”


“I don’t know, sir.” He looked at me. “What am I talking
about, Missus Nation?”


I inhaled. “I suppose you could say the fire is my fault.”
Movement, murmurs. “But I don’t regret what I have done, nor do I despair at
the tornado. Why not? Well, because they are both a punishment of the Lord
Buddha for our sins, for all our fighting and money-making and boozing, and I
say we should be happy to receive them!”


I puffed up my chest, swelling it nice and big. But, in
their wide eyes staring back at me, I saw the great abyss opening up—and heard
the silence in our tomb, and in the town outside.


~ ~ ~


When the vault opened, Protection was gone.


Milky sunlight gleamed through the dust-colored cloud
cover, and suddenly the world was completely flat again. Most of the buildings
had been reduced to blackened cinders or blown-apart shells lying in sad little
heaps. A few had survived; maroon skeletons with their windows blown out. Dead
animals, rubbish, pieces of someone’s wardrobe, and a broken wheel were lying
strewn about the thoroughfare. I saw human legs poking out from under an
overturned cart, and my jaw ached something fierce.


“Frank!” someone cried.


A horse approached.


“Mr. Gibson, I found a doc!”


The young man, Frank, advanced; Leonidas Lazarus Suttner
bouncing in the saddle behind him. Suttner saw me and gave me a look.


Then he addressed the bank man, Gibson, standing behind
me. “Doctor Leo Suttner.”


“Thank the Lord Almighty you’re here, Doc. I’m W.P.
Gibson, chief officer of Protection Town Company and Bank. Our regular physician’s
out doing the rounds in the rest of the county, so it is a blessing indeed to
have found you.”


Suttner clambered off the horse, landing on unsteady feet.
He had his bag with him; a medical kit. Just like Augustus. I meditated on this
comparison while tonguing my loose tooth.


“Point me in the direction where my services are needed.”


And so we spent the rest of the day, accounting for the
destruction. I shied away from the townsfolk, sitting on an uprooted plank of
wood, waiting my turn. Or waiting for what, I don’t know. I just watched
Suttner work, listened to the things he told people.


“Don’t move it or try to raise it. I’ll check it again in
a day or two, but, so long as the bone knits properly, it’ll be just fine.”


A family was standing over the body of a young boy. The
mother cried into her handkerchief. The father tugged at Suttner’s elbow.


“Doc?” the man said. “Doc.”


“His name?” Suttner kneeled.


“Romulus.”


“Hi, Romulus. How are you doing?” Suttner kept speaking to
the child, as if he could hear him. But I didn’t see no movement. “Mind if I
check this, son? Don’t worry about nothing, you’ll be fine. Just fine.”


“Doc, I don’t think—” the father began.


“Can you hold this for me?” Suttner asked, shifting his
bag over. He sat back on his heels, heavily. “Oh, Romulus. Jesus Christ. Jesus
Christ. . .”


“What is it?” the father asked. “What’s wrong? You reckon
we should take him to Greensburg?”


Suttner looked up. “Can I speak to you, sir?” He glanced
at the mother. “Private?”


“Tell us both, Doc,” the mother said.


“All right. His back’s broken.”


“Romulus! Oh Lord, no, no—please!”


“Martha, please. . .” The father looked at
Suttner, all shaky and pale. “Does that mean he’s—?”


“It won’t be long.” Suttner shook his head. “Jesus, I’m
sorry. You should sit with him. Sit with him while he’s still around. I’m so
sorry.”


The woman crumpled downwards, sinking into her hoop skirt
like a deflating balloon. Her husband tumbled with her, knees giving out. They
knelt over the boy, sobbing.


Suttner stood back up. I watched him. Our eyes met.


Others were running up to the family now, coming to
console, or ask questions, or I don’t know what. Curious, sympathetic,
goddamned vultures.


The final tally: three people dead. Fifteen wounded.


Suttner came to crouch in front of me, eyes red, hands
wavering like leaves. Gently, he reached out and touched the bruise on my
cheek. I tried not to fidget under his examination. He laid a knuckle against
my swollen jaw. I hissed.


From this close, I could see the gray stubble, the grease
in his hair, each oily smudge on his spectacles. He looked drab and sorrowful,
like the rest of Protection.


I started breathing fast. “I didn’t mean for none of this
to happen.”


“I know you didn’t,” he murmured. “No one’s saying you
did.”


“That’s not true. They’re all saying I did. Why’d you
think I got my face near broken for? They’re gonna try to tell you this was all
my fault. I bet they’ve already told you, haven’t they? But I didn’t bring no
tornado to this town. I didn’t mean for no one to die.”


He stopped working and looked me in the eye. “Carrie, it
ain’t your fault. And what those men did to you was wrong.”


“I did burn down the saloon though,” I kept blabbering.
“But it was something of an accident. And all I said was that this was just the
karma, coming back around. That ain’t so cruel, is it? It’s just the Teachings,
is all!”


Suttner worked quietly. Without looking at me, he dug
around in his bag, muttering under his breath. My scalp was still sore from
when that old Jeremiah had pulled at my hair, jerking my head around.


Suttner pulled a bottle out and poured something into a
handkerchief. “Well, you won’t be losing any teeth.” He dabbed at my lip.
“Sorry if it stings.”


I snorted, sucking up snot, embarrassed that my nose was
running all over my lip and mouth. Embarrassed that I was suddenly falling
apart, like the Protection houses, or that mother over there. I hadn’t lost
anyone, so what did I care? And it was all law of the Lord, so what was I
getting so tender for?


My tears burned hot, cutting into the scrapes on my
cheeks.


“It’s all right, dear. Shh. It’s all right.” Suttner
stared at my chin, saying it to me, or himself.


I grabbed the handkerchief from him and pressed it against
my trembling lips, wanting to hide my whole face.


“Should we find someone to help that boy with his bardo?”
I asked.


“No. No. We can leave them to it.”


“Suttner. Look at me.”


He did.


“You think I did wrong, don’t you? Say it. Say that you
do.”


“I don’t, Carrie. I really don’t.”


I was shaking now with the sobs. “Why you got to lie like
that? Why can’t you be straight? I’m always straight with you! No one’s
straighter than I am!”


“I don’t disagree with that. Come on, hush now. It’ll be
fine.”


A third voice: “What’s that elephant blubbering about?”


It was the old man from the bank vault: Jeremiah. My
enemy. My Devadatta. He stood away from us, glaring, hands on hips.


“Ain’t this all what we should be ‘happy’ for?” he said.
“Ain’t that what you said in there? That we ‘deserve’ it and all?”


“Oh, leave it alone, Mister Huxley,” a young woman said.


“Yeah, come on, Jeremiah.”


Jeremiah started gearing up for another insult, walking
forward with mouth open, when Suttner spoke abruptly, turning around. “You
leave off now.”


“What?”


“You are being foolishly provocative. If you keep goading
her and she hits you, I will not provide you with my services. And she just
might, given it’s one-on-one now. So go away, and good riddance to you.”


“Who the hell—? You ain’t even from around here!”


“Mister Huxley,” Gibson called from further off. “Would
you just shut the hell up for a moment? And Doc, we need you over here,
please.”


I cowered down into myself, searching for the Lord’s holy
light, for His voice, wanting to get from Him some meaning, some explanation
or, at least, some powerfully offensive rebuke to use against that old goat,
Jeremiah. Instead, I found nothing: I found the abyss, a gaping maw, a mouth
like a Hungry Ghost, begging me into it. I squeezed my eyes shut and chanted
the Lord’s Prayer: Om mani padme hum, om mani padme hum, oh om shanti
shanti. . .


~ ~ ~


I didn’t sleep that night, and I didn’t hear no voices.


The Lord was quiet, maybe ashamed about what we had done.
I laid awake in bed, still in my tornado clothes, staring at the ceiling and
thinking about Augustus. Augustus who had been ten years older than me and
grimy and sour-faced and had smelled like rancid butter. Augustus with his
judgments and opinions and never-good-enough-ness. I had been too poor to re-do
my entire wardrobe according to the proper full-, heavy-, and half-mourning
periods, but I had tied the white armband every day for the past six months.


I had used to think that had been real grief, but now I
felt different.


Sounds from outside: the peaceful buzz of a sleeping
countryside. Still air. Kansas. Damned void-of-the-cosmos Kansas!


Every time I shut my eyes, I saw burnt buildings and
broken-backed boys, and so I kept them open, and thought about how badly
Augustus had smelled. And how strangely he had looked after his bardo: his
Adam’s apple shrinking inward, his neck elongating and his gut expanding like a
newspaper cartoon about overly fat politicians.


What a shame it had been, to have Augustus turn Hungry
Ghost on me like that. And in front of the Reverend, even.


I wondered when dawn would come.


Lord. Oh, Lord.


Outside, the sounds of a horse clopping, snorts, men’s
voices. I sat up and saw the shadow of Suttner pass.


“Suttner!” I whispered.


He heard me and stopped, glancing in the window. I
motioned for him to enter.


He looked dizzy when he came in, and he leaned hard
against the door when closing it. I saw him press his forehead against the
wall, to rest or to push something into his brains, I don’t know, and I heard
his heavy breathing.


“Everyone,” he slurred, “seen to. At least until
tomorrow.”


“Good,” I said.


“How’s your jaw?”


“Not as sore as earlier,” I lied.


“Well, keep something cold on it. And don’t lean back too
much.”


“I won’t. I’m not tired anyway.”


“You’ll have a rainbow of colors to go through before it
heals.”


“I don’t care none about how I look. Never have.”


“Good mentality.” He sat heavily in the chair, burrowing
his head in his arms. “Missus Nation, do you mind if I sleep inside tonight?
Your cow tends to urinate on me.”


I didn’t mean to, but I laughed. Suttner smiled.


“Everyone’s all right then?” I asked.


“With some rest and some prayers against infection, they
should be.”


“The Lord is merciful.”


Suttner just exhaled onto the table.


I stood. “I’ll make coffee.”


With the lamp and stove going, and the smell of coffee
grounds bubbling murkily in the water, and another warm body in the room with
me, the soddy felt almost home-like.


Suttner sat obediently and cradled the tin cup in both
hands. I sipped my coffee, leaning against the counter, feeling massive and
completely unwomanly. I wondered why I had been born so big, as if the Earth
wasn’t made to my size. Then I speculated as to what damned fool decided what
size women should be anyway.


Suttner indicated a picture on the wall. “You pray to the
Saint Christ too?”


The saint had rosy cheeks and rosy lips; his head was
cocked to one side. He looked gentle, healer-ish, clean and foreign.


“No. That’s Mister Nation’s. My faith don’t include the
saints. I don’t reckon even Mister Nation cared for him, but it was supposed to
bring luck to physicians, so we kept it in the house.”


“And did it bring him that? Luck?”


I sipped. “None.”


Suttner rolled the cup around in his hands, drawing his
fingers over the rim. “The Finches asked me to see their son through his
bardo,” he said.


“The Finches?”


“Romulus.”


“Oh.”


“I said no, initially. That’s preacher work, after all.
Not my specialty. Not my work at all, to be blunt. I wouldn’t know
what. . .”—he rolled the cup, his voice falling—”wouldn’t know what
to do, really.”


“Ain’t they got a preacher in town?”


“Don’t look like it.”


I sat in the other chair. “So are you gonna do it
anyways?”


“I suppose I have to. I mean, I did some during the war.
It was never very pleasant. The things. . . men turn into, what when
they’ve seen what they’ve seen. Done what they’ve done. . .” He
snapped his fingers. “Sometimes it’d happen like that. Fast as lightning. One
second, alive. Then, dead. Then—like that!—into the bardo. And it was never a
pleasant experience. Good bardos were rare there, as you can imagine. And those
fast bardos. Well.” He was blinking fast; all agitated tics. “I suppose—I mean,
I suppose a child like Romulus Finch would never bardo like that, of course.
He’d—pass peaceably from this life to the next. Isn’t that what the Teachings
say we should expect?”


I nodded mutely.


“‘State of mind in the final moments’ and all that bull.”
He laughed humorlessly. “Though how in the hell am I to know what state of mind
Romulus Finch found himself in when—when he passed on? He was probably shitting
his pants with fright, for all I know. Pardon me. Or he probably had no idea
what the hell was going on, if he was lucky.”


“Well, it ain’t just the last moments. It’s all the
moments of the whole life. That, and some prayers from the family. So if
Romulus was a good boy, and his parents. . .”


Suttner was staring at me witheringly, so I stopped.


“So are you gonna do it or not?” I asked again.


“Yes,” he said. “I did eventually say I would. I’ll need
your help, though.”


“Me? What? No—I mean, why would—? That wouldn’t be right.”


“You’ve got to. You know the prayers and all. I don’t.
Ain’t you always going on about religion?”


I shook my head. “No, no. Half the town hates me. I ain’t
going there to hold their hands now.”


“Do not,” Suttner suddenly raised his voice, “let ignorant
old fools like Jeremiah Huxley prevent you from doing a good deed!”


I stared. Suttner was red in the face. He was breathing
hard out of his nose, like a starved, scrawny wolf, spooked and in the corner.
Fast air, tornado gusts.


“You are coming with me! You are helping me with this!”


I opened my mouth to say something—and said nothing.


~ ~ ~


The Finches were Orthodox, but we didn’t have no white
clothes.


Suttner found a strip of old gauze in his medical kit, and
he tied that around his jacket sleeve a few times, making an armband. I found
an off-white lace tea cozy and folded it into my dress’s pocket.


“That’s as white as we gonna get.”


I grabbed a copy of the Canon and we set off for the Finch
farm.


They had laid Romulus Finch in a patch of grass under an
apple tree. The Finches had a tiny orchard that they tended to, and they told
us that Romulus had always played in that orchard, inventing games about
cowboys and Indians, Johnny Reb and Billy Yank, magicians from the Orient. The
tree had his initials carved into the bark.


“We want him to wake up here. We want this to be the first
thing he sees.”


I didn’t mention that even I knew Orthodox law said you
should never bardo a body so close to its original home. That the whole point
was that this life was over,
and a new one was beginning, stripped of all its previous entanglements. I
didn’t mention that when I had held Augustus’s bardo on the farm, he had
plagued me with his ravenous Hungry Ghosting—eating up the crop, puking out cow
shit, draining the stream—and I had been too embarrassed to call for a proper
exorcizing, having instead to do it all myself.


Suttner knelt by the boy—who was porcelain pale now,
looking cold and peaceful in the dappled sunlight—and placed a finger under the
boy’s nose. I cracked open my Canon and started to read.


“‘Hark ye, all the winds do dissolve in the seventh cycle
of mind dissolution, and, when this is observed, prepare ye for the clear light
of death.’”


We sang a couple verses of ‘Follow the Deer Into the
King’s Arrow’ followed by ‘Another Turn of the Wheel’, droning and off-key, and
then began the wait.


Now, professional preachers and holy men can pinpoint a
bardo’s proper commencement down to the minute, but Suttner and myself only had
a vague idea that Romulus Finch, since he had been young and generally a good
boy, would probably start transfiguring about a day or two after his death.


But it was real embarrassing waiting there, waiting for
any change in the boy, while his parents snorted and sniffled and cried fresh
tears. Suttner eventually stopped kneeling, and sat back in the grass, keeping
his hand on the boy’s forehead and pushing the hair back, rhythmic. As if he
could comfort him alive. I cleared my throat. The day got hot.


Romulus Finch didn’t start changing until well into the
afternoon.


In the golden sunlight, we heard movement. Shifting in the
grass. Suttner looked up. I opened up the Canon again.

“And the Lord Buddha said, ‘Hark, for the journey of life is long, and faith is
your best companion. It is your best refreshment,’” I read, exchanging a look
with Suttner, “‘and it is your best property.’”


“Amen.”


“And the Lord Buddha said, ‘Neither fire nor
death. . .’”


Romulus Finch was shivering all over now; his body jolted
like someone was feeding it lightning.


“. . .’nor birth nor death can erase our good
deeds.’”


“Amen,” Suttner and the family muttered in unison.


Romulus was making noise now too: yelps, little whimpers,
ungodly gasps. I prayed hard he wouldn’t turn into something from the Hell
Realm.


“Now, it’s customary for the preacher to talk about the
particular transfiguration currently occurring,” I said. “But I ain’t no
preacher, and I can’t really tell what’s going on, to be honest. Do you wanna
say something instead?”


The mother was crying into her handkerchief too hard to
answer, and the father, holding her shoulder, was staring transfixed as Romulus
flopped around in the dirt. Suttner kept both his hands on the boy’s shoulders,
trying to stop him from jumping away from us altogether.


“What?” Mr. Finch asked. He looked back at me, eyes glimmering.
“Oh. Right. Well, Romulus was a good boy. A real good boy.”


“He never did nothing!” Mrs. Finch sobbed.


“That don’t help,” I said. “You gotta be specific.”


“He—he liked swimming,” Mr. Finch managed. “He’d go down
to the stream—I think it runs through your property, Mrs. Nation—and he’d play
in that water for whole days if the weather was hot.”


“He liked pumpkin seeds,” Mrs. Finch added. “He helped his
little cousin study her letters, but he wasn’t no good at it himself. He just
encouraged her, trying to be nice.”


Romulus Finch howled, a straining keen that interrupted
us. Suttner tried to use one hand to adjust his spectacles, but the boy nearly
bucked out from under him. Suttner struggled against the thrashing, using both
hands, his knee, an elbow—anything—to keep the boy on the ground. His
spectacles fell off.


“He said, when he grew up,” Mr. Finch said, weeping, “that
he wanted to go to Missouri to be a newspaperman.”


“We have family in Missouri,” Mrs. Finch explained.


“But I told him he can’t get no newspaper job if he don’t
do well in his schooling!”


The change was well underway now. I flipped through the
Canon frantically, trying to find the chart that told you how to detect which
Realm a human death was flying into. Where was that chart? I used to know its
page number and contents off the top of my head.


“Someone get a bowl and fill it with water!” Suttner
cried. “Quick!”


I looked down. Three rubbery slits were forming on each
side of Romulus Finch’s neck. His eyes flew open: filmy and opaque. And his
mouth gaped. Struggling for air.


Mr. Finch ran into the house.


Moments later, Romulus Finch was a fish, slipping out of
our hands, shiny and wriggling. We wrestled him into the bowl. He expanded
though, kept growing larger. Oh Lord,
I thought, this one’s turning into a
whale!


“A bucket!” Mrs. Finch said. “I’ll get a bucket! It’s
bigger!”


“No!” Suttner said. “Where’s the stream? The stream you
mentioned?”


Half-in, half-out, the Romulus fish splashed around in the
too-small bowl. We hoisted it aloft, everyone holding the rim, and ran together
down the hill and towards the stream. Romulus kept struggling to get out, and
Suttner used his free hand to push the fish-head back in, dunking it underwater
and keeping it there.


We dumped Romulus into the stream as soon as we found a
suitable depth. The cold water rushed past our knees, and Romulus crashed in
with a sploosh. We caught sight of his wavering, still-expanding form in the
clear water for only a moment before he disappeared, darting downstream.


Heavy breathing. Birds. The sound of rushing water.


Mr. Finch and Mrs. Finch hugged, crying and smiling and
whispering to each other. I felt happy too. Strange. Before, I never would have
tolerated an Animal Realm transformation in one of my own loved ones. But today,
it seemed natural and pure and right.


~ ~ ~


After looking for his spectacles and eventually giving up,
Suttner and I trudged back to my farm.


The fields—the world—smelled like shit. It was not
unpleasant. Suttner was wiping at his eyes. I looked down at him.


“Are you crying?”


“Dust. A lotta dust here.”


“Sure.”


He coughed, made a pretext of wandering further away from
me, returned. I pushed my hands into my skirt pockets.


“So are you gonna move on then?”


“Can’t yet. Still got some injuries in town to tend to.”


“And after that?”


Suttner smiled. I could see the trails of tears on his
cheeks, shining clean in the dirt. “I reckon I could help build Protection back
up. For now. See to your cow, too.”


“As long as you don’t touch any of the Devil’s brew, Doc,
you are more than welcome.”


He didn’t say anything.


Ahead, I saw the unattractive lump that was my home.


~ ~ ~


A prayer from Carrie Amelia Nation to Our Lord, the Holy
Prince Siddhartha, Most Enlightened Being, Buddha, Liberator and Emancipator
and Most Awakened Of All Creatures Ever.


Dear Lord,


Forgive me for my sins. I am a murderer and a widow and a
sufferer, and I have done You wrong. I have tried to break out of the wheel,
and I have failed, and I’ll probably fail forever. But by the laws of karma, I
await Your true and pure punishment with a happy, open heart. Just don’t let me
be born back east and don’t let me love a drunk and don’t let the crop fail,
and Heaven help Kansas. These things I beg you, and that’s all. Thanks.


Amen.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~




Angela Ambroz works at a civil society organization in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.
She has been previously published in Strange Horizons, GigaNotoSaurus,
and Redstone Science Fiction. Her website is www.angelaambroz.com.













GOLDEN DAUGHTER,
STONE WIFE
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FOR SKELETON, steel and stone. For life, the edge of youth and command.


These are the things my daughter is made of. These are the
things she leaves behind when the spell is gone and the wish is dead.


~ ~ ~


Sometimes I’d cup her chin and say that I wished her skin
was like teak and her hair like the vestment of a crow, the natural shades of
my lineage. And she would tell me, I would have been ugly and despised to
the one whose wish bought my provenance.


Do you think me ugly, then?


Golem honesty, she answered. You aren’t beautiful.
Neither are you ugly. And children, Mistress, must believe their mothers
pretty—thus I do, imitating the limits and distortion of their perspective.


I laughed. It was glorious to have a child such as she,
frank and strange. A child that was old when we boarded the exiles’ ship. A
child my wife named Areemu, her last gift to me.


“Mistress Erhensa,” someone says. They’ve been saying that
for some time, in the belief that shock has deafened me and robbed me of a
voice.


My brow to the window, Areemu’s remains in my arms. The
road outside is a black ribbon, wet-sharp with frost under the halo of my
seahorse lamps. An empty road. This is not a season for visitors.


“Mistress Erhensa. The Institute of Ormodon is here to
collect the golem.”


A girl purchased her some two hundred years past. A girl
gold of hair and skin, eyes like the canals after a storm. “Tell them there is
no golem.”


“But there must be, Mistress Erhensa.” This voice does not
belong to my servant. “We detected the flux of its dissipation. I was
dispatched immediately.”


It’s too dim for the glass to glare, and so I’m obliged to
turn. The Ormodoni is ludicrously young, ludicrously freckled, and it is an
insult they’ve sent this over a gray-haired officer. Her gaze severe, her
shoulders high beneath the weight of pauldrons, her stance square despite the
bulk of plating. Much too proud, before age has earned her the right.


“You must be tired from the journey,” I say, rote. There’s
no journey—it is a step and a thought from the Institute of Ormodon to my
domain, a requirement all practitioners must heed. Keep our doors open, or
else. “We don’t often have visitors. Lais will find you a room and supper if
you want it. In the morning we will talk.”


“I’m Hall-Warden Ysoreen Zarre.”


“I’m sure you are.” I did not ask.


“I am to bring your answer within the night.”


“Expectations have a way of being thwarted, Hall-Warden
Zarre. Your superiors will have to understand. Over breakfast, we may discuss
the golem. Or you may depart now and we may discuss nothing.”


Who defies Ormodon; delays its enforcers? Who dares? No
one wise, but lately I am past wisdom.


“In the morning, then.” Hall-Warden Zarre turns on her
heels. “I look forward to it.”


I watch her back and watch the door shut behind her,
thinking again of the girl with the pale hair. A child with no real thought
between one act and the next save her own pleasure. I consider the matter of
remaking and redoing, of resurrection.


Her death is new. There is time. If one callow wish
animated Areemu once, might not another bring her back?


~ ~ ~


Ysoreen’s gums burn, acidic, with the residue of golem
death. Unlike most officers she doesn’t need Institute scryers to sense this.
Gifted, they’ve always praised her; fine material for thaumaturgy. Instead she
trained to understand golems, those double-edged creatures, those threats to
Scre from within.


To think Erhensa—a foreigner living on sufferance—would
treat an Ormodoni as she has; to think Ysoreen did not teach the sorcerer her
place. This failure stays sour on her tongue and keeps her from tasting the
foods. They are foreign: a tea red as garnets, pastry that crumbles at a
glance, a smell of cardamom and tropical fruits. An island to the west,
bordering turquoise sea under a gilded sky; so she’s heard. She does not
believe, for if there exists such a paradise, why would Erhensa be here? The
reality would be a patch of territory off the coast, mired in gray silt.


But Erhensa’s fancy has been given part-life in the
piscine gazes blinking at her from between mosaic tiles, in the murals moving
out of the corner of her eye. Figures in the distance balanced impossibly on
the crests of tides; birds slashing through a burnished horizon.


Ysoreen sleeps against an unpainted wall, pulling the
blankets over herself, breathing her own leathers and steel. Tomorrow she will
confront; tomorrow she will demand. Ormodon assumes efficiency in its
operatives, and she’s armed to subdue wayward sorcerers. In this house she is
no one’s lesser.


She is up before dawn may warm the room and wake the fish.
She straightens out the sheets and coverlets so no imprint of her may linger in
the creases. She drinks from a bedside jug and rinses her mouth. When the
manservant comes she is ready.


He takes her to the garden with its outland trees, its
high walls of iron and lazuli. So high the world outside may not be seen; so
high the house seems its own dominion, the islander its queen.


She comports herself like that too, as though the bushes
are her throne and the scarlet ixora her maids. The sun glances off the
darkness of her skin so she seems chiseled, more wood than life. Within the
circumference of Erhensa’s power, the rime stays out and the flowers thrive.


The sorcerer does not rise; barely stirs as Ysoreen
approaches. In her lap is a clear casket holding loose gemstones, platinum
filigrees, a fistful of thread.


Ysoreen points at the box. “I’ll be taking that, Mistress
Erhensa.”


“This is a collection of baubles, nothing more.”


“I am not unschooled.” This specific golem is a common
choice of study for its unusual construction, and she has read the manuscript
of its creation; more than can be said of the islander. “Nevertheless it is
law, and by law the golem never truly belonged to you. As all constructs it
belongs to the Institute, and so does its material.”


A smile on those thin, lined lips. “Technically I brought
my golem with me when I came to Scre, but of course I’ve agreed to your laws.
What do you do with their parts? It can’t be avarice that drives you to
collect—were this one baked of mud and silt you’d have demanded the same.”


“Yours is not the place to question.”


“As you will,” Erhensa says. “Allow me to make you a gift,
as amends for making you wait a whole night. Fox fur imparts excellent warmth
and will make the season more tolerable.”


Ysoreen’s teeth click together. Protocols force her to
accept tribute from any sorcerer, so long as the object inflicts no harm or
malice. “Fox fur, in this weather?”


“I was hoping you would hunt. Inconsiderate of me to ask
of a guest, but I’m no good at the business of tracking and conquering animal
wits, a task that perhaps better suits you.”


The insult needles, but Ysoreen does not react. She is
stone, Erhensa less than wind.


~ ~ ~


I watch her through the bright, clear eyes of a fox. You
see the world differently this way, closer to the ground, sight plaited from
smells, nose to soil and snow. A fox’s mind is so wide, made of simple geometry
and immediate needs.


The fox sniffs and tosses its head. She comes.


I lied to the Hall-Warden: the hunt is no mystery to me.
It is different here in a country that knows no frost, where predators and prey
do not have to contend with a chill that would shrivel the lungs and bruise the
cheeks. But there are certain principles in common, certain rhythms that aren’t
so unlike. A need for subtlety, a requirement for finesse.


Ysoreen Zarre disregards them all. Her boots stamp deep
prints, and she marches without care for tracks or stealth. She is unerring in
her pursuit, and though I make the fox give her a good and worthy chase, she
never loses the sense of where it is, where it heads.


It is fleet, but she is fleeter. It is clever, but she is
cleverer. It tires long before she does, heaving on its legs.


When she has pierced its side with arrows, is she aware I
am watching? Her knife cuts abrupt and efficient, opening its belly: entrails
steaming in the snow and flecking her gloved wrist.


The fox’s vitals push their final beat, and my sight
extinguishes in smears of blood and heat.


~ ~ ~


Erhensa nods when the manservant brings her the fur,
cleaned and scented and brushed to a sheen.


Ysoreen sits by as the sorcerer works. “A description of
the golem in your own words?”


“Your Institute is obsessed with cataloguing everything,
reducing the world to verbiage. It’s no way to be.” Erhensa leans back into her
cushions. “Her name was Areemu. It was something else once—a thing bleached as
summer-beaten bone, frail as sun-baked clay—but when one takes on a child, it’s
correct to recast her a little.”


“Golems are servitors, Mistress Erhensa. You do not call a
shovel your daughter.”


“Golems,” the sorcerer says, “are vessels of wishes. When
you’re done building one it is as if you’ve given birth. When you take one in
it is as if you’ve adopted new kin. You put so much of what you want into them,
just as with offspring of the womb. Less blood, less mess. No less love.”


Erhensa has threaded copper wire through the fur. She has
quick, nimble fingers; Ysoreen finds herself entranced by their speed. She
pushes away from that and jots into a little book. Surrogate daughter.
“Who made the golem?”


“Have you ever wished for something fiercely, desperately,
only to discover that the world does not contain it?”


“No.”


“You must’ve led a perfect life. A loving family, a good
wife.”


“I’ve no more need for a wife than I do a second
head—less, since a second head could guard my back.”


Erhensa laughs. “So many ardor-notes must’ve crumpled
under your heel. But Areemu, yes. There was a girl. A princess or the daughter
of a puissant magistrate. She was beautiful, it is written. Eyes like the glaze
of honey on scarab wings. A little like yours.”


She’s less than wind. But there’s no stopping the
rush of blood, no hiding the surge of heat. Like her mothers and sisters,
Ysoreen is one of the best to have graduated from the Academy of Command. One
of the best, save her unruly moods. She tries too hard, they told her; as long
as she fights herself, as long as she pours effort into suppressing rather than
understanding, she will be like this. “My eyes are no such thing. What would a
princess want with a golem? She couldn’t possibly lack for slaves.”


“She wanted a lover.”


“Then she must’ve been brutishly ugly.” A relief; the
thought of being compared to a hideous girl sits better on Ysoreen than the
opposite.


“Hardly. Areemu could not lie, and she said the girl was
so lovely she might stop the stars in their tracks. She had suitors
uncountable. A duchess who wooed her with a gift of elephants and birds of
paradise. An arctic queen who sent a chariot pulled by white tigers and an ice
house that never melted. A witch who enchanted an entire aviary for her, so the
birds would always sing and never die. To each the princess said no, and no
again. She’d been told all her short life that she was perfect, and she would
take nothing less than perfect for her consort.”


The volume Ysoreen read was a golemist’s manual: formulae
and procedure rather than history. It doesn’t mention from whence came the
commission, whether there was a princess or whether she was coveted. Erhensa’s
tale may well be apocryphal. She records, all the same.


“Her mother sent for conjurers instead of suitors. The
best thaumaturgists in the land and several lands surrounding. From east and
west they came, from north and south they journeyed, to prove themselves
supreme among their kind and make for her a paramour. One who would not betray,
one who would be gallant to her always, one who would never weep come what may.
What woman of mortal matter could do so much?”


Wish fulfillment, Ysoreen adds. It’s a common
motive to buy a golem; perhaps the most common. Surrogate parent. Surrogate
child. And lovers, always lovers. Left unchecked half the nation of Scre would
have been golems.


Erhensa shifts the fox away from her lap. Even her magic
is alien. She has not murmured an incantation, dropped a pinch of powder or
struck crystals together, but somehow she’s liberated a triangle of fur from
the rest. A perfect isosceles, as though measured with ruler and ink. “The true
challenge was volition. She did not want a mute toy which would come when
called, say yes when asked, kiss her when pressed. The princess wanted to be
loved back truly.”


“Not likely,” Ysoreen says. “Golems don’t have emotions.
They can pretend, if it’s inscribed into their cores. Nothing more.”


“I’m glad you know so much about golems. It is
enlightening. They must give you a peerless education that you may know such
subjects better than practitioners.”


“I have made golems my study.”


“Is that so? Ah, it seems I’ve run out of feathers. Will
you bring me some? I’m a stranger to the way of winged things, the difficulties
of ensnaring and capturing. An owl will do, Hall-Warden. Something gray, with a
coat like velvet.”


~ ~ ~


You see the world differently as a bird, so much closer to
the sky. Thought is like the center of a yolk, sloshing within a brittle shell.
Bones so light, sinews so lean.


I reach from the inside and make this one a girl.


The confoundment is partial; her shoulders flare into
wings rather than arms, and her stare remains amber, dark-seeing and immense.
Feathers give her modesty, shrouding her skull in place of human tresses.


She flits from branch to branch. Hardly any skin on her;
hardly any hip or breast. Ysoreen sees through the guise, as she must. Does she
pause, does she hesitate? For the length of a blink.


The fox was fast, but it was a slash of red on sunlit
snow. The girl-owl is gray nearing black and the moon is a half-lidded eye. The
Hall-Warden must keep her gaze trained skyward; keep her feet firm on the wet
mulch.


The owl grins down and laughs into her wings.


In the end she falls too, an arrow’s fletching in her
belly, for Ysoreen does not permit herself failure. The Hall-Warden stands over
the girl who is slowly reverting to an owl. Her knuckles drag over her face,
and this time her knife is not so swift.


She makes small noises in her throat as she dismembers and
flays. The knife-point plunges into the owl-girl’s eyes, and my sight burns out
in a flash of steel and moonlight.


~ ~ ~


Ysoreen jolts into a morning so white it blinds her and
for a moment she pants into the glare, blinking down tears.


The smell of blood clings. There is no help for it; she
fills the brass tub and strips. The lidded jug is warm and the water steams, an
enchanted courtesy. When she sinks into the bath the scent of foreign flora
rise. Citrus. Her mind drifts and snags on the thought of Erhensa’s fingers.
Long, elegant, tapered like candles.


She pulls herself up short and out of the bath. The
sorcerer turned an owl into a woman to do—what? Annoy and disturb. Quickly she
dresses, slotting and strapping on the armor. When the manservant comes only
the stains on the floor where water has dripped mark Ysoreen’s indulgence.


Erhensa is busy with the charm, sewing feathers into the
lattice of copper wire and fur. Her needle flashes, disappearing and
reappearing. “It’ll be a fine thing. Not so often do I make these with such
attention, with such fresh ingredients.”


“Using magic against an Ormodoni officer is misconduct
that merits execution.”


“Putting on slightly unusual clothes is enough to have me
put in chains, Hall-Warden Zarre, so must we go over such tedious minutiae? No
harm was done and none was meant.”


Anyone else Ysoreen would have cut short and confronted
with the exact penalties for their offense. She’d have disabled them and
brought them to the Institute, there to be stripped of their properties and
status, there to be fettered and their magic ripped out. The crime warrants
that and more.


Instead she kneels in the grass, where each blade comes up
to her shoulder and casts a stripe on her cheeks. Why allow Erhensa to believe
that the owl moved her. It was only a bird.


“Permit me to continue where I left off,” says Erhensa.
“Areemu was the labor of two sisters, a goldsmith and a carpenter who dabbled
in alchemy. They wouldn’t have recognized a formal axiom if it sank teeth into
their ankles. A convocation of scholars, and they were bested by a pair of
tradeswomen.” Erhensa’s mouth curves, wicked. “Imagine the insult of it.”


Ysoreen’s lips twist as though yoked to the islander’s
amusement. She straightens them at once.


“They made her out of the most delicate filigrees but also
gave her a spine extracted from a rare and special ore: strong as steel but
weightless, lustrous as silver but untarnishing. They enameled her skin and
shielded her joints in diamonds. For might she not be the princess’ knight as
well as her darling?”


Made for combat, Ysoreen writes. It matches the two
sisters’ journal. Anywhere, any time, there’s always a thaumaturgist investing
in the idea of an army that knows no pain or disobedience.


“Areemu was presented before the court. The princess had
been taught: you are the fairest and none may compare, you are the moon and the
stars while all else are candlelight. Yet here Areemu shone, a sun.” Erhensa
sets the charm down. “You had too little sleep, didn’t you?”


Because she dreamed, all night, of a girl who was a bird.
She dreamed of driving the blade into eyes too enormous, of tearing out a heart
too small and holding it in her fist still beating, always beating. A clot of
nausea, a tactile memory. “It is nothing. I’m the mistress of my flesh and it
my slave, not the other way around.”


“Body and mind should walk in harmony, as friends or
sisters.” Erhensa reaches across and strokes Ysoreen’s forearm. The touch goes
through fabric; a tug at her arteries. The queasiness recedes. “Take this as my
apology.”


Ysoreen looks down at the sorcerer’s hand. Those fingers,
that skin the shade of oak. She swallows, and when her breath stutters she
knows that she’s stayed too long, has let Erhensa under her skin. Symptoms of
immaturity, she’s always said of her peers in scorn. She is above it.


“Tomorrow I leave.” Her words do not stumble. “With the
golem’s parts.”


“It was pleasant to break my solitude. You will not think
of it so, but you kept an old woman company, and that’s a fine, gracious
thing.”


“You are not so old as that.”


“I forget that in your country the grayness and bruises of
age descend like anchors on a fraying rope. As soon as the first blush of
adolescence is past, the flesh puckers and creases while the tendons wither.
It’s the winter, which bleeds you of vigor. It’s the food, which lacks spice
and so does not arm your livers.” The sorcerer tips her head back. “Where I’m
from the grandmothers keep hold of their resilience and dignity long after
their heads are white.”


“Why did you leave?” Ysoreen says before she can clinch
shut the strings of her curiosity.


“A callow conviction that my will was the sun around which
the world must revolve. I offended a woman of prominence and supremacy. And so,
as the dusk of my life approaches, I’m severed from my kin and clan, to wait
for the end in a land with ice for marrow, which delights only in conquest. A
land that loathes me.”


“You could’ve wedded.”


“I could have.” A deep chuckle. “I thought you said a wife
was less use than a second head?”


“I meant—for myself.”


The charm inches toward completion. Topaz beads glitter in
the velvet of feathers and fur. “Do you want no one to grow old with? It can be
difficult to weather alone the decades when your vision dims and your reason
fades.”


“Then,” Ysoreen says, “I’d have to marry a woman at least
ten years my junior.”


“Or one to whom age does not mean weakness.” Erhensa lifts
the triangle and exhales upon it.


Ysoreen imagines that breath against her cheek.


~ ~ ~


It is death to sway the mind of an Ormodoni. When I
entered Scre, that was one of the compulsions I bowed to, and it slithered into
me where it abides even now, a snake of spite and abasement. But it is not
Ysoreen’s thoughts that I pluck at, nothing so coherent as picture or language.
It is only a look through warped glass. Enough to see that her dream is a
bucking beast of russet and soot, snarled with longing.


I wake her, and the dream falls apart like muscle tearing
under a machete.


She answers the door in armor. Always she wears it;
refuses to be seen without. Despite its protection she flinches at the sight of
me. Have I struck too harsh with my trick; have I sundered her courage?


“I wanted to finish my account of Areemu.”


It is to her credit that she is instantly alert. “As you
wish.” Perhaps reminded of courtesy a young woman owes one her mother’s age,
Ysoreen takes my elbow. Her grip tenses then relaxes, firm.


To my library, where the talisman simmers in the symbols
of my country, the symbols of Sumalin. Laminated petals captured at their
prime: the liveliest purple, the tartest yellow, the purest white. The seeds of
papayas that will never grow here. The shells of tortoises that won’t survive
this cold. My shelves strain with volumes from home, paper and wood, alloys and
mosaics. More than any treasure, I’ve guarded these, some brought with me on
that exiles’ ship, others purchased and amassed over my banishment. I’ve become
known as the madwoman who’ll trade jewels for books, so long as they are from
the island of my nativity.


Ysoreen conducts me to my seat with a courtier’s gravity,
the way they do in high-ceilinged Institute halls. She unfolds my shawl,
draping it over my shoulders. Then she steps away, hands clasped behind her.


“Where were we? Yes. The presentation of Areemu. She did
not yet live, and if her eyes were clear jewels they did not yet see. It was
this unlife that made her bearable to her prospective mistress: it was still
possible to think Areemu a doll, satellite rather than sun. Seizing Areemu’s
shoulders, the princess ordered that she live. This manner of waking shaped
Areemu; prepared the facets of her logic. She would have made a fine instructor
at your Institute. No human mind is keener; no pupil a quicker study.”


Ysoreen stiffens. Her teachers ought to be proud of her,
their Hall-Warden, so strict and strictly adherent to their every code. “What
have you taught her?”


“Any skill or discipline she cared to learn. Astronomy,
painting, horticulture.”


“What else was she like?”


“This.”


The door opens and Areemu steps through.


A glance too long or a thought too weighty will scatter
her, this shimmer in the cold. But Ysoreen Zarre will not be able to tell that.
Areemu seems as solid as either of us; more, for we are merely suet and fluids
while she is—was—harder elements, sturdier substance.


My daughter is holding a dress I trained her to sew, and
in this art she exceeded me: a marvel of sleek fabric and wave-patterns,
embroidery of tails and shark pectorals to honor my ancestral land. Laughing
soundlessly Areemu shakes out the gown to show me her work.


Ysoreen’s attention is held fast by my mirage daughter. I
know then that I will have Areemu back. I will have my daughter back and the
chambers of my house will echo no more; the chambers of my heart will brighten
again.


“Your gift will be finished by noon tomorrow. I will be
sorry to see you go.”


“If I—” Ysoreen has turned to me, but her thoughts are
looped tight around Areemu. “If before I leave I ask you a question, will you
give me a true answer?”


“You are of Ormodon.” I know what the question will be.


“Not that. I want. . . an answer that is not
obliged. If such a thing is possible.”


“I will give you your answer,” I say, folding that memory
of Areemu to myself, lustrous as the best nacre-silk.


~ ~ ~


It is the code of Ormodon to be true to the self. Hold
your soul before a convex glass each dawn, her superiors said, and study
it without mercy. Let no secrets elude your gaze, for it is their way to
suppurate. Instead, mine every last one to find its strength; hammer the metal
of your secrets until it is supple and strong. With this, sheathe your will.
Your desires shall not be weakness but armor for the weapon of your mind.


This is what she has not mastered, her one flaw. This is
what she must master now.


Before, it was simple to sort her small wants, her
transient hopes, into those that might be acted upon and those that might not;
those that she could do without and those she could not. What is prohibited,
what may be obtained. None of them was ever so tangled as this.


It doesn’t have to be. Erhensa will say yes. Marriage to
an officer is better than gold, and Ysoreen can give the islander everything.
Elevation, if Erhensa wishes it. Unquestioned right to live where she does; do
as she pleases.


A daughter who lives and grows, to help Erhensa forget the
golem. They’ll need a blood-rite and a willing womb. There’s never a shortage
of refugee women who will take on the burden; it earns them three years of
wanting for nothing and a chance at citizenship.


Ysoreen doesn’t wait. She passes the manservant in the
corridor, who gives berth and stammers that his mistress is in her study, does
the Hall-Warden not require directions, does she. . .


“She knows the way.” Ysoreen finds herself laughing, her
steps buoyant. An aviary of possibilities in her chest.


Erhensa looks up, and Ysoreen fancies that her mouth
flexes toward a smile. There is a circle of color in the sorcerer’s irises that
she hasn’t noticed before, the shade of good citrines, and she marvels at this
newfound clarity.


“A question, you promised.” Erhensa’s voice is a caress.


The cautious eagerness of that. And why not? Those
glances, those gestures. Ysoreen gathers herself and goes to one knee before
the sorcerer. Bolder than she feels, she clasps Erhensa’s hand; savors with a
frisson the texture of it, soft-rough, calluses. “Mistress Erhensa, I’d like
your leave—”


“Yes,” Erhensa exhales. “Of course, yes.”


Ysoreen’s thoughts teeter and tip over. Momentum alone
drives her to complete her sentence. “Mistress Erhensa. With your leave I would
court you, and at a later date ask to be yours in marriage. Would you have
this?”


But the answer is yes, already; her throat needs not dry,
her heart needs not race—hunter chasing prey—after her desire.


Except Erhensa’s fingers do not knit into hers; except
Erhensa does not clasp her face or bend to kiss her. All she says is, “Oh,
Hall-Warden,” before she frees herself from Ysoreen.


On her knee still, Ysoreen swallows, breathless. She does
not— “You are saying no?”


“I believed you would ask an entirely different question,
and it is that which I answered. The shape of your moods, the direction of your
temperament. I couldn’t be surer.”


Her armor jangles—too loud—as she comes to her feet, quick
as the burn of shame. Quicker. “But I thought.”


“I was a fool, singular in my purpose.” Erhensa shakes her
head. “Hall-Warden, you’ve a future ahead of you, a ribbon that spools
incandescent around the core of your spirit and station. What could you want
with an immigrant sorcerer as old as I?”


“The heart doesn’t think.” Ysoreen sets her fists
against the hard metal at her back, glad for the cuirass. It fortifies her
composure; keeps her formal. Her words are in the rhetorical mode of the
Institute. “It told me it found beauty in you. It told me that it wants. I
obey, for if it is fulfilled then my intellect and humors will both come to
benefit. If it goes unfulfilled, as it now does, then I will have lanced it and
bled it of any authority over me.”


“An odd philosophy, but it surely is superior to
repression, which is universally hopeless. I did not mean to mislead you.”


Ysoreen does not clutch at her breast, which throbs and
roils with the terror of having been laid bare. “What did you mean to
accomplish?”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“I say it does.” Her control asserts, piecemeal, as much
habit as discipline.


“And I may not deny a Hall-Warden.” Erhensa’s wariness
returns, and it is as if the last three days never happened. “Areemu was
animated by a specific wish, with the shape and tune of a certain age. Her
components remember that still—not for long, not forever, but for now.”


“I would,” Ysoreen snaps, “never consider a golem wife.”


“Matrimony wouldn’t have been necessary. Only your passion
was required. It is moot, in any case. You will take Areemu, I suppose.”


“Yes.” Her palms are clammy, her pulse yet unsteady.


“You said golems are your study. Tell me this, would it
have worked?”


“With a specific ritual, known only to its creators. But
that is moot.”


Erhensa sets the casket into her arms, the fox-owl
talisman around her neck. “Good day, Hall-Warden Zarre.”


Ysoreen grips the case; thinks of dashing it to the
ground. Yet what purpose will it serve? The glass will shatter, but the bars
and stones: those need the solar furnace, a proper disposal.


She makes a perfunctory bow. She leaves; she flees,
outpacing her humiliation.


~ ~ ~


My daughter then is gone, the last dream and echo of her.
Only in the weave of my recall does she live, and that will diminish as age
devours its due. I may create a skein of my memory, and each strand would be so
vivid, so near solidity. Except to whom will I leave that; who will treasure
Areemu’s images? Who will treasure our long talks of home; who will find
meaning when I ask Areemu, do you remember the taste of coconut, the
sweetness of palm sugar?


Perhaps the Hall-Warden is right that I should’ve wedded.
No woman of Scre in their frosted arrogance would have looked at me. In the refugee
camps, however, I could have found women far closer to Sumalin than to this
nation where winter’s children reign. It is how unions are frequently made
among Scre tradeswomen too poor or uncomely. Any life would be better than in
the camps, and I present a far loftier prospect than being a potter’s spouse, a
cobbler’s concubine.


It is futile to contemplate. This is not a choice I may
make in faith, for all that I would give a desperate woman succor and she would
give me companionship. For that paltriness I will not betray my nuptial vows,
made on a sun-drenched day beneath palm shades, my bride and I heavy with a
wealth of pearls we dived for.


We could have grown old side by side. There would have
been daughters, sharp and spirited. One might have gone to the palace a
handmaiden or magistrate, and another still might have honed herself to
discipline not unlike Hall-Warden Zarre but tempered with the kindness of our
sun.


Instead my wife gave me Areemu, hastily purchased and
dearly paid for. There was no time for any other token; no time to spare for
the conception of a flesh daughter. Neither of us broke that day when I turned
my back to Sumalin and my face to the sails. Areemu at my side, wearing the
pearls my bride and I had meant to pass to our children.


Age means possibilities trampled in our wake. Age means a
serpent behind us heavy with ashes, while the length ahead gets ever shorter
and each path we did not take comes back to hiss and bite, filling our veins
with venom. That is life: a corpse that weighs us down, a beast that gobbles us
up.


I’ve not turned all of Areemu over. It will work, the
Hall-Warden said. So there is a way. Where there is one, others must exist;
there is no destination with just a single road toward it.


The largest ruby, red as rambutan shell. Within its facets
the last of her life wheels, an orrery of pinpoints in slow orbits. Slower by
the day. When it stops entirely she will be beyond revival.


Night or day I keep it by me, as if by the warmth of my
skin I may incubate it and hatch Areemu. Night or day I scheme and toil; were I
a witch in certain tales sung out in the prairie, I would be hunting down pet
foxes and toddlers for their eelish kidneys, their slippery brains. But I am
not a story, the nearest village and its clutch of toddlers is too far, and in
this matter foxes are of no use.


If blood is spilled, it is my own. If carving out my lungs
would avail her life, then I would plunge the knife into my breast and call it
fair.


Golemry has never ignited my passion, and I’ve taken it up
only after Areemu entered my guardianship. Braving the intricacy of her
structure humbles and infuriates—I am no artisan; have never been a prodigy.
There once existed a record of Areemu’s making, each step inscribed with
zealous faith from the first notion, the first sketch; the sisters were
meticulous and rightly proud. A decade or so after acquiring Areemu, the
princess had this manuscript destroyed and all copies incinerated. Areemu was
hers alone; must remain unique. So thorough she was, and so ruthless. No shred
of it survives.


The shadow of her malice haunts. The poison of her sneer,
long-dead, stiffens the tendons of my wrists.


Areemu’s life dims by the hour.


~ ~ ~


When the gate flares I am alert—intensely alert, for the
ruby’s inner orrery succumbs more rapidly now, and I may not waste even an hour
on sleep.


The gating sounds as the noise of wave against rock: a
sound of home, a sound absent from this land. I am prepared. Who can tell the
caprices of a spurned heart; who may say what will bud from a soil of rage?


She grips not her blade or a sorcerer’s whip but the
casket of Areemu’s parts and a collection of papers. Ysoreen has been weeping.
On skin like hers it shows. Small surprise that in this country they try so
very hard not to cry.


“Hall-Warden, the hour is late. My servant is resting, and
I fear I haven’t readied any sweetmeats to share.”


“Hang the sweetmeats.” Her voice is hoarse, her hair
disheveled. It doesn’t look as if she has been getting any more rest than have
I. “I came for something else.”


“Yes?” She must have noticed that Areemu’s core is
missing. The consequence will not be light on me. It will not be open to
appeal.


“I couldn’t conquer my thoughts of you. I couldn’t
extricate myself from them—from you.” Ysoreen inhales. “I cannot permit this to
be. One way or another I must have resolution.”


“It will pass, Hall-Warden.” In a year or two she’ll look
back and marvel that she ever felt so fiercely.


“I know myself, Mistress Erhensa. This will lodge deep in
me, a splinter under the scar. It will prick when I least expect and bleed me
from the inside. It will make me weak.” She thrusts the casket at me. “Will you
allow me the chance to visit you a suitor?”


I laugh even as my power tautens in readiness. “You aren’t
very good at courtship.”


“I’ve never felt the need to practice.” Ysoreen looks up,
down, away. “It’s inexact. It’s illogical.”


“Come here, Hall-Warden.”


We are neither of us at ease, at trust; a truce hovers
between us but it is cobwebs, it is slivers, it will come apart at a murmur.
She approaches, and there is a look about her that she wore when she chased
that fox, that owl.


The casket is between us when I clasp her jaw—and she
flinches, for now her hands are trapped and her head is in my grip; if I am not
half so hale as she nor a fraction so vital, still I am not weak. Ysoreen’s
face is broad, eyes deep-set beneath a scuffed brow. A blunt, decisive nose; it
is this part of her that I kiss. My halfway offering.


Her eyelids flutter, rapid, against my cheeks. “In the Institute’s
archives there is a copy of the sisters’ manuscript.”


Now it is my rhythms which stutter, flung out of cadence.
The pages she carries. “Is there. Is it—”


“I told you, golems are my study. I know how to reawaken
your daughter.”


I kiss her again, on the lips. It is more calculation than
passion, more necessity than desire. In my place any other would’ve done the
same. She goes rigid then pliant, mouth ajar and hot with want. Her clutch at
my back, this side of bruising; the taste of her tongue tart.


She is the first to draw away. Though her breathing has
gone to rags, there’s a wariness to the tightness of her jaw. Perhaps she is
aware—cannot escape—the fact this is a bargain where we put our goods on the
table and haggle over the price. Kisses for a resurrection. So cheap; my
merchant aunts would’ve shown pride.


Ysoreen gathers herself. “Your need, to fuel the wish. My
youth, to replicate the conditions of the original animation. The golem’s first
name before the princess, before Areemu. The one you don’t know.” Hunger
has ruddied her cheeks. She wants more than kisses; will have more than
touches. “The sisters loved her enough to give her a name, to provide a means
to restore her.”


My fingers are already on the casket’s clasps. Ysoreen
gives way—though does she notice I open the case with greater zeal than when I
parted her lips? Does she recognize I pry and tug at it as I never did with her
armor?


Recalling Areemu’s shape is simple. It’s in the material,
in the core, and when I evoke that remnant the pieces slot together, clicking,
singing.


In a moment she is complete, sapphire irises shut,
platinum limbs corded with strength. Her loveliness does not move the
Hall-Warden, whose gaze is for me alone.


“You’ll have to tell me,” I say. “I don’t read the manuscript’s
language.” Practice alone allows me to control my tone; when you’ve used your
voice as an instrument for this long, it is second nature to play it precisely.


“I’ll read it aloud. You’re familiar with the rite? I will
be the princess’ substitute.”


The spell is no hardship either. Merely words, merely a
rearranging of potential cupped within Areemu—this has never been difficult; it
is the infusion of autonomy that eludes. I could always have had my daughter
back a mannequin: no words but that of a parrot’s, no motion but that of
routine. But with the sisters’ original formulae, their original words…


My puissance envelops Areemu’s frame, shimmering strands,
cat’s cradle. Ysoreen takes Areemu’s fingertips—hesitates, before anointing
each. It is more grudgingly still that she kisses Areemu’s golden lips and
pours Areemu’s true name into that inanimate throat.


~ ~ ~


They wait for the golem to stir. According to the sisters’
instructions it will take until midday, and so Erhensa asks Ysoreen to share
her bed.


She follows the sorcerer, her pulse like a wound. When she
sheds her armor and not much else Erhensa crooks a lopsided smile. “You will
wear the rest to bed?”


“I don’t think of you as a… a courtesan. I’m not—” That
pathetic. Or that honest. A transaction with a courtesan or a refugee would
have been frank.


“I do not invite you to think of me so. But don’t speak
ill of paid companions, pricey ones in your marble brothels or elsewise. Some
do it because they’ve no alternatives or because the laws of Scre confine them
to the camps. Some do it for they want to, and that’s their choice as much as
mine is to practice power, as yours is to administer the curbing of it.”


So Ysoreen takes off more until she is down to a shift.
Under the sheets she lies on her side, Erhensa at her back, a fistful of sheet
between them.


As the moth-lamps dim Ysoreen shuts her eyes, though she
knows she will find no peace. Too many hours lie between her and dawn. Too much
want lies between her pride and the ambush of Erhensa’s offer. There’s more
than one bed in this house, and she could have refused.


Once, her hand—intent, accident, between—finds Erhensa’s.
It is a contact so brief, brushing her knuckles, brushing the inside of her
wrist. Ysoreen thinks that this will do; the lust has been sated and she can
move past it, a return to the liberty of ambition, the clarity of a rise
through Ormodoni ranks.


It does not do. It does not suffice.


In the dark, Erhensa’s chin against her shoulder. “Your
flesh is iron. They train you to make a weapon of your body, don’t they?”


Ysoreen listens for the sounds of winter night. Hoots and
howls. She evaluates the virtue of silence. “What of it?”


“I’m making a decision.”


“On what?”


“Later,” the sorcerer whispers, “when Areemu lives again.”


A terrible epiphany. This islander possesses control, a
true ease of being. That is what drew Ysoreen: this thing she does not have.


They remain in the warmth of furs together long after
dawn.


They hear her steps, first, and the chiming of her joints.
When the door parts this is what Ysoreen sees: a wrist that gleams, a tress
that glitters. The golem looks at them both, and says wonderingly, “Mother?”


Erhensa’s voice frays, the first faltering of her
faultless poise.


Ysoreen makes herself absent.


~ ~ ~


If her daughter’s return made her weep, Erhensa has
already wiped away the tears. She has changed to a layered, beaded skirt she
says is of her home. “Sumalin,” she says, naming that island far to the west at
last, a name that’s never appeared in documents of her past.


The golem is gone to roam the premises, bright-eyed and
eager to move again.


“My mothers did not call me Erhensa,” the sorcerer says,
distant. “They wove other things into my name, the aspects of Sumalin. Sand
like turmeric, sea like emeralds. Girls like the sun.”


“Blinds when looked at, burns when touched?”


“I didn’t realize you had a sense of humor, Hall-Warden.”
Erhensa’s gaze refocuses, here and now. “Will Ormodon not punish you for
reassembling a golem, your family not shun you for wanting an immigrant spouse?”


“I was authorized to take the manuscript, and my family
is… unconventional.” All too happy to accept a powerful sorcerer into their
own, foreign or not. “I had no intention of throwing everything away to pursue
you.”


“How determined are you on cleaving a path to the top?”


Ysoreen never mentioned that. Her skin prickles. Erhensa
has read more than just her moods. “I mean to join First Command.”


“A long way from Hall-Warden.” The islander holds out her
hand. “We each know where the other stands, don’t we?”


“When I’m First Command—perhaps Tactician Prime—what will
you want of me, as a late wedding gift?” Ysoreen takes the hand; finds it as
warm as Sumalin might be. Women like the sun.


“Passage to Sumalin. A visit or two. As wife to one of the
First Command I’ll enjoy certain immunities—but not as the spouse of anyone
lesser. You do not know my home, but I will tell you that it does not fear
Scre.”


“Every nation fears Scre. And when I ascend so high, with
you my wife, you’ll forfeit your home. You’ll be Scre truly, Sumalin no
longer.”


Erhensa thumbs the warped pearls on her skirt. “I will see
the shores of my birth, barred to me otherwise. That will suffice.”


Ysoreen purses a kiss over Erhensa’s knuckles, their
texture to her a rough thrill. “An exchange is all we’ll ever have?”


“I cannot promise love. Not immediately. Perhaps never,
perhaps slowly, perhaps before the season thaws. I believe that I’ll grow fond
of you.”


“Even though this is how it begins?”


“We begin in honest negotiation. Marriages have been
knotted over less, over worse.” A smile, to soften what they have, what they
don’t yet have. “At my age it will not be passion like the monsoons, ardor like
the waves.”


“Teach me that,” Ysoreen says against the skin of her
island bride-to-be. “Teach me to master myself, and I’ll do anything for you.”


“Very well. Let us begin.”


Outside, in the summer of Erhensa’s power, a
golem-daughter lifts her voice in song.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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A FEAST FOR DUST


Gemma Files




ALL THAT SUMMER so far there
had been no real hint of precipitation, just drought, flame, and the ash it
left behind, cut with intermittent rumors of blood falling from the air.


As the place he’d started off from fell further behind, in
every new township that Sheriff Jenkins added to his hastily drafted map of the
surrounding territories, he found men and women who prayed for rain ever more
desperately, berating first the Injuns who no longer occupied their lands, then
whatever strangers were unlucky enough to wander by, then God and the Devil in
turn, before finally turning—only at the last—on themselves.


Storm’s coming, he’d tell them, once he’d done
enough to grab their attention—then find himself constrained to add, after they
inevitably greeted such a prediction with hopeful pleasure: No, not that
sort, sad to say; what it’s bringin’ is something you in no wise want, let
alone him who brings it. Which is why you need to look to your sins and own
your secret guilts right now, folks, this very instant, ‘fore the curse of
self-deception all but assures the bulk of you end up the way we did,
back home. . .


They cursed him for a false prophet, mostly, and tried to
run him off. Sometimes it came to blows, or even bullets, while other times he
got off with a few harsh words, weathering them stone-faced, same as the
horse-apples they chucked after him. In the end, it was enough to’ve given his
speech, Jenkins reckoned; they were warned now, if nothing else, no matter
what-all they might yet choose to do (or not do) with that same grim
intelligence. And that least—the very least, sparse as it might be—was,
frankly, the best he could probably aspire to do, given the circumstances.


Those were the good days. Bad days were when he made a
sweep elsewhere, spanning as many compass-directions as he might around his
target’s last legitimate stopping-point, and found nothing but ruin: homesteads
denuded, gore-soaked not from affray but from above, as though some wounded
behemoth had floated overhead spraying grue every-which-way; graves exploded
outwards and empty. All the now sadly predictable detritus, roster of attendant
destruction tabled ever-upwards, with no apparent sort of end—easy, or
otherwise—in sight.


For this was the trail of Sartain Stannard Reese which
Jenkins followed, as he had since what was left of the man had passed through
his own home, sowing similar awfulness in his wake. Sartain Reese, known as
“One-Shot”, with his Bushwhacker locks and his odd-angled pale eyes; Reese, who
had ridden with Bartram Haugh in Lincoln and elsewhere, leaving enough far more
natural devastation behind them both to sow broadsheets emblazoned with their
inked images from here back to Missouri.


Reese, who Jenkins’s predecessor Sheriff Marten had failed
to prevent his citizenry-flock from hanging off their single still-viable tree,
only to see him come striding back up Main Street a night and a day later,
trousers stiff with dirt and piss, to demand the guns Haugh had once gifted him
with as a seal on their marriage of sorts—Satan-approved and God-decried, just
like in Sodom-town of old—before shooting Reese straight through the heart,
treacherously self-loving as always, and leaving him in the desert to die.


That other Sheriff was gone from this world for sure, now;
Jenkins had seen full proof of it, more than enough, before prying the man’s
tin star free and taking on that charge. But as for Reese, driven hither and
yon to do what Jenkins could only assume was God’s judgment on every other
blooded creature in his way, while truly seeking retribution on one faithless
companion only. . . though he certainly bore his fair share of a
corpse’s qualities, Jenkins somewhat suspected that one could neither call
Reese dead nor alive, at this very moment, and hope to be entirely correct in
the verdict. He was a revenant, a harbinger, and where his steps took him blood
followed, literally—down from the heavens first, then back up from the earth
borne on a tide of hungry ghosts; a fatal crop seeded and brought to sudden
bloom by Reese’s own execution.


Whose blood was that you had on you, Reese? He
remembered asking as they’d sat together in the jailhouse, recalling the sticky
red coat Reese had worn on first entrance, before the doctor had cleaned him up
enough for Marten to place his face. To which Reese replied, not even looking
up, apparently too tired by far to bother being properly sociable: Oh,
somebody from round here’s, I expect. Didn’t you recognize it?


Because, as Reese went on to point out—you and yours
seem good people, on the whole, from what I’ve seen. But there’s always a
reason I run across places, and you have been unlucky, so might be
that’s ‘cause there’s other people here, ones that’s just like me.


I’d know, if there was, Jenkins had maintained,
steadfast-foolish, not knowing any better. And Reese had simply laughed, torn
mouth bleeding enough to paint his lips, before asking: Would you? How,
exactly. . .


(. . .excepting the Word of God?)


For himself, Jenkins had listened mightily hard for that
Word these many weeks since, both daily and nightly, catching not the barest
syllable of a reply. Indeed, he almost began to feel that all his former
prayers had been in vain, seeing how the only true miracles he’d ever witnessed
were of Reese’s pitch-black variety.


Yet still he came on, ever farther from the vales he’d
known, plagued by heat and thirst, sore in both heart and belly; he stopped
only to rest, to pick stones from his horse’s hooves and then walk a while, for
what else was he to do? Someone had to warn them Reese was coming,
giving them at least that slightest of chances in the face of impartial and
awful justice, this sanguine Second Deluge. To protect the guilty from their
guilt, the sinners from their sins, the weak from the consequence of their own
weaknesses. . .


. . .thus doing, apparently, what the same
absent Lord which Jenkins had been raised to praise no longer cared to.


~ ~ ~


The next “town” Jenkins reached, by nightfall, was so
small it hadn’t found itself a name yet: No farms as such, no real homesteads,
just a combined whistle-stop and trading post which specialized in whatever the
last transaction’d left behind. The fellow manning it was of origins so
indeterminate it almost seemed a puzzle set for unwary travelers by a vaguely
amused and un-benign Nature. He was dressed in badly-cured hides which haloed
him with stench and currently deep engaged in cleaning one of a brace of
lizards for immediate jerkyfication.


Jenkins introduced himself, while the counter-tender
regarded him with disinterested distrust, slopping lizard-guts up over his
shirt-cuffs. He allowed as how he was hoping to meet up with a specific local
someone, if possible, a concept the man either didn’t appear to’ve ever heard
of, or saw to little to approve in.


“Willicks, that was the name they gave me, back at
Shortfall. Said he’s your Marshal, or close enough.”


“Y’huh.”


“But you wouldn’t know him to look at, I’m takin’ it. Or
where-all he might best be found at.”


“N’huh.”


“‘Cause I’ve been traveling a piece, sir, and when I told
my story up Shortfall way, they said Fred Willicks was him I should make my
case to, in these parts. . .”


“Uh,” the man behind the counter put in, with some
force, like he maybe meant to follow it up with more—but didn’t. Jenkins stood
there a long moment, waiting for elaboration before sighing and touching his
hat.


Then he turned, only to be confronted by another man
entirely, abruptly conjured from nothing: Cat-footed and far more elegant in
his motions than his clothes’ drab cut would suggest, a luxuriant beard blurring
his face, one hand on his gun-butt and the other shading his eyes, themselves
hazel with just a light touch of rain-grey.


“Poor Mahershalalhashbaz here’s only got half a tongue to
work with, sir, thanks to bad Injuns, and that cut sideways,” the man—whose
lapel, Jenkins now saw, bore a tin star as well—told him, gaze held steady.
“Makes him tough to put questions to, let alone get any useful answers from.
But you’re in luck nonetheless, turns out: Fred Willicks is my name, as
it happens. Which makes you?”


“Clarke Jenkins, Mister Willicks. I’m. . . well,
I was from Esther, before. Not that there’s much left there now.”


“Which wouldn’t make you much of a Sheriff at all, then,
given you lack a town to watch over.”


Jenkins shrugged, hands held carefully wide and empty,
letting his full body allow as how when considered that-a-way, Willicks might
have himself a point.


“You want my star, I’ll gladly hand it over,” he said,
“‘long as you do me the honor of listening to what I’ve got to say.”


Willicks contemplated this. “Hell,” he said, at last, “it
can wait ‘til I’ve heard out the latter to decide on the former, surely; my
wife does like to entertain, not that she gets much cause for it. I’ll tell her
to set one place more.”


Jenkins felt himself start to relax, as Willicks said
it—where he was from, men didn’t invite one another to guest if they planned on
doing ‘em ill, after. But then again, One-Shot Reese had been a guest too, in a
way, and the “good” people of Jenkins’s home had swung him from a tree; bad
manners at best, even if not quite worthy of what’d followed, at least
under non-Divine law. . .


I do need food, though, he thought. And rest.


So: “Lead on,” he told Willicks, allowing his lips to
shape what was probably a singularly unconvincing smile, considering how long
he’d fallen out of the habit. To which Willicks merely raised a brow, and did.


~ ~ ~


Where Willicks lived, it turned out, was up above the
area’s sole wilting tree-line, in a cabin that was ramshackle without but
snug-made within. His Missus was young, pink-pricked and crumpled like a late
rose, with every part of her swelled up tight in anticipation of a second
child; their first was a spry little boy of perhaps three years,
changeable-eyed like Willicks yet cheerful-industrious as his dam, without even
a hint of his father’s hidden depths. The meal was salt pork, beans and a slab
of flat-bread, which Jenkins—who hadn’t eaten well in almost a week—set to with
grateful pleasure.


After, with the boy dispatched to bed, Jenkins leaned
close to Willicks by the fire and told his tale, in quiet measured tones.
Willicks listened without comment, up ‘til almost the end.


“This ‘companion’ Reese spoke of,” he began, then. “This
man Haugh. . .”


“Bartram Haugh, yes, sir. Bewelcome’s chief architect.”


“They were in it together, shoulder to shoulder, is what I
heard.”


“Maybe so,” Jenkins allowed. “I only have what Reese told
me to go on, after all. And his testimony’s—suspect, at best.”


Willicks sat back, sighing. “Well, any rate. You’ve been
tracking Reese a while now: what is it you think he’s after, exactly?”


“You’ve already named him, Mister Willicks,” Jenkins
replied. “Was Haugh who set this off, far as I can figure—Reese bears the mark
of proof right over his heart, or rather through it. He won’t stop ‘til
he finds this false ‘friend’ of his, and visits the same judgment on Haugh for
breaking their. . . pact as he has on every Haugh-less place he’s
sojourned in thus far.”


“Then if you really want to stop him, Sheriff, it’d seem
you’re going in the wrong direction entirely. Following Reese won’t help, or
even hinder—it’s Haugh you need.”


Such a simple conclusion! The second Willicks let it drop,
Jenkins saw his own errors at once laid bare, hideous in their utter
inaccuracy. It was a slap to the face that set his ears ringing so, he barely
heard what the man said next. “Sorry, again?”


“Do you know where this-all happened—the original
shooting?”


“Not as such. But. . .” Rummaging in a waistcoat
pocket, Jenkins withdrew the map he’d annotated, its modifications all shaky
lead-pencil scribblings done mostly by firelight. “Here,” he said, pointing;
“this came before Esther, by near a month, or so them that was left told
me—found it on my initial sweep, when I was still bothering to go backwards,
having no clear impression which way Reese might’ve left town by after the
storm. Granted, there’s no assurance this was where he reached first, after
whatever happened between ‘em. . . happened, but—”


“—it’s a good enough place to start.” Willicks nodded,
gaze immediately drawn to where his wife sat quiet, to all appearances
deep-engaged with her knitting, though her own eyes skipped hither and yon
whenever she seemed to think they weren’t looking. “How long a ride, you
figure?”


Jenkins made calculation. “Ten days’ hard slog, justabout.
I’ve been moving slower myself, but that’s on account of fanning to cover the
most ground and knowin’ what I tracked went on foot; go straight and we’ll get
there quick as weather allows, if the horses don’t wear out.”


Later still, as he sat dozing by the fire, heaped with
rugs, Jenkins listened to Willicks cozying the Missus around. Given the few
words she’d let drop at table, the two of ‘em had met by correspondence with
her an old maid already (though she hardly looked it) and Willicks well aware
that his choice of job made for slim feminine pickings, entering into alliance
long-distance with little hope of much more than mutual compromise. Yet by what
he’d witnessed, their gamble seemed to have paid off, in spades. He hated to
part such a meeting of true minds, ‘specially with Willicks’s wife in her
gravid state and no doctor handy. So he’d all but made his mind up to beg off
by morning, only to have Missus W. herself shake her head no at him,
adamant—hair high-piled yet sleek, brown as Willicks’s own, with only a thread
here and there of silver.


“I knew what Fred took on before I met him, Sheriff,” she
said, packing both their bags with tucker. “Sacrifice is sweet to my Lord, so
the Good Book says; if Jeptha gave his own daughter over for righteousness’s
sake, who am I to retain my man, when similarly called upon?”


“You’re a strong woman, Missus.”


“It’s God’s strength only, Sheriff, as all true strength
is. And I’ll look to see you later, both of you, when this charge of yours is
fulfilled.”


Jenkins tipped his hat to her prediction, sending up a
brief sketch of a prayer himself—perhaps useful, perhaps not, depending on who
might be listening—that the next few days wouldn’t disprove it.


~ ~ ~


What might’ve been Reese’s first foothold out the grave
had already been mostly dead when Jenkins surveyed it, those months past. Now
it was entirely empty, broken like eggshell, a slack rind of itself sucked dry
and left open to the wind; dust and weeds had made the streets their home, sand
blowing in through shattered shop-windows and doors left careless-open in its
few surviving residents’ headlong scramble to vacate the premises, to eddy
‘cross the floors in an aimless devils’ dance.


Jenkins slipped down and went to tether his horse,
expecting Willicks to follow him. But the Marshal-by-self-election stayed
obdurately mounted, hands slipping to hips as he swung his head, eyeing the
place up and down. “Where-all’d they hang this One-Shot Reese of yours,
exactly?” he inquired. “Don’t see any trees handy. . .”


Jenkins wracked his brain. “Uh. . . from the
saloon’s roof-tree, if I recall a’right. Had to haul him up with five
volunteers pulling, then wait for him to go slack before the doc had the town
smith jerk on his legs a few times, make sure his neck was good and broke.”


“He must’ve complained though, surely, when he realized
what they had in mind as regards his ending—raved some, or cursed, or both.
Maybe tried to turn tail, to flee? For it’s a truly heartbreaking sight, when
the gallows you’re being drawn to is made by amateurs.”


“No,” Jenkins said, not thinking to wonder how Willicks
came by this particular intelligence. “I don’t think so; never heard Sartain
Reese to’ve acted the coward, neither behind a gun or in front of one. They
told me they found him stone, mostly, right up to the drop. . . same
as in every other place.”


He had his back to Willicks now, still looking up at the
building in question, head cocked in memory. Which is why he couldn’t know
exactly what might’ve accompanied the little sigh Willicks gave in answer, be
it shrug or grimace, contempt or sorrow—an admixture of both, perhaps, those
hazel eyes taking on a momentary shine. Yet he did hear the sound of iron
clearing leather, if too late, half-turning on the hammer’s cock, so the bullet
took him not neatly in the spine (as must’ve been Willicks’s intention) but
messily in the side, punching through and through with such force it spun him
to fall at his own mount’s hooves. The pain was ferocious, so bad he could
barely breathe, let alone speak; he lay there looking up, and saw his traveling
companion—


(friend, my dearest)


(never thought to see you here, sergeant)


—slip from the saddle at last, graceful as sin, to stand
there reloading, unhurriedly, with the sun behind him dimming his face to a
merest silhouette: Pleasant, well-spoken Fred Willicks simply all at once gone,
his wife’s joy and his young son’s pride extinguished, with nothing left behind
but a ruthless, calculating liar, thief, and murderer—candle-snuffed as though
he’d never existed, though Jenkins could only assume he had, at least up
‘til this son-of-a-bitch had played much the same trick on him.


“That does sound like him,” the man who’d taken Willicks’s
place at some point admitted, clicking onto the spent chamber to reload it,
before spinning the replenished cylinder with a showman’s flair. “For Sartain’s
a gentleman first and foremost, you see, immured through long tradition with
the idea of striking honor’s pose under even the severest sort of duress—to
stand fast and take your medicine, setting an example for the rest, no matter
how fools around you rage and squall, or let their stupidity-aiding hatred
present you with opportunities of escape. Not like me, sad to say.”


Jenkins coughed up blood, then almost strangled on it going
back down. “No,” he agreed, finally, once he’d retched his air-pipe clear
again. “Not like you at all, from what I heard. . . Bartram
Haugh.”


At this, Haugh really did shrug. Pointing out: “And yet,
you might well notice—’tween the two’ve us, chivalrous Mister Reese and me, I’m
the only one that’s still alive.”


“So you. . . do believe he’s the revenant
I. . . painted him, at least.”


“Oh, stranger things’ve happened, I suppose. Hell, who
would have ever thought I’d find some nonentity such as Fred Willicks’s
ridiculous little life a fair enough fit to shape myself to? Then again, it was
Phyllida who did the trick on that one, really, turning up on the next stage
after like she did, all fresh and ready for love; had stars in her eyes the
moment she heard his name come out my mouth, so who was I to disappoint?”


“U’huh,” Jenkins managed, unintentionally imitating
verbally-truncated storekeep Mister Mahershah-whatsit. “‘N. . . then,
there’s hers and your. . . son, too. . .”


“Simon, yes—he’s mine sure enough, poor mite, no matter
his last name. May he never have need to discover his own in-born capacities,
in future.”


Haugh put just enough resonant tone of emotion into this
last that Jenkins could almost think he meant it, ‘til he remembered who he was
talking to.


“Truth to tell, I thought you knew already,” he continued,
conversationally. “That this quest of yours was some ruse, a protracted wild
goose chase, calculated to get me out where you could pull a gun and
collect the Union’s money. But it took a bare half-day’s ride with you for me
to see how lamentably honest a fellow you really are, Sheriff, and that’s when
I decided to let our trip here play itself to the full—further away you took
me, after all, the less likely anybody’d be to prevent me covering your corpse
over, once our business was done.”


“Always meant t’. . . kill me,
then. . . is what you’re sayin’.”


“Well, yes. You’d’ve wrecked what I’ve built,
otherwise, and I can’t have that.”


Jenkins coughed yet once more, and murmured something
wetly in on top of it—


Haugh leant in, waiting for him to repeat it.


“I. . . pity you,” Jenkins said, finally,
drawing a snort. He rolled his eyes far enough to glimpse something both sudden
and surprising, though horribly familiar. And closer by far to boot than he would’ve
ever expected, given the softness of its approach—


Haugh, however, noticed none of the above, being far too
in love with the sound of his own voice, and continued to muse aloud: “Well,
that’s your choice, little good as it’ll do you, or me. . . for you
see, Sheriff, I’m no firm believe in God at all, let alone his mercy, or his
judgment either. Christ knows what it was you thought you saw, back there
in—Esther, was it?—but Sartain Reese had about as little to do with it as grace
has with error: I shot him down, saw the front of his heart pop out from under
his breast-bone in a spray, and I’ve killed more than enough men in my time to
know the way they fall. Reese could tell you the same, if you was here.”


To this, and with gross effort, Jenkins could conjure only
a dull creaking noise—something he himself was surprised to recognize,
eventually, as laughter.


“Hysteria, eh? That’s one way to salve the sting. But
we’ve chatted long enough, for my money, so. . . damn, what are
you lookin’ at, anyhow?”


Said a voice from behind, preternaturally calm: “Always
did please you to think me a fool, Bart, just as it pleased me to let you. But
that’s over with, now.”


(Much like all else.)


These few words—or just the sound of ‘em, Jenkins didn’t
wonder—were enough to turn outlaw Bart Haugh, a man with more sins on his soul
than Judas and three thousand-odd dollars on his head, sheet-white. He turned
towards their speaker, slow as river weed current-caught, perhaps unaware he
was even doing so; blanched yet further when he saw who stood there, making all
the tiny, charm-crinkled lines on his face stand out like scars.


For: it was the man himself, of course—though “man” might
no longer be the most accurate term, Jenkins thought, given. “One-Shot” Reese,
in whatever he used for flesh, corporeal enough to touch yet inhumanly mutable
under pressure; Sartain Stannard Reese, his sandy locks slicked down with the
same phantom blood still sticky-coating him from head to toe, skull topped in a
buzzing black crown of flies. He cocked his head, regarding Haugh narrowly
through almost yellow eyes, and watched that anything-but-gentleman go suddenly
all a-tremble, shook juiceless, same as some storm-withered leaf.


“Been quite the spell, Bart,” Reese told him, unhurriedly,
like they were chatting over supper. “Yes, I did have myself some rare
difficulty, finding you. But then, you always did know how to make us both
scarce, when it suited your plans best.”


Haugh gulped, straining for even the smallest measure of
his usual sanguine humor. “Sartain—” he began, only to find himself cut off
when Reese waved him silent.


“The Sheriff here has a fair idea how long I’ve been at
it,” he continued, indicating Jenkins, “not to mention the cost of my quest, to
me, and others. Oh, but I walked so far and found so very little,
‘sides from a grinding sameness! Delivering judgment on others, yet finding no
respite of my own. . . it was enough, frankly, to drive me to
despair. Until, just the other day, I received possible word of my imminent
respite, and from the most unlikely of sources—that still, small voice above I
catch just a whisper of, I only strain hard enough, letting slip how after all
this time, you were finally comin’ to meet me.”


Haugh shook his head frantically, shoulders hiked like he
wanted to back away but couldn’t gather the necessary steam. Instead he stayed
fear-rooted while Reese stepped closer, stained boot-soles leaving reddish
clumps of print on the street beneath; looked back Jenkins’s way as he did so,
watching him spit up a pint or so more of his own blood to keep his airways
open, and sighed at the sight.


“Should’ve kept to your own place, Sheriff, ‘specially
after I worked so hard to clear it out for you—but I guess you know that,
already. Who’d you leave in charge?”


“Good men,” Jenkins half-retched, in reply.
“Not. . . too many left t’make. . . trouble for ‘em, after
you was. . . done with us.”


“Well. S’pose you can take some consolation, then, knowing
they won’t need to rely on your return.” To Haugh: “And what about you,
sergeant? For I do hear you made a place for yourself on the other side of
things, putting your skill at preying on your own kind to good use.”


“I was a marshal, or close as makes no never-mind. Took a
wife, made a son. Got another coming.”


Reese nodded, with just a hint of sympathy. “It’s a hard
world for those abandoned, and that’s the truth. But it’s hardly their fault
the man they call father and husband can’t be trusted to recall how he made his
true troth-pledge years back, to me.”


“That, between us—that was boys’ foolery, Sartain. Spartan
fun, best kept for Army days.”


“Was that all? No, I don’t think so; much as I pity this
gal you tricked into bed with you, least she’ll make your children a home and
pray for you after, little as you deserve any such thing. You and I,
though—we’re shield-brothers sworn, blooded together in battle, now and
hereafter. Remember the song you taught me, riding away from Lincoln? That was
prophecy, ‘friend’, disguised in tune. Don’t believe I’ve ever let it out of my
mind since.”


And here he tipped his gory head back, conjuring a low and
moaning refrain—some dour Appalachian holler slowed ‘til its verses stuck fast
in the mid’s crevasses, harmfully catching, like lines from a Satan-inspired
hymnal.


Oh the owl, the owl


Is a lonesome bird


It chills my heart


With dread and terror


That’s someone’s blood


There on its wing


That’s someone’s blood


There on its feather. . .


A pause, followed by this conclusion, with a mindful
glance Haugh’s way—


But now I know


That time has come


When you and I


Shall be as one.


“Not now,” Bart Haugh denied it, in return, his
voice like dust. “Oh God, no. Not now, not now. . .”


“As well now as any other time, don’t you think—for given
all you’ve done, did you really believe there’d be no consequences to come?”
Reese gave a cold sketch of a smile. “If so, consider yourself schooled, for
here I stand, a walking object lesson; your destiny’s sketch, guilty on every
charge, with only the barest fraction of my due payment yet rendered. And I did
nothing at all, Bart, that you hadn’t done first, or told me to.”


“My job, it began as a jest, yes—but I was good at
it. I’ve got a boy.” Hopeless: “Doesn’t that count, for anything?”


Reese shrugged. “Should it?”


Maybe not, Jenkins thought, too exhausted to stay
even minimally upright. And fell face-down before he could hope to stop it,
filling his bloody mouth with dust—dry dust turning pink, then red, becoming
mud.


He choked himself to sleep, in fullest expectation of
never waking again.


~ ~ ~


Much later, after he did revive, laid up
convalescent in what had been Bart Haugh’s bed—or Fred Willicks’s, rather, a
notion he never could bring himself to disabuse the Widow Willicks of, even
once she’d finally agreed to swap her lost spouse’s name for Jenkins’s
own—Jenkins made sure to tell her how “Willicks” had gone down fighting,
bravely managing to transpose himself ‘tween Jenkins and their supernatural
foe, and paying the price for his heroism. He slathered detail on detail, ‘till
by the fourth repetition, the story ended with “Willicks” throwing his life
away gladly by all but grabbing “One-Shot” Reese and dragging that troubled
creature single-handed down to whatever cell awaited him in the Infernal
realms, instead of. . . the opposite, basically.


T’was Phyllida he had to thank for his life, it turned
out—said she’d had a dream, or been sent one, and used her God-lent strength to
trace his and “Willicks”‘ trail at as high a speed as the ox-cart would
support, with little Simon riding literal shotgun. They’d picked up a doctor in
one of the towns Reese’s route had barely grazed and found Jenkins in dire
straits, his wound miraculously glued shut by a fortuitous chemical coincidence
of blood-mud trapped ‘neath Jenkins’s flopped trunk forming a loose poultice
which unseasonably fierce overnight frost turned to ice, plugging things deep
enough to prevent further infection; he’d suffered through fever and bronchitis
before mending yet emerged hale, regaining his strength with surprising
rapidity.


Miraculous, his eventual wife called it, and Jenkins
didn’t disagree, since if there really was nobody up there looking out for him,
it seemed bad form to throw that sort of happy synchrony back in the universe’s
face.


Then again, might be it was less gratitude he felt than
respect, reverence, or simple fear. Because, as Phyllida liked to point out,
Reese had been an instrument of judgment, though a singularly rough and
contrary one—which meant that the same force Jenkins credited with his recovery
had probably set Reese in his path, in the first place. Why? To teach a lesson,
prove a point?


Reese, who was indubitably gone—laid back down, if not to
rest, with Haugh surely traveling alongside him in proverbial double-harness,
wherever their eventual destination. Which was probably all the conclusion that
dreadful figure’d ever really wanted, in Jenkins’s own estimation.


Impossible to discern which of the images he occasionally
found himself summoning at odd moments, caught between dream and memory, were
actually based in hard experience. Yet sometimes the former sheriff turned
let’s-call-him-marshal heard voices and shivered to recognize their tones—one
wildly pleading, the other coolly certain yet somewhat dead, too tired even for
anger. Saying:


Moral deeds mean nothing, when the heart’s not in it. That’s
a good man, right there, with your bullet through his chest—God only knows I’d
do my best to save him, if I weren’t made for other work entirely. You and I,
though. . . for all that’s passed, we’re just the same as we ever
were.


All I’m asking for’s a little mercy, Sartain. Just
that.


Oh, but this is a little mercy, Bart. You really
don’t want to see what no mercy looks like.


What then? Jenkins sometimes wondered. Had Reese pulled
Haugh into an embrace and begun to decay? Had the dirt sucked them both down
like a sink-hole, then, while heavy rains and flash-floods—no longer sanguine
yet hardly natural, given the way things had gone those last few months
weather-wise—scoured it all clean overtop, leaving no trace at all to show
they’d ever been there?


One way or t’other, if Reese’s misfortunes and Haugh’s
comeuppance formed any sort of sermon, Jenkins might as well account himself
converted. For though his job put him in constant contact with bad men (and
some women) doing evil things, he fought hard to keep himself un-blooded, at
least by the standards that’d cost Esther township’s previous Sheriff his life
and—possibly—his salvation. In a world where invisible principalities and harsh
recompense were no longer in doubt, in other words, Jenkins thought it better
by far to keep his soul’s immortality intact, safe, at all costs that didn’t
endanger the same in others. . . and let his body, in the main, take
care of itself.


Haugh’s second child was born as summer turned to fall, a
girl, blithe, kind and fair. They named her for Jenkins’s former home, and
loved her as best life’s vicissitudes would allow for.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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WALLS OF SKIN,
SOFT AS PAPER


Adam Callaway




TOMAI WALKED HOME from the lampblack mines. His skin was dark as the night
sky seen through closed eyes. Pre-morning mist began to rise from the River
Ars, settling Lacuna’s preternatural dust.


Bugspit district dominated the skyline: a construct of
wood pulp and secretions. Termites the size of prams scuttled over the facade
of the rough structure. They didn’t notice or didn’t care that they were moving
on a vertical surface a hundred feet above the cobbled streets. Tomai envied
their heart.


Between Tomai and his home, his wife, and a cold bowl of
lamb stew was a gang of urchins beating up a dwarf. Tomai wasn’t much of one to
step into these situations, but this route did happen to be the quickest to his
home and breakfast.


“Go away,” Tomai said, hoisting his pick to his shoulder.
The kids took one look at the dusty ax and scurried into the night. All fled
except one.


“Toss off, old man,” the kid said, stepping up to Tomai.
“This is between me and that onion-skin loving dwarf.” Tomai wasn’t a small
man, but this kid was a good head taller. He couldn’t afford to let this get
out of hand.


“Nah,” Tomai said. “Can’t do that.” He let the pick fall,
burying it into the cobbles. The kid screamed and tried to yank the tip of the
pick out of his foot, but Tomai had his weight on it. 


“You gonna leave if I let you up?” Tomai asked, wiggling
the pick back and forth. The kid nodded, tears coloring his dirty face.


Tomai pried back on the handle. The kid screamed again as
the point came loose. Tomai took a somewhat clean bandana from his pocket and
cinched it tight around the hole in the kid’s foot.


“That’ll heal up in a week if you keep off of it,” Tomai
said, but the kid had already hobbled into the morning fog.


He shook his head and went to look on the dwarf. A small
trickle of blood led away from the little man.


“You okay?” Tomai asked, knees popping as he squatted near
the dwarf.


“Yeah,” the dwarf said, unrolling himself. A cut seeped
above his eye, and he held a hand over his lower ribs. “Broke a couple of my
soup bones though.”


“Here,” Tomai said, lifting the dwarf to his feet. The
dwarf let out a string of curses as his broken ribs twisted. He held one hand
to his breast.


“Something with your heart?” Tomai asked, brushing dust
off the man’s shoulders.


“Nah. And the name’s Kork, by way of asking.”


“Tomai. Why were they kicking you?”


Kork’s eyes were small and black, like obsidian beads.
“Protecting my little ‘onion-skinned’ buddy here,” he said, showing Tomai what
he cradled: a squirrel no bigger than an acorn, made of paper. The squirrel’s
tail smoldered from where it had caught fire. It licked the burnt stump,
leaving trails of glistening ink through the soot.


“That’s a paper-thing,” Tomai said standing up. Something
in his tone made Kork’s eyes narrow.


“It is. You got an issue with that, brother?”


Tomai shook his head. “I don’t, but you might want to let
your little friend go before you meet anyone else in Bugspit.”


Kork wheezed through his smashed nose. “I gathered that.”


Tomai left the dwarf and made his way to one of the
hundred entrances to Bugspit. He felt like it would be one of those sorts of
mornings.


~ ~ ~


Bugspit was just like another mine, and Tomai navigated it
as such. Corridors wound around, up, and down, rearranging themselves by the
day. It smelled of old newspaper and mildew.


Tomai found the narrow tunnel that led to his floor and
belly-crawled up it. The dried pulp drank the mixture of sweat and coal dust
from his skin. Tomai thought it felt like crawling across a cat’s tongue.


When he got to his apartment, he found the door unlocked
and open.


Shite, he thought, hefting the pick and pushing in.
His wife sat snoring in front of the oilpaper window: a skeletal woman draped
in a long robe.


“Ah, there’s my rifle,” he said in a too-loud and too-deep
voice, while searching the three-room apartment. He didn’t find anyone, but he
noticed that their block of knives was missing.


“Meeranda?” he said after locking the door. “Are you
okay?”


His wife stirred and stretched, yawning. A dry, rattling
sound escape her throat, and she coughed once before nodding.


“You fell asleep with the door unlocked again, dear.
Someone took our knives,” Tomai said, taking his wife’s fragile hand in his
own. He felt like if he held it even as if it were a child’s, the bones would
snap like pine dowels.


She began to shake, and Tomai put an arm around her
shoulders.


“I can get new knives. I just don’t want anyone to hurt
you, Meera.”


She nodded and ran a sleeve across her eyes. It came away
black.


“I’m going to wash up now,” Tomai said. Meera nodded again
and went to the bedroom. She came back with a rough, gray towel and a change of
his clothes. Tomai kissed her lightly on the forehead and went to the bath.


The bath was the smallest room of the house. Bugspit
didn’t have any plumbing to speak of. The bathroom held three basins and a
looking glass: the smallest basin sat under the cracked mirror and was used as
a sink; the medium basin – and it was imperative this never became confused –
was a chamber pot, emptied and scrubbed nightly; and the largest basin was used
as a tub.


The tub was already half-filled with tepid water. Tomai
threw two ever-glowing feurglas stones in the tub and watched as steam
began rising into the air. He stripped down and lowered himself into the
scalding water.


Tomai had lost most of his cartilage during his years in
the mine; his nose was a formless lump, his shoulders wouldn’t rise above his
head, his wrists were stiff planks, and his knees clicked with each step. His
nightly bath was better than any lump of opium.


Tomai grabbed a hard sponge from the floor beside the tub
and began to scrub the lampblack from his skin. Within moments, the water began
bubbling tar-black. Tomai let his hand dangle from the tub, writing his name on
the paper floor in thin ink; more like watercolor calligraphy than his proper
signature: a night-black “X.”


Meera walked into the room – they had no doors – and let
her cowl drop to the floor. Tomai heard the rustling and stepped out of the
tub. Black rivulets became black rivers as the water flowed down his body and
was absorbed by the floor.


“Here,” Tomai said, offering Meera his hand. She took it,
and Tomai ran his thumb over her sandpaper fingers as she dipped a long, thin
leg into the tub.


Meera disappeared under the surface. In moments the water
level began to drop. Inch by inch, the ink left horizontal bands on the
enameled basin. Bits of Meera became visible: the crown of her skull topped
with thick lampblack hair; high forehead, upturned nose, full cheeks; swan’s
neck, narrow shoulders, sharp collar bones; round stomach. Where once seemed a
marionette creature now stood a woman folded out of Tomai’s dreams.


Tomai reached into the tub and pulled out a cool shard of feurglas.
It still glowed with an orange inner light. Smiling, he laced his fingers
through hers and held the shard to her smooth, round stomach. Barely visible, a
tiny ink-stained hand pressed against the layers of parchment and vellum.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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PILGRIMS


Ann Chatham




I FOUND THE DEAD MAN a few hours before sunset, rolled roughly out of
the narrow path I had been following. If it hadn’t been for the drag marks and
the dark stain in the dirt, I might not have seen him at all; the shadows were
lengthening and whoever had left him there had set him in a low spot and tossed
a broken branch over him. I didn’t want to stop; I’d been hoping to catch at
least a squirrel for my dinner, and though I was out of arrows, I’d still a
sling and a pocket full of stones. But the living have a duty to the dead, or
so I’d been taught.


The man had been rich once; he was tall and had a
plumpness to him that wasn’t just the bloat of death. Whoever had left him
there had taken everything but his undertunic and braes, and likely they would
have taken those too for the fine linen if his death hadn’t left them so
shredded and stained. I had seen a battlefield before, and so I was not sick,
but something sat cramped at the back of my throat all the while that I blunted
my knife and my finger-ends scraping rocks and soil enough to cover him. 


I’d no coin left me for the burial gift, but I wrapped his
linens as shroud-like as I could and pulled off the last of my rings to rest on
his swollen tongue. When the body was covered, I sang the rites and blessed the
space of ground with my own blood—a little more than I had intended, on account
of the dulled knifeblade. The people in Kemnwater had called me a saint once,
and sac religious though it was, my own not-yet-relics were the most I had to
sanctify the ground. At least I knew what to sing over a proper burial. 


I slept cold and hungry, and my ringless fingers felt
nearly as light and strange as my head had when my braids had fallen twisted at
my feet like a pair of coiled snakes, severed from my head and theirs. There’d
been too much change of late, and a supper of winter-cold water and the last of
my dried fish didn’t help that.


I was two more days walking before I met another soul, and
fortunate indeed that it wasn’t brigands, since even the scrub trees had given
out, leaving nothing but the scattered boulders to give any kind of cover or
shelter. I’d been remembering the stories the Northerners told about outlaws
and about the walking dead, especially after finding the dead man, but the
horseman who caught up to me along the path was dressed like a knight, in good
furs and fine wool.


He drew rein some paces away from me and bowed from his
horse, as gallant as a young courtier, though neither of us were young and
there was none but me to admire his fine airs. When he spoke, it was with a
practiced voice and words that would have sounded well in some troubadour's
tale: “I bid you greetings, fair madam; I am a knight in sore need, for I
travel under a geas that I must do a great service for the first living soul
whom I meet. Please grant that I may be of use to you in this land of God’s
forgetting.” 


I stared at him, feeling the dirt of travel and the coarse
fabric of the borrowed peasant’s wools against my skin at wrist and neck.
Briefly, I thought of asking what hell he’d sprung from, but it came to me that
I didn’t really care to know. He was either a madman, cursed, or some revenant
of a knight out of a tale, and whatever the case there was little I could do if
he changed the face he showed me. “Have you any food, or wine?” I asked. 


He had. It was fast-day fare, suitable for travel, but it tasted
as fine as the First Food must have done in the beginning of the world. When we
had eaten, he tried to put me up on his horse behind him, but I said that I
walked for a penance, and so he walked beside me, leading the beast. 


“There are kinder roads that lead to the graves of the
saints, fair lady,” he said to me, after the third time I had stumbled over the
rough ground. 


“There are,” I agreed. 


There was a little silence when I said nothing further,
and he glanced back at the empty way behind us. “May I ask what shrine you
seek, lady, that I may escort you there over better roads?”


I felt my brow draw down and my teeth begin to clench, but
it was the village priest’s voice I was hearing, and the elders from the abbey,
who thought a woman good for little but bearing and weaving and gathering the
cut sheaves at harvest. If this man thought to protect me, at least he had said
no word about women being unsuited to the service of the Lord. And truth be
told, I was even more poorly provided for the barren lands than I had thought,
and had been wondering for some days if I would reach my destination at all. I
did not so much mind the thought of dying out here, but it would have been a
waste. 


“I am not seeking the shrine of any saint who died in the
God’s wars,” I told him, minding my feet so that I would not have to look up.
“I seek the root of the Tree that the Lord cut down to end His war, that I may
build a shrine at its heart, and burn an offering there.” He did not need to
know about my village or my daughter. 


The knight stopped, between one step and the next, and I
walked a little further before turning back to see him standing with his foot
still raised. I waited, and after a moment he finished his step, and the horse
bumped his shoulder with an impatient nose. 


“If that be the case, fair lady,” my protector said at
last, “then your way lies farther to the north.”


We changed the direction of our steps.


I began to feel that I had not paid enough attention to
romances and mummers’ tales, for my companion did not act in ways of ordinary
men. I thought perhaps I remembered hearing it was unwise to question mages and
the creatures that lived by the rules of magic, lest you break some unspoken
part of the compact between the two of you and turn their help to hindrance.
Surely there were stories enough of the lives of the early Saints that told of
strange rewards for stranger customs, though I was not about to compare myself
to those great heroes of the war-torn days. Whatever the case, I didn’t quite
like to question my companion about why he was here and helping me, and he
seemed content to travel as silently as his horse. 


Watching him sidelong through the chin-length brush of my
cropped hair, I began to feel as if he should look familiar to me; something
about the look of his jawbones or the shadows beneath his eyes. His skin was
dark enough that he probably had some southern blood, though his hair didn’t
have the inky curls of the men of the Empire or the Churchlands. I thought of
the faces I’d seen in the great halls at Caerleon and Newmarket on feast days
and the church Knights who had stayed at the Abbey three winters ago, but I
could not place him in that multitude. 


As the sun sank, we stopped, and it seemed he had enough
sorcery to start a fire and knew what of the scrubby plants in the waste about
us would burn well enough to heat a little wine. He looked up at me as he
handed me the clay cup he’d pulled from the horse’s pack, and with the fire
casting light and shadows across his face I finally placed him. It was
fortunate I had not yet stretched out my hand, as I would have dropped the cup;
his was the face of the man I had buried. 


“What are you?” I whispered, stepping back out of arm’s
reach, though there was still nothing I could do if he meant to hurt me in this
empty place. It was one matter to speculate about ghostly knights, but another
entirely to meet a man you had put into the ground yourself not a sennight
before.


He watched me calmly, his hand still held out to offer me
the cup. “As I told you, lady, I am a knight under geas.” 


“But you were dead. I buried you.”


“Indeed, and for that I thank you. Now I am in your debt,
and it is my fate to repay you before I finish my journey out of the mortal
world.” 


That almost made sense, which was more than I could say of
most of the live men of my acquaintance. I considered for another moment, but
fate or no, nothing had changed; we were still alone in the middle of the
Godless lands. I moved back toward the fire and took the cup from him. The wine
was warm enough to scorch my tongue, but it took the edge off the chill that
had begun to cut into my bones. I sat near as I might to the little fire and
tried my best not to shiver, now that I had ceased to move. The dead knight
gave me more food and pulled a cloak from one of the saddle packs to put over
my shoulders. 


I did not ask how great a debt my scanty burial had
accrued, but when he had tended to his horse and returned to the fire, I did
ask how he had died. 


He added more bracken to the flames, and I huddled in his
cloak and my own, watching him and trying not to shiver. I did not want him to
think I was afraid of him. 


“I was set upon by brigands,” he said, “that haunt the
outer borders of these God-forgotten lands, as I believe you have guessed, though
why I was wandering there alone and without my proper arms is a longer tale
than the darkness. You must sleep, fair lady, but I will tell it to you in the
morning, if you would have me do so. For now, I will watch, and keep the fire
burning.” He led his horse over to lie at my back, and whatever unearthlyness
he might have about him, the horse felt mortal to the touch and smelled it to
the nose, and between its great animal heat and the warmth of the fire I slept
as sound as a child in bed between her sisters. 


By the time it was light again, and I had asked him to
turn his back while I crouched in the dubious shelter of a knee-high rock to
relieve myself, I began to regret my question. It was no real business of mine
what history had led to his death, and I was afraid it would open the way to
his asking about my own past. But when I returned to the fire he held out
another small cup of warmed wine to me and said nothing. 


The land we walked across was empty except for the rocks
and the bracken. There was nothing to see but colors of dust and stone all the
way to the blowing clouds and the distant mountains. We went towards those
mountains, farther into the heart of the wastelands, but I looked mostly at my
feet to keep the rising sun from shining into my eyes. 


After a time, the knight began his tale, a little
abruptly: “My father arranged that I marry for the sake of an estate that
bordered our own, for both I and the lady he chose were our parents’ sole
surviving heirs. I was not unwilling, though perhaps I should have been, as the
lady had no great care for me, nor I for either her or the wealth of her lands.
But many men marry without love, and our fathers made an agreement they thought
well for both of us.”


I thought of the agreements my own father had come to,
disposing of me and of my sisters as he thought best; some of those had gone
better than others, and mine was not the worst lot among us. Many men might
choose to marry without love, but it was a rare woman who could choose to marry
for it, if she were offered the choice at all. 


“What my lady wife kept to herself was that she had
already been married in secret and borne a child to another man, who had left
her for a war and not returned. How her father did not know of this I cannot
say, but while she felt it her duty to give me an heir, she took no pleasure in
my touch or my company. In the end, I went myself to fight in other men’s wars,
in search of glory where I might not have to meet my lady wife’s sad eyes at
table. 


“It was well enough for a time; I am skilled at killing
men in battle, and for many years I was lucky as well. But as the saints have
said, all luck runs out and there is no true trust but in the Lord; the day
came that I was captured. In the high stone room where they imprisoned me was
another knight: a man who had been there seven years, and from whom I learned
the history of my lady wife, for it was he who had first married her.


“In time, my comrades ransomed me, but I asked that the
other man go in my place, that he might return to the wife who was more his
than mine, for I had wronged both of them. Our captors agreed gladly, as they
had no wish to see me return to the field of combat, and the knight departed
with promises to ransom me as well. Three months had not passed before a
foreign army besieged the keep where I was imprisoned, and when their war
engines began to destroy the walls and rafters I was able to escape.”


In the middle of the godless lands, it was hard to imagine
the feel of a tower under siege, but the stone walls of a locked room were as
clear in my mind as if they had been around me instead of the vast expanse of
emptiness. It was only a different sort of wall, though it didn’t keep the wind
out. Despite the wind, I was still grateful for the barrier between myself and
the places I had left, though I guessed that he had not been. 


“Were you killed on the road home, then?” I asked,
wondering how long ago these things he spoke of had occurred. 


He shook his head. “Nay, lady, I swore then never to
return to my home. I have been on pilgrimage these twice twelve years, praying
at the deathplaces of the Saints that I might yet undo the wrongs I have done
unto others. Two months ago I came to a pool sacred to Saint Mathild, the
child-witch, and there I dreamt that a black-haired girl child came to me and
bade me throw my sword and lance into her pool as I had thrown away my life for
the folly of others.”


My breath stopped a moment. Two months and seven days ago,
I had left my braids on the altar of Saint Mathild that my daughter had kept in
secret before her arrest. 


“When I had sworn to do so, she bade me go into the
Godless lands and find a pilgrim whose need the saints could not answer, that I
might help what she could not.”


My foot hit a rock and I stumbled, flinching away from the
hand he reached to steady me. The Saint had sent him to me and thus to his
death. My ankle twisted painfully on the next step and I fell, awkward as a
child just begun to walk.


There was a moment of stillness as I caught myself on my
hands, my face close as a lover to the dirt, rocks digging sharply into my
palms. I wondered if the child Saint were playing with us: setting our lives
into a romance for her own entertainment, or for that of the Lord and his
Armies. But then the revenant knight was kneeling beside me, respectful as
always, and I shook my head at the doubts, for they were unworthy of all of us.



Instead, I sat up and tended to my ankle. It was twisted
but not broken, and not so hurt that I could not pull enough heat from the pale
sun to mend it. When I stood it was sore, and my head spun a little with the
dizziness that comes of healing within my own body, but I could walk again. 


“You are a sorceress.” 


I shook my head. “A healer only.” It had always saved me,
that lie; a woman who followed Saint Edreth might practice her art outside of
the stone anchorite’s cell, which my father had not allowed me. I had always
had talent enough for healing; if I could do other things as well, it mattered
little when I chose not to do them. 


The stony waste and the pale sun seemed to reproach me,
and I added, “My daughter inherited the power, but not the direction of it. Our
Abbot had her arrested for lay practice of sorcery not five days after my
husband was put in his tomb. She burned herself rather than take the cell
behind the altar.” I did not say that she had also burned our little church and
half the village, or how long I spent tending those wounded or dying before I
followed the promise I had made when I cut my braids. Perhaps my tale was no
more strange than his; we had each been turned from the lives our fathers had
given us by the passions of others. 


After that, there was little enough to say, though when
the windy silence became too much, one or the other of us might begin a hymn. 


We were another ten days walking, and the miraculous food
in the knight’s saddlebags had begun to run low before we came in sight of our
destination. By then, even the bracken had run out, leaving us with no fire and
the horse with as little to eat as we. It, I pitied. 


It was half a day’s journey between when we could tell our
destination from the mountains behind it and when we reached the base. The
stump of the Tree stood taller than my head above the plain, blackened as if by
some poison meant to keep it from regrowth. Half again as broad as the stump’s
height, the tree itself lay to the side, trunk and branches still as crisply
formed as if it had just been felled, though there was no sign of leaves. 


I reached out to touch the splinters of what had once been
living wood, but under my hand they felt as empty of life as the burnt-out
stones of our church.


“What will you do here, lady?” asked the knight, breaking
half a morning’s silence.


I glanced back at him, but his face held no more
expression than the empty landscape. “Make a shrine,” I said, turning to the
stump above me. “Will you raise me up?”


He did, cupping hands for me to set my foot, and lifting
smoothly until I might grab the jagged splinters where the tree had broken and
scramble up. I wished my body twenty years younger, but it served me well
enough, and I did not stumble as I stood and looked down at the Tree whose
fruit had given my ancestors the magic that the church now cursed us for. The
axe that felled it must have been wielded by the Lord Himself, for no mortal
could have made the strokes of such a blade, but though the line of splinters
at the tree’s center stood as high as my waist and beyond it the stump fell
away sharply, the side where I stood sloped only gently. I pulled out the pale chalks
I had brought and mouthed a brief prayer that they might mark the darkened
surface. A foolish thought; no saint could intercede in this place. 


“Do you know much of theology?” I asked, suddenly
reluctant to begin. 


“Only twenty years of lay sermons on pilgrimage, lady. I
have never read the writings of the Church Fathers.” 


Whereas I, wishing for an anchorite’s place where I might
light a church with the glow of the heavens, kinder than my daughter’s fire,
had read all the doctrine and theology that I had been able to buy or borrow
and had corresponded with scribes in my husband’s name for passages of what I
might not see myself. The revenant knight stood still as a guard, his face
turned up to watch me, no more holy than my husband had been, for all his
guilty piety.


“The Learned Theonikias writes of an ancient treatise in
which it is said that in the days when men might pray to the Lord directly,
those of the Defiant’s line chose to pray to the Tree, as a god with sympathy
towards those who had inherited his sorcery. We know that the Wars of the Holy
Book ended in sacrifice, but what that sacrifice was is lost to mortal
knowing.”


 He nodded, unmoved
by the impiety of the ancients. “I have traveled with monks of the Lost
Orders.” If the Lost brother who had once written to me was any example of his
brethren, the knight would have been well introduced to the ideals of Ineffable
Sacrifice. My own views had always been more tied to the world I could sense;
what use was it to sacrifice a thing that none could understand enough to
value? The abbot would have said this was a woman’s unsubtlety, but I held
dearer the loss of books and magic than that of some earthly romance with a
handsome lover who had never appeared. 


“What if,” and I swallowed, awkward with words I had never
dared to speak, “as the Defiant destroyed half the world to separate us from
the Lord, so did the Lord sacrifice a god in the Tree to keep His enemies from
gaining the greater sorceries?” The works of the Saints had been beyond us for
centuries, as what magic was left in our blood grew thinner from one generation
to the next; the church only weakened it further by their bans. 


He was silent, and I looked down again, wondering if he
understood, but he was watching his hands. When he looked up, his eyes were
wet. “Saint Mathild sent me to you, lady. Once from an endless task I had taken
out of pride and shame, and once from beyond death. I trust in her, and in the
Lord, that they would not have sent me to aid you had you not been meant to undo
some part of the harm the Great Wars left in the world.” He held out his hands,
strong and empty. “What may I do?”


We made the Tree into a shrine, I with my chalks and he
carving at the brittle bark with a knife, writing the holy words of Saint
Mathild, of Saint Edreth, and of the Lord. It was not beautiful, but we each
had our reasons for knowing the scriptures of holy places, and as the Church
Fathers have written, the words are the blessing.


When the light failed, we ate a little and gave the last
of the fodder to the horse, which had stayed, dog-faithful, by its gear. I
prayed that whatever god looked after horses might look after it if the Lord
and the Saints could not, but short of driving the beast away from us with
rocks, there was nothing more I could do for it. Instead, I shut my eyes and
tried to fill my thoughts with piety, waiting for moonrise. 


When the moon hung three fingers above the horizon I
stood, my heart as certain of what I did as it had been when I watched my
daughter’s pyre. Her fire had not reached even the abbot, but mine would reach
the Heavens. 


This time the cut across my palm was deep by intent, and I
pulled the moon’s silver into the dark line I drew about the shrine we had
made, blessing words and ground, and laying to rest the Tree with the same
songs I had sung over the revenant knight. May the peace of the heavens be with
you. May your mortal vessel be released to the earth as your soul is to that
beyond. May that which you leave behind pass to those who come after you.


My hand began to burn as oil touched by a match, and I
felt as though all that I had drawn from the sun over my lifetime flowed out of
me again in the shape of my daughter’s fire. It spilled out, fire and blood, in
a blaze that should have drowned out the moonlight, but the silver light that I
had snared shone just as bright. And then the Tree caught, and we were all but
sparks to the heartwood of the Tree from which all mortal magic had once come. 


My own flame began to flicker, and the knight steadied me
as I swayed. 


Someone stood on the stump we had blessed, a dark shape at
the edge of the fire who knelt and held out a small hand. I heard a child’s
voice, the words as clear over the fire’s thundering as if we stood in a quiet
room. 


“Come, Magda. You have fulfilled your vow.”


“But the magic—” I whispered, not certain even a saint
could hear me.


“It is released. It will fall with the rains and come back
to the land; magic was never meant to belong only to the church.” I thought
perhaps she smiled, though how I could know that I had no idea. 


“Come, Magda,” she said again, and the knight held out his
arm, courtly and strong. He had passed once beyond the world already, and now
he escorted me through the fire and beyond it to where the saints awaited us.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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WOMEN IN
SANDSTONE


Alex Dally MacFarlane




“YOUR MOUTH is hanging open like a bell,” the South-East Wind said. “I
wonder, if the wind blows between your teeth, will you clang or chime?”


The general tore her gaze from the temple’s walls. The
tall wine-dark plume on her silver helmet bobbed and swayed in the North Wind |
I blow through it and it is like the grass near a battlefield: heavy with
the smells of burning and blood and bones | and then it tilted as she
removed the helmet, revealing her hair—long and black with white running
through it like embroidery, fastened in four thick braids—and the extent of her
dark, scarred face. “I wish to honor your great temple,” she said.


| I blow through the bells, I blow through them all,
all thousands upon thousands, I bring them all to song and it is loud and
perfect |


The general barely flinched at the sound of the North Wind
blowing across the temple’s bells, though she looked up again, wary. The
South-East Wind smiled. 


“Has your military training included work with sandstone?”


“No,” the general said.


“Follow me,” the South-East Wind said, and beckoned the
general through the temple’s old doors to the bare, bell-less interior.


~ ~ ~


| I blow down from the mountains, where stones are
stacked in figures for me to scream between: thick limbs full of holes,
hundreds together—or one figure apart, tucked in a gully, its holes as numerous
as the bones of the empty desert, as graceful as those rib-arcs, as sturdy as a
pelvis. I blow the winged women of the Aĝir people into the snowstorms
where they test their strength. I blow out the fires of foolish foragers, their
fur matted with mud. I blow into the faces of the Saqnaga foxes, their ears
thronged with beads. I blow between the glass spires of the desert city
In-barash and devour the meals left on its high roofs. I blow from temple to
temple. I blow— |


~ ~ ~


Berenike removed her breastplate with its gold embossing:
a woman, heroically nude, stabbing a lion that reared on its hind legs. It
clanged as she set it against the wall—with her helmet, her greaves, her
javelin, her small bag. 


The South-East Wind took her to a subterranean room, where
river water rushed through thin channels and clothes were set out, and let her
turn the channels murky with sweat and dust—then brought her back to the main
chamber, where, in her damp clean tunic, she ate the temple’s food: eggs and
dates, small sweet lemons, and fish from the river that ran here between the
barren hills and the great desert. The day’s light reached them through
apertures in the lower walls of the temple, orange with approaching sunset.


“Are you not curious about the names of your visitors?”
Berenike asked.


“I know yours, General Berenike—who led the left flank at
the battle of Norete, who carried a shield embossed with a map of the world’s
mountains, who vies for control of the land left leaderless when your
conquering ruler died. I know, also, that your horse starved two weeks ago in
the hills to the south of this temple, and that you survived this far by eating
it.”


Berenike filled her bowl. “What do you not know?”


“Why you are not afraid of the men crossing the hills
after you.”


“Ah.” Eggshell fell away under her fingers. She ate the
egg in two big bites, then chose a skewer of fish. “How far are they?”


“A week’s walk,” the South-East Wind said. “Their horses
are dying. Their water is running lower than yours was—they might yet become
bones for winds to blow through.”


“I won’t count on that, not yet. Metron is among them, no
doubt. And Derdos.”


“Yes.” The South-East Wind had not blown through those
hills since becoming the guardian of the temple for this period, but the South
Wind blew there / where the bones drift into gullies like the snow that
falls in other lands and I can call through them in a hundred voices, like
lizards, like foxes, like men, like horses, like all the animals that have
ventured into this barren place and found nothing but the bones of other
animals, long emptied of their marrow, the only sustenance in a land where rain
never falls and mist never drifts and the bone-shrub must blow from carcass to
carcass / and the South-East Wind knew much of what the winds saw. 


Knew, too, that the men following Berenike would later die
between temples; their flesh food for the foxes, their bones instruments for
the wind. Berenike would call that the future. The winds saw such things all at
once.


“I do not want to bring war to you,” Berenike said. “I
would dedicate to your temple and be on my way before those men arrive, if that
is possible.”


“The deaths of mortals hardly affect us.”


That brought a smile to the general’s chapped lips.
“Still.”


“We will begin tomorrow.”


~ ~ ~


Berenike slept by her amour and javelin, cushioned by the
temple’s blankets, with a knife not far from her hand. Her dreams were full of
winds.


~ ~ ~


“This is what you will dedicate,” the South-East Wind
said.


Berenike crouched to examine the thigh-high pinnacle of
sandstone, brought from the desert by the South-East Wind. “I will carve this?”


“Yes. Then forge the bell. Then place the figure on the
temple’s walls. It does not matter how crude or beautiful your work is, only
that it is personal: a true gift to the temple. You may practice on smaller
pieces of sandstone if you wish, to gain familiarity with the material, but it
is not necessary.”


“No,” Berenike murmured—but she did not ask for the tools
until an hour had passed.


Berenike carved a figure simple in form, its whole body a
smooth shape like a stele, legless; a suggestion of arms only just discernable
at its side. The South-East Wind had seen and blown among hundreds of these.


But Berenike lingered on the figure’s chest. First she
carved small breasts, shaped as though bound for fighting. Then she used the
edge of a broken stator to groove jewelry from neck to navel. Her sure hand
spoke of memory, not invention. Ovals and circles appeared to hang on thin
lines. Jewels? Metal? Between the breasts hung a large disc, detailed with
birds. Smaller discs at the ends of the thin lines depicted a woman’s profile,
her hair bound in braids but more complicated than Berenike’s. 


The South-East Wind stepped closer, curious.


“My mother’s jewelry,” Berenike said, in a hard voice. “Or
so I am told.”


In the head, Berenike hollowed out a mouth—a space for the
bell—gouging, into the roof of the mouth, a hook.


Eyeless, noseless, earless it remained—but Berenike carved
four long braids down its back. Around its head she carved a band. The
South-East Wind supposed that usually the headband would be patterned with
embroidery or metal discs, but Berenike filled it with her letters in four
lines.


“That will wear away,” the South-East Wind finally said.
“We winds are not gentle.”


“If I write of myself on a hundred surfaces, only one will
survive the winds, or the rain, or the masons of the future. Only one. Perhaps
two. Three.” Berenike stood, finished. “I must write of myself on five hundred
surfaces. Then I will be remembered.”


It was Berenike that the South-East Wind now looked at,
amused.


“Do I make the bell now?” Berenike asked.


“Yes.”


“With what?”


“Those that can, give some metal of theirs: an heirloom, a
weapon, coins.” The South-East Wind glanced at Berenike’s amour. 


“I have coins,” Berenike said. “How many for a bell to fit
the mouth of my figure?”


“Ten, perhaps. It will depend on their size.”


Berenike nodded and walked to the amour and her small bag.
From it she took a clinking pouch.


“Silver stators,” she said, holding them in her palms for
the South-East Wind to see. “From my own issue.”


The woman’s head on the obverse of these coins wore a
helmet—the same plumed helmet resting against the wall—with thick curls of hair
over her forehead. Her long braids hung at the back of her neck. On the
reverse, the coins depicted a seated god and two words: King and Berenike.


“You should not judge me by these,” Berenike said. “They
are clumsily made, but they are mine.”


“They are fitting,” the South-East Wind said.


“One day I will wear the diadem and sit on a throne.”


“Is that so?” The South-East Wind knew how quickly
mortals’ aspirations turned to bones in the desert—like the man whose hair
Berenike’s coin mimicked, with those short curls above his eyes that Berenike,
whose hair was straight, did not possess. 


“It will be so. Where do I make the bell?”


“Follow me.”


The forge sat at the other side of a courtyard, away from
the main temple building. Under the awning of dried palm leaves, the South-East
Wind directed Berenike in heating the charcoal and melting the coins, in
choosing the mould for her bell, in pouring the glowing-orange silver. Berenike
stood in silence as the bell set. When it was ready, she attached it to the
hook in the figure’s mouth with a slim length of cloth.


The South-East wind led Berenike up stairs inside the
temple’s wall, up, up, to the highest door. Berenike’s detailed work deserved
that honor. 


Together they stepped out—but Berenike stopped, staring,
at the ankle-high, knee-high, life-size figures surrounding her, carved and
blown smooth by the wind, and the bells, gleaming and dull, chiming, tinkling,
ringing, banging in over a thousand mouths as the little winds of the temple
played through them. The figures clustered on the sloping pinnacle of the
temple. They stood scattered around the high walls; they covered the lower
walls, all the way to the ground, far below. They filled Berenike’s eyes.


Her figure, held in her arms, began to chime, its bell
high, strong.


“Follow me,” the South-East Wind said, and Berenike did,
on a well-worn way between the figures like a sheep-trail on a mountainside.


The North Wind gusted suddenly past, bringing all the
bells to song. Berenike flinched—it was so much louder among the bells than at
the temple’s door, so loud that no other sound could be heard—but did not try
to put her hands to her ears. A general of many battles knew cacophony.


“Here,” the South-East Wind said, in a quiet lull.


They stood by a narrow rectangle hollowed into the wall: a
perfect fit for Berenike’s figure. Berenike knelt. The South-East Wind had told
her to make mortar. It took some effort to push the figure into place—but then
it stood, fixed by the mortar, unshaken by the North Wind’s final gusts, its
bell chiming, chiming. Berenike touched the fingers of one hand to her lips and
bowed her head: not a gesture of honor her mother would have recognized, but
the one her hands knew from childhood lessons.


The North Wind blew elsewhere. Little winds of the temple
returned, playing in turn ~ see how it is so full of strength, see, see
~ with the new bell.


Berenike roamed across the wall, admiring the figures,
then continuing, looking, looking—and the South-East Wind knew what she would
find. Knew the life-size figure with the bell of gold. Knew, from the North
Wind | I blow across the face of a man who goes tirelessly into the desert
| blowing long ago, of his journey.


The South-East Wind sat in front of Berenike’s figure.


| I blow across temples with walls of blue and white,
such images for a wind to savor, such variety, nestled in oases where the water
flicks at their supporting struts like a fish’s tongue |


From the South-East Wind’s mouth came the south-east wind
\ rushing, a high whistling \ and the bell rang longer, longer.


~ ~ ~


As they descended the stairs in the temple’s wall,
Berenike asked of the lands beyond the temple: the endless desert and the
temples within it.


“It is not endless,” the South-East Wind said.


“Where I have lived, we say that it is where the world
ends.”


The South-East Wind smiled. “There is the rest of the
world beyond it. First you will find mountains, rising from the desert, and in
their heights live the snowchangers, who still sing the arias of the long-dead
Aĝir women.”


“I have never heard of them,” Berenike said, with quiet
wonder in her voice.


“And they have never heard of you.” So it would surely
remain. The South-East Wind gestured Berenike to the table, where the general
gratefully received another meal. The sun’s light was orange again, thick with
the end of the day. 


“It is strange,” Berenike said, while squeezing a lemon
over her fish and eggs, “to think of the many places where even my name will
not be known.”


“Tell me, truly, why are you here?” the South-East Wind
asked.


“My fortune has wavered, has it not?” Berenike smiled: a
tight gesture, like the final stretching of a bowstring before its release. “I
come to offer supplication and sacrifices to the gods of this land, to see if
they will favor me as the gods I know clearly do not.”


“We winds are not like the gods of your land, prone to
assisting mortals.”


“You are only one wind,” Berenike said. “I hear there are
at least fifty.” Fish bones piled under her steady fingers. She spoke as if of
the price of grain or the location of high ground; as if of an army’s
organization.


The South-East Wind saw a great number of things: | I
blow between the glass spires of the city In-barash and shatter them, I blow
heavy and sharp, I scratch the bell-mouthed figures | from the scarred
cheek of Berenike’s wind-worn figure after a storm thirty years beyond this
moment to | I blow with a storm wind, tangled like braids | desert
weather and / they stumble from the barren hills, their lips dry with the
dust of a thousand bones, their hair thick with it, their tongues still alive,
their voices still capable of demanding, at the bell-loud door, the location of
the general who trod before them / visitors : the foxes offer one of
their beadless young in return for shelter between the bell-figures : and ~
poor bell-less thing, how does it sing? ~ a future visitor \ over her
chest she wears an ornament of silver and carnelian, tipped in bells, each
ringing in me with a different note \ but not everything. Not Berenike’s
destination.


What a wind saw was as unpredictable as its path.


“How far is it to the next temple?” Berenike asked.


“Four days’ walk. Directly north. I advise you to walk at
night—”


“By the stars.” More eggshells joined the fish bones. “May
I replenish my water skins here?”


“Yes.”


“Then I will set off tonight. I thank you for your
hospitality.”


“I thank you for honoring this temple.”


Wearing her breastplate and greaves once more, carrying
her javelin and several skins of water, the general Berenike walked from the temple
when the moon filled the bell-mouthed figures with silver shadows.


\ she crouches in front of the sandstone figure, her
short hair catching the south-east wind, and examines its chest with the
intensity of a person reading even though there are no words there, just the
jewelry-lines so like the jewelry on her own chest \







The South-East Wind watched Berenike, frowning with
un-sated curiosity.


~ ~ ~


~ The North Wind blows through the bells and it is
loud, loud, loud, too loud for us to endure, too loud to remain, too strong.
The North Wind abates and—oh, it is our quieter ringing that is heard then, it
is the play of the smaller winds, it is—


Words? Not on the figure’s bell, no, that is smooth
silver, so full of strength, but on the body, the beautiful body—they are never
beautiful, they are never secretly a woman—women, two women—three: a palimpsest
of women, mother under daughter, granddaughter like a scarf around them both.
Words run around her—their—head like a game for a twisting wind.


I play, I play, I play.


Who is this Berenike? 


Victorious general of the battle of Norete, besieger of
Tel Garat, founder of Berenikia. Daughter of Kesty, of the women who live
across the sea of grass, and of Ariston, a Makad, who met in paid service
fighting for the conqueror Kandros, who both fell in the battle at the river of
milk. 


Who is this Mirtun who places her name at the figure’s
base? ~


~ ~ ~


The winds raced around Berenike. The moon-silver desert
stretched out, marked with dry, thin-stemmed plants and the stone-filled
gullies of flash floods and, always on the horizon, never closer, the darting
forms of foxes. They stopped moving just long enough to look over their
shoulders at Berenike : in my West Wind body I tie bells the size of fleas
to the offered fox’s ears so that it is as close to its beaded cousins as a
temple upbringing can manage : before running on, chasing rats or frogs or
each other. Their huge heavy ears flapped in the winds. Their yips punctuated
the winds’ susurrus on the sands.


: it is true that the Saqnaga foxes hide their beading
underground, where even the winds cannot reach, so that none know how they
create the beads and tie them to the short hairs of their ears :


Berenike considered whether she could get one with her
javelin. 


Deciding against the attempt, for now, she ate two of the
dried fish that the South-East Wind had given her and sipped at one of her
water skins. The South-East Wind had described the small watery night-flowers
of the artiq plant, saying that they had saved several travelers in the
desert—and adding that they were so rare that many missed them. 


It would not be a comfortable march, but Berenike had
experienced far worse. At just five years old, in the baggage train of
Kandros’s army, she had survived the desert of Šammuramat. At seventeen, after
her second battle, the disaster of Kuš, she had fled into the high mountains
where people with partridge bodies were rumored to live and had drunk the blood
of an ibex to stay alive. At twenty-three, at twenty-eight, at thirty, at
thirty-five—the decades since Kandros’s disappearance had been a chaos of
victories and defeats, riches and privation, joy and fear. Some of the older
soldiers told of unending victories with Kandros, of enemies falling like wheat
under the scythe. Berenike listened, never speaking her doubts: that these were
just stories. 


A single memory of Kandros: in the desert of Šammuramat,
how Berenike had rushed forward to the single stream they had found and scooped
water in a greave, her mother’s, the only item left to her when the soldiers
divided her battle-slain parents’ spoils. She had sipped carefully from the
narrower end. “See that little girl,” Kandros, standing nearby, had said. “She
is the future of our army.”


Berenike’s soldiers liked that story.


They had followed her to fortune in the past five years,
to success in battle and to the stability of Berenikia, to further conquest.
Then Lysikos had claimed those lands, claimed their city—her city. 


Berenike kept walking, though her body wanted rest and more
food than a pair of dried fish; though the sun started to rise, sending the
foxes underground. Eventually she found a gully with an overhang of rock and
slept there, sweating in the shade. At dusk, she returned to her feet.


There were no foxes.


: there are nights when they never emerge from their
dens, when no winds know what they do :


Smaller winds spun in the sand, waist-high.


( it’s very sweet that you think that )


: am I to believe winds that are born and die in a
moment? :


( can’t you hear them? )


( singing, singing! )


( oh, you don’t know that foxes can talk? )


( truly? )


A fierce gust scattered the spinning sands. Berenike
shivered: certain, for a moment, that someone was shouting all around her.


: I admit that I imagine, sometimes, the foxes gathered
in their dens, beading one another’s ears and sharing tales old and new :


No foxes emerged for the entirety of the night, nor the
next, nor during the hot day following that, in which Berenike walked under the
sun knowing that she drew close to her destination.


: I wonder how the bell-eared fox fared in those first
months when it returned to the desert, its time at the temple done :


Berenike smelled the oasis before she saw it. The wind
blew sweetly around her, suddenly green and fresh, and Berenike quickened her
pace—and then, over a rocky rise, saw the tops of date palms, and the circling
of a pair of water birds, and the tall temple, covered in blue and white images
unidentifiable at this distance.


: I wonder what tales it told to its bead-eared cousins :


The sweet wind stilled as she walked among the foliage
towards the temple.


A wind did not live in this temple. It was inhabited by
human guardians: a pair of women, who Berenike found wrestling at the edge of
the oasis. Their muscular arms and backs gleamed with sweat. Their grunts
accompanied the oasis-winds among the palm leaves, the high cries of birds, the
whine of insects. Berenike watched approvingly.


“Oh!” one suddenly exclaimed. “A visitor!” They broke
apart, grinning. “Welcome to the Iṣranah temple.”


“Welcome!” said the other.


“I am glad to be here,” Berenike said. “I come to honor
your temple.”


“Then we, too, are glad that you are here. I am Iriṣ.”


“I’m Hatah. Do you want to wash first? You must be sweaty
and dusty. We’ve got some water here for drinking as well.”


Berenike gladly drank from the clay vessel, which was
shaped like a smaller version of the temple, then stripped off her clothes and
joined the women in the oasis. The feeling of fresh water against her skin
brought a sigh of pleasure to her lips. Iriṣ and Hatah combed each other’s dark hair,
then swam to the water lilies growing across the lagoon to draw up the long
thin stems: a small harvest, a fraction of the plants coating that part of the
oasis with green and soft pink. Berenike watched hungrily.


Cleaned and clothed, the three women carried water
together to the temple, to be boiled for cooking and drinking.


The temple stood tall and sturdy on the shore, like a vast
and beautifully decorated post: blue and white rising out of the greens and
browns of the oasis foliage. Steps angled around the temple’s exterior.
Berenike craned her neck, seeing the images more clearly now: an array of
unidentifiable creatures, part human, part constructed, part animal, part wind,
all flying in swirls and gusts that were—Berenike squinted—each made of
countless tiny creatures.


“Do you paint the walls?” she asked as they climbed the
many steps to the door.


“Yes,” Iriṣ said. “We renew them often. It is our
greatest offering to the winds.”


They led Berenike inside, where sunlight filtered through
small square gaps in the brick walls, arranged in the shapes of animals. Hatah
set a pot of water to boiling, then hurried outside. Iriṣ
cleaned the water lily stems in another pot of boiling water. A short while
later, Hatah returned with six eggs and a trio of apricots.


Berenike’s mouth started to water.


As they shared the meal, Iriṣ asked about Berenike’s journey. Berenike
recounted only parts of it. The two women only saw—or heard, or felt, or experienced—the
blowing of the wind they had each been married to: Iriṣ
to the West Wind, who was fond of the desert foxes, she said while smiling with
a fondness of her own, and Hatah to the North-West Wind, who blew from a sea
far to the north-west, where the ghosts of whales swam in the bitter
black water. Berenike found it refreshing, after the South-East Wind at the
temple of the bells, to talk with people who did not know everything.


“We were each married to a wind as children,” Iriṣ explained as Berenike chewed on the sweet lily stems. “Our
lives are spent guarding this temple—or another of the temples of the great
desert. If guardians do not enjoy one another’s company, they obviously cannot
live together.”


“We’ve managed thirty years,” Hatah said, coiling a length
of Iriṣ’ dark hair around her finger.


“Yes.” Iriṣ pretended to bite Hatah’s finger. Hatah
leaned forward and kissed her on the lips.


“Marriage to a wind does not prevent you from enjoying
human pleasures, then,” Berenike said.


Hatah laughed. 


“The winds do not care how we spend our time,” Iriṣ said, “as long as the temple remains beautiful and all other honors
are given to them.”


“Besides,” Hatah said, “some of us need to have children.”


“My sister has four,” Iriṣ said. “One each from different visitors
to her temple.”


“How long have these temples been here?”


“Oh, the oases shift,” Iriṣ said, “some going dry, some opening like
lilies, so that each temple has only been in its current location for hundreds
of years, but there have been temples in this desert for thousands of years.
There have been offerings for longer—for as long as there have been people
here. That is a very long time.”


“And before there were people?”


“There were no winds,” Iriṣ said. “How could there be?”


Berenike knew this story; it had drifted across the hills
and towns and harbors until it reached her, a girl learning a warrior’s skills,
and when years later her city was taken by Lysikos she had followed it, like
one of a pair of snakes leading her across the desert.


“What do you mean by that?” she asked.


“Without people, the winds cannot be as they are,” was all
that Iriṣ said, smiling over the last of the water
lily stems. “Now, it will be sunset soon. You should prepare an offering.”


“Yes. What must I do?”


“The West Wind is blowing here at the moment and prefers
food: a fruit, a poem. You must pick the first and compose the second.”


Iriṣ and Hatah showed Berenike where to find
fruit. Then, on learning that she could write, they gave her a metal stylus and
paper made of dried palm leaf and left her on the steps of the temple. 


Berenike wrote a poem of war: women riding into battle,
with winds in their long braids.


“You must give your offering to the wind on the temple’s
roof,” Hatah said.


“It is dangerous to linger there,” Iriṣ said. “Place your food, then leave.”


“I will.”


She climbed the steps. She trod on the flat, un-patterned
roof: five paces, ten, a bow to place her offering.


The wind tugged at her skin. It hurt; like a hundred
fingernails trying to pry her skin free. 


Breathing sharply, she turned and hurried to the stairs,
to the temple’s cool, quiet, still interior. There, the three women passed the
night with wrestling and caresses, shouting often with joy. There, they slept
through the next day.


In the cooling evening, she left, with water lily stems
and more dried fish and boiled eggs still in their shells and a live—for
now—chicken. With no sign of her pursuers at her rear, she walked north, to the
next temple.


~ ~ ~


\ the woman speaks names into the winds: Kesty and
Mirtun, the sandstone figure’s, and her own \


~ ~ ~


Berenike made an offering at the next temple: her blood in
a bowl of rodent-bone, poured into the sand-thick front of a desert storm,
which laughed and flashed bright with lightning and scattered her blood in fine
drops across the desert for a day’s march in every direction. 


Afterwards, the storm-scarred man at the temple drew water
and blind white fish from the well. Provisions for her journey. He told her, as
the fish dried, that almost forty years ago a man had gone into the desert from
here and never returned. Berenike nodded, pleased.


Then, finally, Berenike began the walk of almost two weeks
to the central temple, where the winds were born.


~ ~ ~


\ she says: “The day I stepped onto the sea of grass,
Grandmother Kesty, I was recognized as your descendent, as having a face and a
fierceness of gaze so like yours. I heard your stories. How you rode away for
glory and silver. How, before that, you taught the youngest girls to draw a bow
and ride a horse in full gallop and sing louder than the wind, so that they
could fight to defend themselves from any who would claim them. How you taught
them to button their coats with the finely carved bones of their enemies. How
you taught them to know the winds like siblings. I came for that knowledge,
glimpsed first in my mother’s tales, then in my aunt’s. My aunt. Ah. I would
wish to have been taken in by no other woman! She didn’t expect me: daughter of
an older half-sister she had not known, whose life after leaving the sea of
grass is its own epic. Derent who rode to the sun! My aunt called me beloved
niece and finished the teaching my mother had begun, and I loved her. I would
wish that her maps were smaller, that she took less pleasure in founding
cities, that I did not have to learn how to oppose her. I came to the sea of
grass for its winds and found so much more: a family among the women who live
across the sea of grass, a lover, a home. But my aunt is a wind, unceasing.” \


~ ~ ~


There were no people in the central temple. There were no
winds, only the still, hot air. The temple’s walls were bare stone, its floors
un-patterned, its rooms empty of offerings. Berenike walked among them,
frowning.


“We do not often get people here.”


Berenike spun, already poised to hurl her javelin.


A person stood just an arm’s length from her. A wind.


“Which one are you?” Berenike said, lowering her arm.


“Why are you here?”


“Why do you think?”


“This is an empty temple,” the wind said. “Abandoned. It
belongs to no wind.”


“I know the story.”


The wind’s expression did not change. “Surely a general
fighting and conquering in the name of Kandros knows how often stories are
true.”


Berenike couldn’t stop a small smile. “The men and women
fighting for me tell this story: soon after her marriage to Kandros, the queen
Roshanak received an envoy from the women who live across a sea of grass. My
mother’s people. The envoy said that some young warriors had heard of a great
army gathered on the western edge of the steppe, and they wished to try
themselves in friendly combat against its soldiers, and perhaps join it, for a
share of its wealth and glory. 


“Roshanak and Kandros arranged athletic games outside the
grand city of Roshanak’s birth. The young warriors arrived, arrayed in
embroidered jackets and trousers, jangling with the silver of their jewelry,
and won prizes in sports from archery to wrestling to sprinting. Their request
to join the army was granted—but women who fought were rare, so it was not
always easy for the warriors. Many returned home.


“My mother, however, found a man among the soldiers whose
true aim and agility and singing impressed her, and she decided to have a child
with him, certain that his traits would combine well with her own. Then the
triumphs and trophies of the campaign distracted her from thoughts of home.
Then she died in a battle, as did my father. What a marvelous story! My
soldiers boast that both of my parents were fierce and strong. I am not
certain that any of them think it is true.”


“And because this tale is true—”


“Here is another story. In the desert of Šammuramat, far
to the east of this desert, the army of Kandros ran out of food and water.
Thousands died. Then we found a stream, a pathetic thing, that killed yet more
soldiers and camp followers who drank too much, too quickly. Among them, I
stood, only five years old, drinking slowly from a greave that had belonged to
my mother. Kandros was drinking nearby and, seeing me, said that I was the
future of his army, because I was five and already carried a greave. That story
is true.


“So is this one: eventually I left the water and walked
towards some of the camp children I knew, to sit with them, but suddenly a wind
kicked sand at me. It turned into a person, taller than me, very slender, so
that I assumed I was looking at a woman or an older girl, although I now
suspect that none of the winds are women or men, even when shaped as people.” 


The wind smiled, briefly. 


“That wind said, in the only language I knew then, ‘I am
the edge of a storm raging in the mountains far from here. I am a person who
once lived here. I am telling you to leave this water now, before the flash
food comes and sweeps your people away. I am not bothered by the deaths of
soldiers, but people like you do not need to share their deaths.’ Then that
wind blew away. 


“Kandros, who had been standing nearby, called me to him
and asked what I had seen, for he had seen it too. I told him. Why would I want
more soldiers to die? Kandros thanked me and called me blessed, for a god had
come to me, and he advised me not to tell anyone of it. I realized why, a few
years later, when he disappeared into the far north-west after his soldiers
would follow him no further: here. I realized what the storm wind had said: a
person, who once lived here.


“And this is from a song I heard in the women’s quarters,
where I continued my mother’s warrior training with many other girls under the
tutelage of Roshanak: in the great desert, of which Šammuramat’s desert is only
a tributary, there are hundreds of winds, there are dozens of temples, and
there is a temple in its heart where the winds are born.”


Berenike smiled again, and added, “There are as many
untrue tales of Kandros as there are stars across this sky, but that does not
prevent some of us from keeping hold of true ones.”


“You would not be who you are now,” the wind said.


Fear crept under her breastplate like a knife—but she
thought of the South-East Wind, of the storm wind in Šammuramat’s desert, of
the wind standing in front of her now. They were people. “What should I fear?”


“A wind is not a person.”


“Will I remember my goals, my life, myself?”


“You will be much more than those things.”


“Stop giving me these useless answers,” Berenike said,
firm, though the fear remained. If she lost sight of her plans and never
returned south, if she slipped from the memories of soldiers and
storytellers—she was no Kandros, to be remembered despite her disappearance.
She knew that. Before long, her soldiers would join another general’s army, and
eventually the spoils won in new wars would erase her name. The storytellers
would turn to fresher exploits.


“Every wind is different,” the wind finally said.


Better the risk than sure obscurity.


“I will do this,” she said.


The wind laughed, arms spread in a wide gesture
encompassing the ruined temple. “There is no rival general or beast here to be
slain.”


Berenike ignored the wind, returning to her exploration of
the temple: its featureless rooms, its smooth floors. No wind blew past her.
Above her head, the sun shone bright through the great holes in the roof.
Broken steps went nowhere, scattered across the floor like forgotten votives.
Berenike eyed the walls. Smooth. Too smooth. 


Outside, the temple’s walls were equally useless, but
Berenike walked twice around the perimeter, looking for details.


There—in shadow, a wall not plain but carved in pristine
snake-curls and fox-points. Berenike hoisted herself up it with ease.


What remained of the roof was flat, a plain like the
desert beyond it.


Winds blew around her, buffeted her, drove her gasping to
her knees, winds hard and sharp and slicing and pulling—it was agony; it was
torture. 


It stole her screams. 


It blinded her. 


It tore her skin from her body, it strung out her innards,
it ground her bones to dust. 


It tried to rend apart her thoughts.


I am Berenike, daughter of Kesty


Unrelenting.


founder of


It split her self open, it scattered her.


A woman who knows the name of the sea of grass, leader of
men who love fighting on foot, and I will win this war


It could not dissipate the pieces that were Berenike.


The wind blew harder.


~ ~ ~


\ she says: “Grandmother Kesty, I don’t know what you would
think of her. Would you be proud? Afraid? Both? I am.” \ 


~ ~ ~


• I am •


The wind blew across the desert, unsure, uncertain, like a
new horse, trying to see • seeing a city that can’t be real, seeing a caravan
of men with golden machines for hands, seeing rivers and lush forest, seeing
the desert south and east of the ruined temple, full of tall rocky pinnacles
that hide caves behind their small mouths • trying to focus on the pinnacles,
trying to blow between them, inside them, looking for evidence of the man who
had gone missing in the desert almost forty years ago, of the great conqueror
who had failed to achieve what she had just done.


What were those other deserts? They looked as real. Future
deserts? Past deserts?


Trying to blow in a single direction, trying to plan a
route, trying to think, to hold a thought, to be • I am blowing strong, strong,
strong •


Being a wind was • strong, strong • easy.


• no •


The wind concentrated on the desert, the pinnacles. • I
am Berenike, daughter of Kesty and Ariston, victorious general, founder of
Berenikia, a wind • The wind blew into the pinnacles • why are they full
of grain-sacks • which were empty and not empty • what are these
swarming men with dog-heads, what are these shining buildings with caves in
their bases, what are these bones •


A person’s bones, poorly arranged, bitten and broken by
fox-sharp jaws. 


Fabric flapped in the wind • I know this fine weave,
this golden thread • hanging on the ribs like sails. Disturbed sand
revealed a knife, a leather pouch, a pair of coins among the messy bones of one
hand.


How could bones be carried? How could the shape of the
person • Kandros • be held? How could it be presented, how could it be
believed to be him?


• I need to just pick them up like a wind carries sand
or a person carries several javelins •


The wind turned.


The wind twisted in thoughts of bones, of the poor
condition of this body • my wind-body • and how • how will I appear
to them • how • how can a wind lead an army with a bag of broken bones
• how to • where am I, how do I • become a person again, how to be what
the winds tore apart • how • how to be • I am Berenike • the
other winds said nothing, though they blew nearby • I am Berenike, I am
Berenike, I am •


Berenike spun out into her human body, gasping, gasping so
hard that her breath disturbed the sand at her feet. 


Still her body, unchanged. Still wearing her greaves and
breastplate and tunic, still battle-scarred and strong.


The bones fell around her like rain.


“I am Berenike.” Her voice, too, was unchanged.


“It is not good to hold onto your former self so tightly,”
said the wind from the last temple, suddenly standing in front of her. They
were not far from the cave where Berenike had found the bones of Kandros; its
sunset-long shadow stretched to her feet. “You are more than Berenike.”


“I am Berenike, a wind.”


Her whole body shook, exhausted as if from a days-long
march. How long had she been blowing? 


“She is new,” said another wind, unfamiliar to Berenike,
“and the manner of her birth is not typical.” Looking directly at her, the wind
said, “The East Wind forgets that we were born over ten thousand years ago. You
are not us. You are not a storm, born from a baby abandoned on a hillside or
plain, raised in the high places of the sky, swooping down when conditions are
right. You are not a sand spinny, as short-lived as a mouse.”


“How long will I live?” Berenike asked, unable to
comprehend the number ten thousand, unable to imagine—


A few centuries, she had thought. A life of legend.


“It is difficult to say,” the wind replied.


“One of your kind blew out in a mere decade,” the East
Wind said. “Another is still blowing, two thousand years later.”


“And did that one hold onto their former self?” Berenike
asked, shocked again. A decade! If she had stayed in the south with her
soldiers, she might have survived another decade. Two thousand years!


The East Wind looked away, at nothing in particular.


“There is no pattern,” the other wind said.


“Then my strength will keep me alive for centuries.”


The East Wind frowned, but the other wind smiled, saying,
“Know that you will change. Know that you are Berenike, but you are more than
her, too.”


“I’ll save that thought until after I’ve defeated my
enemies.”


And now it was the opposite of her need to wear her human
body; now the wind tugged at her, ecstatically sharp, and • I will be
remembered for this • the wind blew on with the bones of Kandros.


~ ~ ~


| I blow far from the desert. I blow in a land where an
army marches along the coastal plains. I blow between the high, tiled walls of
the city of Berenikia, where every dawn a singer on a high tower ululates in
joy. I blow, stirring the short hair of Berenike’s niece, preparing herself to
meet the legendary general for the first time. I blow, knowing that there is
another wind here—and there, there, blowing at the head of an army, bearing the
bones of Kandros like a banner, laying the opposing forces low with fear,
turning into General Berenike the person and celebrating victory after victory
with thousands of soldiers. |


~ ~ ~


The South-East Wind knew when Berenike became a wind,
knew—felt it, gusting past the temple, sending the bells into song—when the
wind blew south. The bones here of the men who had followed her to the desert
and to its temples made fine songs as the North Wind chased the new wind,
blowing further south than ever before, curious | I blow between the high,
tiled walls of the city of Berenikia, where every dawn the wind called Berenike
still blows along the shore, still is depicted on the city’s coins, still sits
at the head of the city’s council, hundreds of years after the city’s
foundation | but though the South-East Wind now knew something of
Berenike’s centuries of life, other parts of those years remained yet to be
seen when the South-East Wind once again blew among the bells of the temple
instead of guarding them in a human form. 


\ Mirtun speaks to all of the winds, at their temples
or out on the sands where bead-eared foxes run and an old vixen with a single,
wind-worn bell on its left ear watches over the kits, and what Mirtun asks for
is not transformation but knowledge: how to make offerings to the winds blowing
across the sea of grass, how to work with them—knowing that their ways will be
different to the winds of the temple desert but hoping that the knowledge will
aid her in the defense of her home \


~ ~ ~


\ before she leaves, Mirtun re-carves the jewelry on
the sandstone figure’s chest with careful attention to every original detail,
adding tulip-swirls only where the winds have erased the old styles—and she
leaves her name at the figure’s base like an offering \


~ ~ ~ ~ ~




Alex Dally MacFarlane lives in London, where she is pursuing an MA in Ancient
History. When not researching ancient gender and narratives, she writes
stories, found in Clarkesworld, Strange Horizons, Shimmer,
and multiple times Beneath Ceaseless Skies, most recently “Written
on the Hides of Foxes” in BCS #156. Her poetry can be found in Stone
Telling, Goblin Fruit, The Moment of Change, and Here, We
Cross. She is the editor of Aliens: Recent Encounters (2013) and The
Mammoth Book of SF Stories by Women (2014). Visit her online at www.alexdallymacfarlane.com.













THE UNBORN GOD


Stephen Case




THERE WERE BLACK KITES of the god’s priests aloft in the evenings, fabric
dark against the sky. I could tell that it troubled the wizard, though he said
nothing. Sylva had volunteered to leave the flying house, to scout them where
they hung and carry them away, but the wizard had refused.


“He thinks I would not come back,” she explained to me,
spilling around me like mist. “If we fly too far from his house, we lose our
way. We forget.”


“Is that what happened to the others?”


Papers shuffled on the desk before me. Her hands were the
wind. “Perhaps.”


I was writing with a quill the wizard had fashioned me. It
was a tail-feather from one of the large black birds that roosted in the upper
levels of the house. I had been his servant for less than a week (though time
quickly became stretched in odd directions inside the house’s walls, and the
only way to mark it was the inscrutable concentric rings of the timepiece by
the entrance) on the day he sent me to find a bird and pluck its feather.


“Here are the words you must say,” the wizard told me
then, leaning over the map table in the center of the house. He made me repeat
them.


It was my first taste of magic, and it felt metallic on my
tongue. The words hummed as I shaped them, setting my teeth on edge and numbing
my throat as they passed.


“He must see you when you speak. You must look him in the
eye.” The wizard’s own were on mine now; or rather, the polished bits of marble
in the place of his eyes by which he somehow saw.


The interior of the wizard’s house was shaped like a domed
rotunda, though viewed from without it drifted through clear skies as a lone
cumulus, its windows and doorway invisible to anyone observing from below. The
first floor was dominated by the map table at its center and its walls broken
at regular intervals by tall, narrow windows. Each level above formed a balcony
running the circumference of the house and was usually lined with books. It was
impossible to tell how many levels there were, and each overhung the next as
the dome arched toward its peak. Mists hid the highest reaches, and enormous
skeletons and preserved creatures were suspended from the unseen ceiling.


There was a single spiraling staircase connecting each
level, but these rose at different points along the circumference of each floor
so that moving upward between balconies was never direct. In addition, no
staircase—and the staircases were the most ornate aspect of the wizard’s house;
silver and carved of bone or ivory—seemed fixed in location. They moved, in
fact, according to a specific pattern, though I did not realize this until the
wizard fell from the house.


On the day I fetched the quill, I found one of the large
black birds after climbing through at least eight levels of the house. It was
perched on a railing opposite a wall of shelves filled with glass jars each
containing a human hand suspended in colored oil.


I cleared my throat, hoping the bird would look toward me.
In response, it took wing and circled the suspended bones of a rock-whale to
perch again on a railing three balconies higher. It might have been a raven or
a rook but for its a bright azure beak.


I sighed heavily and started upward once more.


When I reached it the second time, now opposite a wide
desk of scattered scrolls and spots of ink, the bird cocked its head to study
my approach. I spoke the words the wizard had given me. I could not tell that
they had any immediate effect, save once again feeling heavy and deadening in
my mouth, but the bird remained impassive as I approached and tugged from its
tail a long, black feather.


It was only when I broke eye contact that the bird
screeched and speared the back of my hand with its blue beak. I was still
nursing the gash when I returned to the wizard.


“Good,” he said. He took the ebony feather and notched it
with a tiny silver knife. “It must taste blood before it takes ink.”


I showed him my hand.


“Hold it out.”


I did, and then shouted and tried to pull away when he
pushed the shaft of the feather into my wound. When he withdrew it, the barbs
of the feather were streaked with red as though it had drawn up blood as a tree
takes water.


“Sylva will bring you something for the wound,” he said,
releasing my arm. I held the wound with my other hand, pressing down until it
throbbed.


“You must learn to write.” The wizard moved back to the
table in the house’s center.


When I had first come to his house (by night in the
airship with my poisoned father, fleeing the god’s ministers), the wizard, if
what Sylva and the timepiece told me was correct, had been sleeping in one of
the upper levels for years. Now he seldom left the circular map table. Sylva
whispered it was where he had taken council with his captains in the old days,
when the emperor had sent him here into the Shallows from over the mountains.
But none came to take council with him now that I could see, save perhaps the
winds and the birds that passed in and out of his windows.


The table was enormous. It seemed as wide as the room I
had slept in as a child in the mill beside the stream. It was a map of the
Shallows, detailed so that every river and field appeared. Sylva called it by a
certain name when I had first come to the house, but now I could not recall
what it had been. (I may not have been listening, distracted by trying to catch
a glimpse of her whose voice I heard and hands I felt but could not see.)


Besides the map, the features of which shifted so it
always remained centered on the location of the wizard’s drifting house, the
most noticeable aspect of the table was the clouds. They floated above its
surface like smoke, in perfect miniature of the clouds above the Shallows,
portraying the shifting aerial topography through which the wizard’s house
passed.


When I stood beside him clutching my hand, the table
showed tiny flecks to the far south, building into hillocks and furrows moving
northward, until the center of the map was a cluster of white columns with
scything blue canyons between. I could see those columns outside the windows as
we passed among them, blinding white and flattening at the tops.


“There are scrolls in the third cabinet of the third
level,” he was telling me. “Begin your lessons with those of the third shelf. I
do not have time to teach you myself, but you must learn nonetheless.”


“I know how to read and write.” My parents had sent me to
the school in the village until I was old enough to help my father at the mill.


“Not the languages my books are written in. Not enough to
be useful.”


“Why?” I pressed. I was bitter about my hand.


The carved stones that were his eyes turned toward me for
an instant before shifting back to the table.


“Because I wish it.” He paused as though waiting for me to
argue. When I was silent, he continued. “The books themselves and the quill
will assist you. Begin copying the third scroll, and continue to the next when
you are ready.”


I sighed heavily and started for the nearest staircase. I
assumed in my ignorance that studying would be less labor than scrubbing the
flagstone floor with rainwater. In this, as in much, I was incorrect.


~ ~ ~


I found a desk on the third level, not far from the shelf
the wizard indicated. I wanted to be alone but not too far away. I still
understood little about the upper levels of the house, but I knew that one did
not climb into them without having been sent on a specific errand.


The house had a tendency to resist casual wandering.


Sylva found me where I sat on a weathered oaken stool. “I
brought you something for your hand,” she whispered, “and some parchment and
ink.” A bandage coiled through the air like a serpent.


One could not see Sylva. I wished I could, because her
voice was kind. Perhaps because we were both servants of the wizard, she
treated me at times like a younger brother. Not like the birds, who ignored me,
and the timepiece, who only answered my direct questions, and then only as
though I were a particularly uninteresting piece of furniture.


Sylva, according to the wizard, was a wind to which he had
provided an anima. She was a
living breeze. She could carry things and take messages, and she could clean
the wizard’s house, but like the wind, one only saw the effects of her passage.
Depending on how hard she concentrated, she could manipulate objects with
surprising dexterity. She must have been rather focused now to carry the
parchment and ink to the table so steadily in her twisting fingers of air. I
thanked her and when she said nothing assumed she had gone.


The parchment of the third scroll smelled of age, but the
ink inside was dark. I realized why the wizard had selected this particular
volume, for it was written in the language I could read, interspersed with
lines of an unfamiliar text. It told a story of two brothers and a tree and a
dying king. I soon learned that the unknown script told the same story; that
the scroll was a tool by which I was expected to learn the language.


There was more. The story told of the tree learning to
speak; of winds that would shape the words into various tones the way Sylva
shaped fingers to grip a tray or broom. Sounds seemed to float up off the
parchment, so that with concentration I heard the speech as well as read the
forms of letters.


It mattered, because tone was often the most important
thing with magic.


I learned that from the books. The wizard was correct. I
did not then know his plans, but as peaceful as the skies seemed now, there
would soon be no time to learn from him.


~ ~ ~


That first day spent over the scroll passed quickly. The
strange script arched and coiled as I watched, marching over the words with
which I was familiar until it finally left them behind and went on alone to
tell of the king’s death, the blinding of his son, and the strange fruit the
tree bore. The sounds continued rising from the parchment as well, forming
tones I felt more than heard, passing above me like the tiny clouds over the
wizard’s table.


His voice called me down to prepare dinner.


We watched the black kites after we had eaten. The sun was
setting behind mountains in the west, mountains that were only peaks, cliffs,
and dizzying spirals of cloud. The kites were rising on invisible threads, a
line of black diamonds in formation against the horizon.


“They’re searching for you,” I said.


The wizard nodded. We were standing high in the house,
though there were still scores of balconies above. There were no shelves on
this level or desks of books and scrolls. Instead, wide windows opened on every
side with dozens of brass and glass instruments crowded before them. The wizard
was peering through one that looked like a spyglass with five or six parallel
tubes.


“Can they see us?” The kites were becoming invisible as
darkness grew. Through the spyglasses it was clear they had no riders, yet I
felt certain they were watching.


“They will see nothing but a cloud.”


“But they know your house is disguised.”


Again the nod.


“Why doesn’t the god send the jellies?”


We sometimes drifted through schools of luminous jellies
that rode high during the days before falling beneath the clouds as they cooled
in the evening. I shuddered when I saw them drift past the windows, white and
nearly transparent by daylight, remembering the night that had brought me to
the wizard’s house, when the god turned the jellies to red, flowing, angry
sheets across the sky.


“The god is yet unborn,” the wizard explained. He had
explained this before. “His manifestation in organic creatures—the jellies,
certain plants and animals on the surface below—are unconscious reactions. Such
as you would shift or mutter in your sleep. He does not consciously search for
us, though his followers do.”


“The priests?”


The wizard nodded a third time and lowered his instrument.
He moved from the windows, which looked now onto an inky darkness devoid of
stars, and motioned me to follow. A fire winked to life in the great hearth on
the main floor far below.


“His followers, those who prepare the way for his coming—its coming—send aloft those kites.
They may pray to it, and it may hear their prayers, but it hears them as one
hears voices in dreams.”


I thought about the priests that had come to my father’s
mill. “But the priests are like an army. They must have dozens of men in each
village.”


The carved stones marking the wizard’s eyes turned on me.
“Tell me about them.”


“What?”


“Tell me about the blue-cloaked priests that came to your
father’s mill.”


I thought back to the day the priests had come to tell my
father he could no longer harvest the glow-ink from the jellies because these
aerial creatures that had provided my family’s livelihood for generations had
become extensions of the god’s growing consciousness.


“There were maybe twenty of them, but it was hard to
count. I’ve told you this before. They kept blending into each other. But they
all looked hard, like soldiers. And they had mercenaries with them. And wagons
and weapons. They beat my father.” I stopped suddenly. I had forgotten that.
“They beat him and said they could kill him and no one in the village would
lift a finger.”


The wizard was pulling a smoky ribbon from the air as he
walked. As he spoke he twisted it around his hands. “That was not the way you
told the story when you first came here. You said there were perhaps half a
dozen priests. Old men. They seemed bland and ineffectual. They had no
mercenaries and no weapons.”


I was confused. “That’s not how I remember it. Why would I
have said that?”


The ribbon writhed in the air between us. I thought of
Sylva but felt no wind.


“Because the god is growing,” he answered. “Because it is
growing toward omniscience, perhaps omnipotence, and its influence is reaching
backward and forward in time. When you came here the priests were bands of
clerics who had succeeded in bringing the god to root in the city but were
still flailing in their newfound power.”


The ribbon arched between us, and I realized it was
recording the words as he spoke them. I recognized them as the language I had
been training myself to read.


“Now they are an army, and they are launching a grid of
watchers into the sky to snare us.” We had arrived back at the table on the
main level of the house, beside the roaring fire. It seemed to take less time
to move through the house when I was walking with the wizard.


“They’ve always been an army,” I said. “That’s how they
were able to take the city and plant the god at its center.”


The recording spell spiraled away from us, to be lost in
the dimness overhead.


“No.” The wizard stared down at the table. Now, besides
the surface features and miniature billows of clouds, there were tiny flags of
darkness flying in formation over its face. “There was no army. Nor did they
recruit one in the time you have been here. The current of past events is being
influenced. Do you recall the War of Sixteen Saints?”


“The War of Seven Saints,” I corrected. “The seven rebel
generals who tried to prevent the god taking root.”


In the light from the fireplace, his eyes did look very
much like the eyes of a statue. “I thought being in my house might shelter you
from the influence,” he said. “Go back to your books for another hour, and then
you may retire.”


But though I stared down at the books for what seemed
hours, I did not see them. I recalled instead the day the priests had come to
our house, their hard faces and their posture, and the sounds of the blows on
my father’s back.


~ ~ ~


I do not know whether the wizard ever slept. When the
timepiece woke me in the mornings to prepare his meal, he was already awake,
usually standing where I had left him in the evening, staring down at the map
table. And when I went to bed on my small cot beside the door, he was either
there still or sitting in one of the chairs beside the fire.


He had been sleeping, though, for decades before I found
his house, so perhaps he felt he needed none now.


When the kites grew thicker, the wizard finally sent Sylva
to scatter them.


“You said she might not come back.” I brought the tea
service and set it on a tall stool.


“She may not.”


“Is that what happened to the others?”


The wizard took his cup and stared into it as though it
contained a smaller version of the map on the table before him.


“That may be the case,” he said. “At the height of my
power the house was filled with winds. Each had an anima. Their spirits were tethered to my house. If they
wandered from it while I was asleep they would lose cohesion and
consciousness.”


I looked out the nearest window. The cloudscape today
seemed a sea with a few white islands rearing out of it. I saw no black kites
but knew they must be rising around us.


“Do you know this instrument?”


I looked at the tall, narrow glass column the wizard
indicated. It hung on the wall between the timepiece and an open window.


“A barometer. The port-master in the village used to carry
them.”


“Indeed. Every airship captain would carry one. They gauge
the weight of the air, and its falling or rising signals a change in the
weather.”


I knew all this and nodded.


The wizard drained his cup. “The emperor sent me over the
mountains a hundred years ago to put an end to the Sky Wars that were tearing
the Shallows apart. After that there was peace, until your lifetime, when the
priests tried planting their unborn god in the city.”


I knew all this as well, but I had never heard the wizard
speak of it himself.


“Do you know why I slept through the War of the Sixteen
Saints?”


“Three Saints,” I corrected, wondering what this had to do
with the barometer. “There were three generals who rebelled.”


The wizard arched an eyebrow and handed me the cup, which
I returned to the tray. When he was done, I would take it and the rest of the
service to the tiny kitchen adjoining this room and wash them with rainwater
cached in the stones below.


“I removed myself from the stream of history for a full
century,” the wizard was saying. His attention had returned to the map table.
“As the god grows, its power increases both backward and forward in time. I
have explained this to you before.”


“Yes.”


“There are ways to combat this, but the surest is to
isolate oneself. The god’s influence does not yet stretch as far as a century
into the past; events from perhaps the previous decade alone are being altered.
But I needed a way to test those changes. I needed a barometer.”


“That’s why I’m here?” I picked up the tea service. “You
needed someone to gauge the god’s power?”


The wizard waved the question away. “You are here because
you found the sword, and in so doing found my house.”


“The barometer is falling,” the timepiece announced.


Outside there were flashes in the distance. The wind
hauled itself back in through the window, bringing with it the smell of rain.
For a moment Sylva was around me, and I had the fleeting impression of a
giantess with streaming hair, her form an outline of mist. She was wild and
stroked my face with rainy fingers.


The wizard barked a word and the figure collapsed.


“There were many kites,” she whispered, “and there were
airships as well. They are gone now.”


I had never feared Sylva before. I did now.


~ ~ ~


The timepiece woke me next morning.


“To the books,” it said.


I went into the kitchen to wash my face in cold water,
then reemerged and studied the concentric rings making up the timepiece’s face.
I was learning the script of the wizard’s books, but I still could not
interpret any of the figures on its surface.


“What time is it?” I asked.


“Now.”


I snorted.


The sky beyond the windows was a grey slate. The house
felt very much like a ship today, sailing through silent and shrouded seas.


The wizard was nowhere to be seen, and the fire in the
hearth beside the map table had fallen to embers. I stirred it and added some
logs from the wide basket on the stone floor, wondering how the wizard
replenished his supply of firewood. Did the house land to take on fresh supplies?
We gathered water from the clouds and eggs from the birds that made an aviary
of its upper reaches, but the flour that I used to make our bread, the tea, the
wood, and the other supplies crowding the rough wooden shelves in the kitchen
surely came from somewhere.


Though he was, after all, a wizard.


I climbed to my desk on the third level of the house. On
the second level I had to walk nearly the entire perimeter to find the spiral
staircase, which had wandered from where I had descended it the previous night.


I had finished the scroll about the tree and the dying
king and his two sons. I moved on to scrolls of the second shelf, which
interwove the new script with a third one, jagged and angular. This one was
more difficult, but I copied out the curious shapes onto parchment with the
black-and-red quill that had tasted my blood.


I encountered resistance. It was difficult to form certain
letters, to join together the angle of their figures. I felt it up my arms and
in my chest.


“You are weaving spells.”


The wizard had come up silently behind me. He pointed down
at the short train of words I had been able to fashion.


“Is that why they’re so hard to write?”


“Spells are created of words and will. Sometimes the words
are the easier part.”


I asked him what kind of spells they were.


“Warding spells. And spells of knowledge. Things that will
allow you to read more of the books in the house and protect you from what you
learn.”


“And from the god?”


He moved from the table and motioned me to follow.


“And from the god,” he agreed. “It cannot influence you
directly, but we have already seen that it begins to shape and alter the past,
including your own.”


We reached a window, and he motioned below.


“We are leaving the Shallows.”


It was like going over the edge of the world.


I had never been beyond the Shallows. I knew they were an
immense mesa, but I knew it the same way I knew what the port-master used to
say, that the world was an immense sphere. It was a fact never mapped directly
onto my experience.


“You see now why the sky captains called it the Shallows?”


The grey clouds we sailed upon were breaking.


“Because the sky is shallow over it,” I muttered.


The wizard’s house had drifted with herds of cumulus for a
hundred years over the low sky of the Shallows. When I looked down from the
windows, it had always been onto a patchwork of rolling hills, farms, and small
streams. Now that had ended, and the land fell away in dizzying cliffs. There
was a tiny brown thread I knew to be a road, stitching back and forth down the broken
cliff face until it reached sandy red-brown dunes below. The rippled dunes
seemed distant as the bottom of a sea.


I had lived my entire life on a mountaintop and never
known it. “That’s a desert?”


“It is. It stretches several days’ journey to where the
mountains begin to rise and the city rests.” The wizard looked grim. “It does
not normally hold clouds.”


There were a few other clouds in the sky with us, slipping
over the edges of the cliff like steam from the lip of a cauldron.


“Except when it storms.” Sylva had come up beside us.


The wizard nodded. “I have been waiting for the winds to
change, and now we have slipped the net tightening around us in the Shallows.
We are going to the city.”


“I thought we were hiding.”


“We were hiding until the winds changed.” The wizard’s
house was dropping slowly, and the cliffs were already rising up behind. “Now
we go to do that for which I slept a hundred years. Are you afraid?”


I was not. Something grew cold and tight in my chest.


“They killed my father,” I said, angry with the memory and
angry the wizard would question my resolve. “When the god moved into the
jellies. The priests and their soldiers came and killed him to make an example.
Then they hung his body up on one of his own kites as a warning.”


The wizard stared, and Sylva gasped.


“The gulf widens,” he said softly. “You did not have that
memory when you first came to my house. You came here with your father.”


I shook my head. “I came here because. . .” The
memories were uncertain. They changed as I watched them, like clouds in a gale.
“I was fleeing.”


“He had been poisoned by the jellies, and you found my
house seeking help. I healed him in return for your pledge of service. He
returned to your village alone.”


“No.” My voice cracked. “I saw them kill him. I fled
alone.” The memory was firm now, as clear and sharp as the outline of my
father’s kite against the sky. “My father is dead.”


“He is dead then,” the wizard said.


I held back my tears until the wizard had returned below,
but when they came they were grey and full of fury.


~ ~ ~


The next hours passed swiftly. Clouds continued spilling
from the Shallows and gathered around us as the winds carried us across the
desert. Sylva began to roar in and out of the house’s windows. The wizard gave
her words as she passed, phrases of power I had not heard before but
half-understood. She goaded clouds down and around us until they reared on all
sides like beasts.


Soon it was storming. Winds whistled beyond the windows.


The wizard called for me.


“Is it magic?” I asked.


“Magic is little more than reading the signs.” Clouds
clustered over the table’s surface so densely it was difficult to see the map
below. “It is magic to know when to go and when to stay.” His marble eyes
glanced at the windows. “But yes, Sylva helps, aided by my power. I was afraid
I would be crippled with only one of my winds remaining, but I believe she will
be enough.”


She had become a monster. Soon the howl of wind was joined
by the clatter of hail falling against the white stones of the house’s walls. The
wizard spoke to the timepiece, and copper shutters swung into place over each
window. Sylva came back in a whirl of steam through the chimney.


“Rest,” the wizard told her. Amidst the steam it was
almost possible to see her shape.


“They have airships,” she said. “They are waiting over the
city.”


“We will reach them presently.” He smiled. “The storm has
become self-sustaining. Gather your strength for the final event.”


The mist scattered, and I lost her.


The wizard turned to me. “Can you read my books now?”


I was looking for Sylva and asked what he meant by final
event.


“My books,” he repeated. “Can you read them?”


“No. Every day I find a scroll in a new language, and I’ve
barely made headway in the second script. It would take a lifetime to be able
to read half.”


He smiled again. He was making me nervous. It was the most
I had seen him smile since coming to his house. He had been waiting and
watching for so long that now to see him taking action and almost eager was
disconcerting.


“They will teach you,” he said.


Outside, the storm continued to build.


~ ~ ~


I went to my desk but could not concentrate. Outside, the
wind moaned, but I heard it crying inside as well. I climbed two levels and
found Sylva.


She obviously wanted to be found. She could have stayed hidden,
even if she could not have remained silent. Rain had sprayed in through the
crack of one of the shutters, and she shaped it into a wide and pained face.


“Who am I?” she asked.


I sat down beside her.


“I don’t remember who I am.”


“You’re Sylva.”


Her face rippled. “Before that. Whose anima holds these winds together? The
wizard is strong, but not strong enough to create life. Whose soul did he use
for me?”


I reached for her, but there was nothing. The face
collapsed, and I felt only a breeze on my arms.


“He thinks the other winds left while he was sleeping,”
she said, and now her voice was at my ear. “He’s wrong. I drove them away. I
was stronger than any of them, and I pushed them out of the house one by one.”
Her voice grew cold and the air shaping it colder. “I wanted him—I wanted the
house—to myself.”


I had given no thought to how Sylva had come or what bound
her to the wizard, but now I thought of her alone for those decades while the
wizard slept, haunting the house, driving the other winds away in fury or
frustration.


“Why?” I asked.


It was a stupid question, and she ignored it to ask her
own. “Who was I, that I could have done that?”


“Do you love him?”


“He’s an old man.” She sighed. “I’m compelled to serve
him. But I was jealous of the others.”


I waited.


“When we get to the city he will send me away. He will
need me to drive the airships out of the sky.” Her laugh was sharp and hollow.
“It won’t be difficult. But I do not want to go. The storm out there is alive
now. I hear the winds I drove out. They’re not really alive, not since they
left the house, but they remember me. And they’re angry.”


The air stirred as she withdrew.


“I don’t want to go. Goodbye, Diogenes Shell.”


For a moment there might have been rainwater lips on my
forehead, and then she was gone.


I stared at the rows upon rows of scrolls around me. I
wondered in which her story was written and how many years of reading it would
take before I might find it.


~ ~ ~


When the copper shutters closed like a hundred eyes,
lanterns along the balconies flickered to light. They stretched upward, tier
upon tier, until looking at the upper levels of the house was looking into a
sky of stars. We had been riding in the storm a full day perhaps. Now the
lights were beginning to dim, and the wizard called me again to the main level.


“Stay off the staircases,” he said when I reached him. He
stood before the table, which was still covered in the layer of black clouds we
rode within.


“Have we reached the city?”


“Soon.” He pointed to a spot near the table’s edge.
“Sylva.”


“I’m here.”


“After this you will be free.”


The lanterns along the first balcony sputtered. “After
this I will be lost! You’re sending me away!” She was angry. Her voice filled
the house.


“You may go where you please,” the wizard said, still staring
at the table. “Put out the fire.”


She stomped on it and blew a thousand brilliant sparks up
the chimney.


There was a new light coming from somewhere. Thunder
crashed against the walls of the house as though someone wanted inside.


“Who were we?” Sylva yelled.


The wizard glanced up. There was a glow against his marble
eyes from the growing light in the house. The lanterns had completely gone out,
but the metal of each staircase burned with a white luster that increased with
each echo of thunder outside.


The wizard turned to the timepiece beside the doorway.
“Time?”


“Soon,” it answered.


I realized with a start that the clock was a map. Not of
outside. . . There were points around each of its concentric circles,
one on each ring, arranged in a spiral running out from the middle. I glanced
up at the rows of balconies. Each held one staircase, shining now with electric
light. They moved, though I never saw it happen. At this moment they were
arranged in a spiral pattern, each slightly offset from the one below. They
grew brighter, and the spiral tightened, as did the spiral of arms on the
clock’s face. The clock was a map of the wizard’s house.


“Who am I?!” Sylva shouted again.


“You are my wind,” the wizard said. “Wear this.” He pulled
a silver ring off his finger and handed it to me. “The timepiece will speak to
you, and obey. In time, the house will as well.”


He moved his hands along the sides of the table, and it
swung back slowly, revealing a wide hole like a well through the stone floor.


I would have asked a hundred questions, but I did not know
what was coming.


“Now, Sylva.”


She was all around me, filling the chamber, and her
fingers were in my hair.


Then once more she was gone.


Below the house I could see a maelstrom of cloud and the
raked hulls of airships bobbing within it. We were the center of a whirlwind,
and down its throat far below loomed the walls of the city and what must have
been the roof of a huge cathedral. The light running up and down the staircases
mirrored the lightning in the clouds.


“Are you going to kill it?” I thought about the god
growing in rooms below, the thing the priests had planted in the heart of the
city, now reaching backward and forward in time.


“You cannot kill a god.”


“Then what are you going to do?” I had to shout over the
thunder.


“Stop it. Change it.” His eyes flashed again. “You are not
who I was expecting, Diogenes Shell, but you are the one who came. You must
take my house back over the mountains, to the emperor. He summoned me home long
ago, but I slept instead, waiting for this day.”


I yelled my question again.


“He will ask you my name. This you must tell him, so he
will know I have succeeded.”


“But I don’t know your name!”


“You will know if I succeed. Time?” he asked again,
turning to the timepiece.


Its voice hammered like a gong. “Now!”


Lightning flared in the sky around us, and the spiral of
light in the wizard’s house answered in kind until the air sparked and my hair
stood on end. The wizard stepped over the edge of the stone floor and dropped
through the hole. The lightning followed him down, weaving a net around him as
he fell.


In the sudden silence I could hear Sylva calling. A new
memory rose up: the massacre and the village burning beneath me as I fled in my
father’s airship, and I screamed.


~ ~ ~


The storm cleared quickly. Clouds peeled away as the
whirlwind collapsed, and below and falling behind I could see smoke wafting up
from a ruined cathedral.


No airships rose in pursuit. The wind pushed us away from
the city, toward the mountains in the north. I told the timepiece to open the
shutters of the windows, climbed in the house as high as I could, and used a
spyglass to scan the horizon. I saw no sign of the wizard, nor did I hear
Sylva’s voice on the breeze.


“What did he do?” I asked the clock when I descended.


“I do not know.”


I was twisting the silver ring between my fingers as I
spoke. Now I slipped it onto my right index finger, the only finger it fit, and
asked the question again.


“He fell to confront the god. The staircases, when aligned
correctly, act as conduits for the lightning. He wished to face the god, and he
believed this method would best neutralize its defenses.”


“Along with Sylva’s storm.”


“Correct.”


“Does the house hold other tricks like that?”


“Indeed. Very many.”


“Turn the house around and pass again over the city.”


“I cannot control the house’s path.”


“What do you mean? The wizard could.”


The clock ticked. “Indeed. But he has sent it home, and it
is returning. I can do nothing to alter its course.”


“Where is it going?”


“Over the mountains.”


“And what then?”


“The emperor’s corsairs will rise to meet us.” The voice
of the timepiece rang like silver. “When they find that the wizard is gone and
you do not know the word of passage, they will conclude you are an agent of the
god and will have you executed.”


“What is the word of passage?”


“I do not know.”


The timepiece answered no differently no matter how I
phrased the question. I asked no further questions and instead waited the rest
of the day hoping Sylva would return. But all the winds that found their way
through the open windows were silent. After that, there seemed to be nothing
but to resume searching the wizard’s books and watching the mountains’ slow
approach. If he had survived, he would send a message. He would call the house
back. Something. I could not imagine he would have knowingly sent me to my
death over the mountains.


But we continued to drift northward, and no word came.


I had never seen mountains. I thought the clouds that I
moved through were the true mountains, and they did indeed dwarf any contour of
land I had seen in the Shallows. But these mountains rose up as though the
world itself was gathering to lurch to its feet. The bank of clouds we followed
broke against their knees, and their shoulders and peaks wore wreathes of snow.


We rose until we left the cloudbank behind, and still the
mountains lifted in front of us. I wondered how we looked to anyone watching on
those slopes: a white, stony cumulus higher than any other dared go, solid of
form while the true clouds tore themselves to ragged bits on the mountains’
lower slopes.


Still we rose higher, passing through a narrow break
between two peaks just below the snow line. Our shadow moved across a thin
golden snake that disappeared over the lip of the pass. It was a road leaping
over narrow crevasses on spans of ivory that seemed frail and sugar-spun from
so far above: the emperor’s highway connecting his capital with lands to the
south and west that he held now only in word.


We were over the mountains for days. When I was not watching
at the windows I read. The wizard had been right. Books opened themselves, and
the scripts within flowed around me like rivers. I heard their words after I
had closed the pages and by night as I slept beneath open windows.


I heard my memories as well. The ribbon-spells the wizard
had cast when I spoke came streaming down out of the darkness and read my own
words back to me. The number of saints in the War of the Saints, the number of
priests who had come to the door of our mill, my father and the words he said.


I no longer recalled him dying.


Yet the wizard’s house continued to hasten northward, and
the wizard’s name remained unknown to me.


There were histories among the scrolls. Soon I was able to
affix the names of battles and lost fleets with the valleys that passed below
us. I knew the legends of captives of war with souls enchained in water, fire,
earth, or wind. I knew, when the mountains opened out to a high, grassy plain
stretching out toward the horizon, that we had reached the threshold of the
emperor’s capital.


But I did not know the wizard’s name.


The voice of the timepiece broke my reverie. “There are
ships.”


“Airships?”


“Rising from the valley beneath us.”


I saw them approaching in the house’s wide windows. They
were unlike any I had seen before. They had no air-sacks nor sails. They rose
like the wizard’s house, without apparent means of buoyancy. There were two of
them, thin, with low stone walls and slanted roofs.


“Who are they?”


“They are the emperor’s corsairs.”


“The house has come home,” I said slowly. I turned to the
timepiece. “What is the wizard’s name? Tell it to me now or you have killed
me.”


Its voice was hollow. “I do not know.”


When the two ships neared, someone on board the larger
unfurled a blue banner. I recognized the standard from my readings: a tree with
three blossoms. “The emperor is aboard that one.”


The wizard would not have left me without a clue at all. I
wracked my brain, but I could cull nothing from the words I had read or those
he had spoken to me.


The first ship pulled alongside the house, close enough I
could see figures moving behind narrow portholes. There was a soft shudder, and
one of the birds that had returned to the house’s upper reaches dropped heavily
to my shoulder.


“They have docked,” the timepiece said, “and three have
come aboard.”


I stood beside the large table at the center of the room.
It had been dead since the wizard fell, but now it blinked to life, and I could
see the landscape of mountains and wide valley that spread out below. A breeze
beside me stirred.


Someone knocked at the door.


“Open it,” I told the timepiece.


The three men who entered were tall and thin, in the white
and blue uniforms of sky captains I had only seen before in very old paintings.


The one in the middle followed a few paces behind. “Who
are you?”


I told them my name.


“Where is your lord?”


“The wizard fell to meet the god and sent the house back
over the mountains.”


The two in the lead held a whispered conference as the
third waited. He eyed the timepiece with interest.


“We have had no message from the city,” one of them
finally said to me. “Though you would have outpaced any who came.”


I nodded. They were suspicious. The wizard had been gone
over a hundred years. I had no idea what hold the god had developed here. And
the wizard had not been sent against that foe; he had been sent to put an end
to the barons’ Sky Wars, which had ended in my great-grandfather’s time.


“He would have left a sign,” the third finally said. He
looked at me. “I am the Emperor Theodorus. These are my lieutenants.”


They both gave small bows.


“He would have given you a name.”


~ ~ ~


Memory blossomed unbidden:


I had been awake
since dawn. The winds began to drop as the sun rose, and I climbed the tower at
the roof’s peak to slowly winch down the kites. 


“A good night?” my
father yelled up from the courtyard. 


“Looks to be.”


The clouds were
piled high in the western sky, and they cast the sunlight back in brilliant
white. Even in their glare I could see the glow of the jellies caught in our
wicker nets.


I cranked on the
wooden winch. It took several minutes to draw the kites all the way down. When
they were low enough, my father poled the wicker basket-nets from where they
hung while I collapsed the kite arms and stowed them in the attic.


“A fine harvest,”
my father noted proudly when I joined him in the barn. He had already lugged in
the baskets and was stained to his elbows in the jellies’ sticky-sweet juice. 


I nodded and joined
him.


He finished his
load and went to stand by the vats. When I had unloaded the last of my baskets,
I climbed to the upper level to unlock the windmill’s gears from the water pump
and hook them to the pistons in the vats below. The beams groaned as the gears
locked, and I heard my father’s approving grunt.


The presses began
to squeeze out the jelly-ink. 


Mother called then.
There was a man at the door.


A priest.


“Greetings in the
name of the New God,” he said, when my father met him. Father invited him in
while Mother set out bread and cheese. The priest said he had been on the road
for several weeks doing the god’s business. He blue robes were dusty and his
beard untrimmed. My father offered him bread.


“You are a trader
in the glow-ink harvested from the sky?” the priest asked.


My father nodded.
“Trader and harvester. We process it here and take it into market.”


“It is burned as
oil?” The priest tore at his bread.


My father nodded
again.


“A holy fire. You
should be honored. Your trade is a blessed one.”


At this my father
gave a blank stare.


The priest brushed
crumbs from his fingers and spread his hands. “The Unborn God is growing.
Reaching into the fabric of his world. His roots run deep, both in the earth
and in ways we cannot perceive. There is a certain species of lichen that grows
on the spruce of the forests to the east. It is now part of the god, and his
awareness inhabits the march of shadows and seasons upon bark. There is a
blindworm found in certain sands of the southern deserts. The god now hears—in
its unborn sleep-—through their ears and knows the passage of caravans on the
dunes above. And now in the jellies. He feels the passage of the winds across
his world in the motions of their nightly migrations.” There was a glow in the
priest’s eyes. His fingers were still outspread, as though he could somehow
augment his god’s growth. 


My father’s face
remained impassive.


“It is a thing of
great honor,” the priest continued, “to touch the god each night, even in his
sleep. I was hoping—” and here the priest coughed as though embarrassed— “I was
hoping to offer my services for a short time and learn of your craft, assist
you in your work. It would be a great honor.”


“You want to learn
to harvest and process the jellies?”


“This may be
difficult to understand.” The priest smiled apologetically. “The nature of the
god is nascent, but we perceive that he is a duality. He-who-is is one with
He-who-serves. We come to know the god through communion with others as much as
with the god himself, for the god is himself communion.”


My father snorted
softly, but the priest looked at me.


“His name,” he
said, “is Theodulus.”


~ ~ ~


“He would have given you a name,” the emperor repeated,
his voice dangerously soft.


The bird on my shoulder shifted its weight, and I recalled
the twin stones of the wizard’s eyes and the story of the tree and the two sons
in the first scroll.


“He was your brother,” I said. “He was blinded and cast
out.”


“My grandfather’s brother.” The emperor’s own eyes were a
deep blue. “He was consecrated and ordained.”


“I know his name, and I know now what has become of him.”


They waited. The house suddenly felt like my own. The rest
of them—even the emperor—were only guests here.


So many books yet to be read.


“He was called home after the Sky Wars, “ I told them,
“but he had foreseen the god’s coming. He slept, so as to remain out of reach.”


The emperor paled slightly at mention of the god. I
remembered the stories they told of the emperor summoned over the mountains to
play the role of justice when they executed Septimus, the only of the Sixteen
they had been able to take alive.


“One cannot kill a god. But the wizard fell to face it.
Not to defeat it. Not to destroy it. To let it absorb him, as it was absorbing
the stream of time, the sentience of its priests, the flow of jellies across
the sky. To conquer through submission, and by so doing shape its motions and
its nature from within.”


The wizard’s ring felt warm on my finger. A breeze played
at the back of my neck.


“I know the wizard’s name. You are Theodorus, as was your
father before you and his before him. The wizard was Theodulus,” I said. “As am
I.”


The emperor’s stunned silence was vast, and in it I heard
submission.


The clock chimed, the wind laughed at my ear, and the
wizard’s house—home now—hung high and stately over the emperor’s plains.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE RIVER DOES
NOT RUN


Rachel Sobel




BENEATH A HIGH PALE SUN, Doormaker follows the broken road into the demon’s
kingdom.


She is clad in an armor wrought of primordial isotopes,
imbued with mathematics of sufficient strength to reinforce its stability
against the demon’s fallout. Beneath it, she hides her war-given wounds, which
burn and twist at certain hours of the day or beneath the shadows of certain
trees.


The silence is unnerving, the wilderness here emptied of
the beasts that must once have populated it. Only the birds remain, soaring
high overhead, predatory. They are immune to the depredations of the demon’s
power, or suborned by it. She watches them with wariness in her soul.


Alone, she must be cautious. The demon’s presence eddies
through the desert air like water, diffuse and subtle, the coil of its sharp
intelligence lingering behind the soft pressure of the wind against her face
and the fine grit of stone that catches in her hair. Her vigilance against it
is a necessary burden; it saps her strength, but she does not lag or falter.


On the third night, a vulture lands beside her fire. Its
dark eyes are rimmed in gold, unnaturally bright in the twilight. She watches
it in silence, taking in the crooked, cowled wings, the pale feathers on its
head, the ruff about its neck.


“You’ve come a long ways to find your death,” the vulture
says at last. Its beak is sharp and cruelly curved, and glitters in the light
of the fire.


Doormaker laughs. “I’m not afraid of you, carrion-eater,”
she says, looking through it to the integral forces holding together the atoms
of feather and beak and thready internal organs. Beside the complexity of
unweaving spell-wrought mathematics, organic destruction is simplicity itself.


“At least carrion is honest in its perversion,” it says,
and crooks its sharply curved beak at her, a vulturine grin. “Has life been so
clean with you that you should defend it?”


Thinking of a city afire, of the light of calculated
missiles in the sky above her, Doormaker has no reply at first. She thinks
again of dismembering the vulture into its component parts, leaving it in a
tidy pile of fragmented bone and feather. Instead, she squares her shoulders
and looks it in the eye.


“Tell your master I have come to destroy it,” she says. It
feels less like bravado than she expected.


The light of her fire gleams against the vulture’s eyes;
enough warning that when it opens its beak again there is time to throw up a
shield between her and it, the impermeability and aegis of lead set against its
attack. Even so, she is left blinking against the momentary scouring heat and
light of radiation.


The vulture considers her, dark-eyed and pale-feathered as
a ghost. Breathing hard, Doormaker stares back at it, her back straight, hands
outstretched in the form of her art. The silence sits between them, deep and
wide as the night that fills the canyon, broken only by the whisper of the wind
through cottonwood and sagebrush.


“Your message is received,” says the vulture at last, and
in a thunderclap of wind and wings it lifts from the ground, dusty gravel
scattering beneath it.


Doormaker watches it go, the shape of its shadow cast
against the stars, until it is lost in the cloudless summer sky.


~ ~ ~


By day, the badlands blaze, sunstruck and desiccated. The
road is stubbled with a hundred years of fallen debris, edged with gold-tipped
cactuses and sword-edged grasses. Beside it, the rock formations rise
blunt-faced and rosy, reaching up to the cloudless sky and crumbling to sand at
her touch.


There are bones, sometimes, bleached severe and haughty by
the sun and scattered at the road’s edges. She does not ask their history; does
not need to. Does not dare.


As a child before the war, she heard the stories of her
people’s homeland, of the destruction of the great city Nimarat and their exile
into the desert. Her grandmother, already aged and bent with the hunger of the
homeless, had told her the stories: of the beautiful towers nestled in the
canyon, the wide river at its heart, all made rich and fertile by the power of
their kept demon. Of the demon’s terrible power, and of the arrogance that had
freed it of its chains.


The destruction had spread outwards from the ruined city
like some parching contagion, until at last a coalition of the strongest
wizards of the age had bound it beneath steel and cement and algorithmic
certainty. Even they could not reclaim Nimarat, and in their failure they had
planted the seeds of the war.


Her people had watched from the ghettos of Isindra as the
water in the plateau failed and dried and died away; had clung to their adopted
city and turned away from the shadow of their works. In the suborned lands, men
and women injured by particle decay and photon castoff found themselves falling
steadily under the demon’s influence, until their minds became a part of its
own and their bodies faltered and failed them. And on the plateau, mistrust had
flourished as water grew thinner and scarcer in the wake of the demon’s
freedom, ushering the disparate city-states towards war.


When she was twelve, a representative of the wizard’s
school came to the door of her grandmother’s house. He stood there on the
doorstep, his kinky hair coiling about his face, and told her that she could be
a great wizard someday, an unrivaled power in her adopted city, but she must
come away with him, must leave her home and her grandmother and live upon the
hill at the heart of Isindra, so high that she could watch the storms coming in
across the long and dusty plains.


The accounts in the library there told her the side of the
story she had never learned: the stories of the demon’s power and beauty; of
the clear blue light that radiated from it as it moved and the deep and
secretive mathematics that had built it. Of the demon’s river, called from the
dry stone of the plateau and broken to serve the people of Nimarat.


The library was her refuge, a sanctuary she could cling to
in the spaces between the brutal skirmishes of the war, and her curiosity
became an obsession. She pored over books and yellowed photographs in search of
the demon’s failings; deduced the weaknesses she might strike at to bring it
down and turned that knowledge against the other weapons she destroyed.


Doormaker, they whispered in the streets of Isindra: she
who shreds the momentum of warheads in the air and wrings their velocity from
them, who with a glance can tear probability from fact. Doormaker the wizard;
Doormaker the destroyer of death.


For years she matched her mind against the weapons of her
enemies and brought them screaming down to earth; she fought Isindra’s war and
failed to save anything she loved. And so she left.


She would restore her homeland, she thought, would win
them their independence and their honor, free them from the burdens of their
heritage. Her wizardry and knowledge in her hands, she would cleanse the
desert; absolve it.


Now, with the road rough beneath her feet and the silence
bleak and twisted within her mind, she wonders at her own arrogance in coming
here. It has been a hundred years and more since any of her kind entered the
demon’s lands, and there were many of them then, the demon’s binding a work of
wizardry the likes of which she could hardly hope to match.


There is nothing left for her in Isindra, but surely there
is some simpler errantry she might perform than to fight a thing which has for
a century drawn out the souls of all who venture into its territory.


Doormaker tests this thought within her mind, hypothesis
and evidence and answer arrayed at once before her; considering them, she
rejects it. Instead, she checks her armor, parsing through the carefully
calculated antiradiation spells coiled within it to ensure their stability.


At last, reassured of her invulnerability, she goes on,
into the wasteland.


~ ~ ~


She reaches the city outskirts on the next day. The
brittle stone of shattered buildings crunches beneath her boots; the wind
smells of the high dry desert, and her stark shadow paces at her heels.


Nothing troubles her as she passes through downed towers
and crumbled walls, towards the looming sarcophagus of the demon’s prison at
the heart of the city. Once, Nimarat had been the heart of the kingdom of her
ancestors, whose wizardry raised the demon and held it prisoned in their
service til their strictures failed them. They had brought the river forth from
the desert and the city from the stone.


Now she walks through broken ruins warmed with radiation
and the fading light of the sun, through streets strangled by the fallen
brickwork of a hundred years’ abandonment and train tracks whose split rails
are choked with dust. The aqueducts have run dry and flow only with hydrolyzed acid
formed by the nuclear release of ions, their walls fanned with slender needles
of pale yellow crystal.


The graceful architecture of this place has haunted her
dreams since the first years of her training, and she is unprepared for the
surge of feeling as she steps between dry fountains and dead courtyard gardens.
Little grey ashes cling to her legs like fond children, the descendants of the
fires that ravaged the city after its evacuation.


The demon’s sarcophagus looms over all of it like the tomb
it is, slab-built and brutal. Its walls are wrought of slate-colored concrete,
now shivered and cracked with age. It was built in haste, without the
permanence to outlast its prisoner.


By the time Doormaker reaches the demon’s prison the sun
is failing, drawn down behind the far-off mountains. In the fading light, the
sarcophagus’s shadow stretches long and grim across the plaza. It is tempting
to wait until morning to enter the prison, but she can feel her own heartbeat
quick within her chest, her own impatience pushing her on.


She strips off her right glove and puts her hand against
the crack nearest her, extending herself through the surface, into the
concrete’s molecular matrix. She can feel the telltale tingle of aging magic in
her hands, the residue of the walls that the demon’s custodians built to
imprison it now much battered by time and the willful resilience of the demon
itself.


Taking hold of the individual pieces of the wall, she
rearranges the array of its molecules within her mind until at last they release
their bonds upon one another, and the concrete shifts aside and opens to let
her in.


She hesitates on the threshold, staring into that
consuming darkness, the cold smell of the prison a shock after the clean desert
air. At last, she snaps her fingers, dragging from the air a pale grey globe of
light that shimmers unevenly in the twilight.


Inside, it is dark, dead—worse than the wasteland outside
by far, for here the tools of the men and women who penned the demon in lie
scattered about her feet. The light trails her, casting its faint glow across
the sloping floor.


Occasionally, it catches against the rough-hewn walls,
illuminating the flash-burnt shadows that char the cement here and there;
remnants of those who fought the demon, fought for time and the escape of the
city’s people. The brittle echoes of their deaths drift in the air, clinging
like gossamer to her armor, and the whisper of fire pounds in her ears.


They won the time they needed, she thinks, and forces
herself on.


All around her she can feel the rotted strictures of the
dead wizards, their careful equilibrium disturbed by her presence, by the cool
wind that treads lightly in her footsteps and the little light that hovers at
her shoulders like a nervous bird. The demon is imprisoned in more than mere
cement, but after so long, the spells are frail as spiderwebs. Tilting her head
back to stare towards the ceiling, Doormaker can see with her wizard’s sight
the broken chains whose failure has allowed it entrance into the wasteland.


The radiation is shredding through her armor at a
tremendous rate, breaking apart the bonds of her shielding in sourceless
white-hot splashes. She has come far enough that when she looks behind her, the
dim light of the evening spills only faintly through the doorway.


At last she rounds a corner and stops in her tracks:
ahead, in the distance, she can see the demon’s blue glow, deep and rich as the
far-off sea. She is so lost in her wonder that the whisper at the edge of her
perception is a surprise.


Child of Nimarat, says the demon, its voice
resonant inside her head, redolent of the battlefield and the library, at once
familiar and frightening.


Welcome home.


~ ~ ~


The stinging power in the air pricks at her throat and
lungs, gliding over her hands like the ghosts of butterflies. Doormaker stands
rigid under the caress of the demon’s voice, her hands clenched at her sides,
half-conceived spells sparking brief and furious beneath her nails as she digs
them into her palms.


I’ve been waiting a long time for you, says the demon
softly. Its mind looms within her own, deep and vast and limitless as the sky,
and within that sky it conjures the light of doomed warheads, the brightness of
their edges scorching through the lowering clouds. The force of their power is
blinding as they rain down upon Isindra, an unending rain of malice,
single-minded, destructive.


Doormaker remembers nights huddled in air-raid shelters as
a girl, hidden away from the alien brightness of the night; remembers the acrid
bite of hatred in her face as she stood, later, older, alone beneath the
shining sky, facing down the destruction that assailed her adopted city, the
razor-edged shrieks of damaged and dying missiles lashing out in their last
moments at the source of their destruction.


Such confidence in your skill, the demon mocks.
Doormaker the destroyer of death; Doormaker the foreigner. In the tenor of
its soundless voice, she can hear its smile.


Tell me, what has your success bought your people?


Doormaker is pinned within its mind, bound in place as it
turns her to face her memories of the ghetto aflame, the crooked shanties and
rough-cut shelters enveloped in a screaming incandescent inferno. The merciless
smothering clouds of smoke loom and grow to swallow her as the heat of the
flames scorches across her face, her hands, choking her breath and seizing
tears from her eyes.


They were left undefended, Isindra’s scant wizards spent
elsewhere; she left them, she thinks, and she is panicking once again as she
battles her way through the towering conflagration, strangling the fire at its
heart by force of will alone, stumbling through the gritty ash and dying smoke,
crying their names in a voice broken to charcoal.


She never finds their bones.


The demon lets Doormaker slip from its grasp, and she can
feel it watching as she tears the fabric of herself away from her memories of
the war, from the battle the demon has tied her to. She is shaking, harsh
shudders that hurt her to her bones, threatening to take her resolve from her,
and she can hear the raggedness of her own breath in her throat.


Doormaker rests her hand against the wall, feeling the
rough cement against her bare palm, steadying herself. Her people have lived
with the consequences of their failure for a hundred years and more, homeless
and powerless in a darkening world. The river does not run.


She takes a step, and then another one.


“I have come to redeem them,” Doormaker says, quietly, her
back straight. The words echo strangely in the sarcophagus, imbued with the
burning strength of herself.


She can feel the demon watching her, and she reaches out
to it, wrapping herself around its bright and rotting core, extending herself
through its awareness of the wasteland. In its corruption it has woven itself
through the vast desert that surrounds them, a net snarled over the extent of
its domain. She feels its surprise, the momentary flash of something like
distress as it realizes how closely she has tied them together, the stillness
that follows.


It was like this when I was born, says the demon,
and its voice is closer, now, as if it is speaking directly into her ear. The
endless open sky over the desert.


And it shows her, only a glimpse: the little settlement
huddled in the canyon’s shade; the tiny stream cherished, protected. The
rough-hewn circle they had chiseled from the rock to contain their ambition,
burnt black upon the ground in the brilliant moment of the demon’s birth.


I called forth water from the dry and dying earth,
the demon whispers in her ear, and she watches the little stream swell and grow
and rush forth as the city grew up around it. I can make your people great
again.


The river surges forward in its channel, pours itself into
the aqueducts and reservoirs of Nimarat, its rhythm mingling with the pounding
of Doormaker’s heart and the sudden roughness of her breath. The city shines
before her with the clamor and laughter of civilization, the will and fire of
her people restored, reborn.


Redeemed.


Before her, she sees the arches of Nimarat raised proud
and tall again; sees the restoration of the city, the buildings strengthened
and fulfilled, the people stopping in the central square to gossip. Her
grandmother’s footsteps raise the desert dust in gentle halting puffs—


In the wizard’s school, Doormaker learned the tenets of
magic, drilled into her head by straight-backed teachers. The art defines
reality, they told her, and her practice underscored their words. She learned
to model the mathematics of her desired outcome, the forces and energies
arrayed within her mind, before she drew them bold across the world’s face.


Stretched throughout the long drift of the demon’s decay,
she can feel the slow beat of its core as clearly as if she held it within her
hands; the moment-by-moment whisper of its innermost workings as if its heart
were laid bare and vulnerable before her.


Doormaker takes a long breath, steadying herself against
the demon’s vision: the wide rushing river and the tall white towers and the
limitless desert sky overhead.


“My grandmother is dead,” she says, and strikes.


~ ~ ~


Outside, in the quiet evening air, Doormaker walks through
the dead city. Its rough and broken edges are smoothed out by the starlight,
peaceful in the fading light. The sweet clear air of the desert fills her lungs
with its breath.


She goes more slowly, this time, dallying in the open
courtyards, running her hands over the calm and crumbling stone. She cannot
raise it from death, the city of her people; must leave it behind her in the
wasteland of the demon’s destruction. She is its memorial, now.


In the outskirts of the city she finds the vulture sitting
on an age-bowed wall. It is shrouded in its wings, waiting for her.


“You came back,” it says, and the fragile starlight glints
against its eye. Doormaker can hear the brittle rage in its voice, the
emptiness laid raw and broken beneath its amusement. She watches it for a long
time, thinking.


“Yes,” she says at last. “I did.”


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE BREATH OF WAR


Aliette de Bodard




GOING INTO THE MOUNTAINS had never been easy. Even in Rechan’s first adult
years, when the war was slowly burning itself to smoldering embers, every
Spring Festival had been a slow migration in armed vehicles, her aunts and
uncles frequently stopping in every roadside shop, taking stock of what
ambushes or roadblocks might lie ahead.


The war might be over—or almost so, the planet largely at
peace, the spaceports disgorging a steady stream of Galactic and Rong visitors
onto Voc—but the pace was just as frustratingly slow.


They’d made good time at first: coming out of the city
early in the morning and becoming airborne at the first of the authorized
takeoff points, the steady stream of soldiers repatriated from the front
becoming smaller and smaller as they flew higher, like insects on the intense
brown of the road; zigzagging on the trails, laughing with relief as they
unpacked the fried dough Rechan had baked for lunch, almost forgetting that
they weren’t setting out on an adventure but on something with far
longer-reaching consequences.


And then the flyer’s motor made a funny sound, and the
entire vehicle lurched downwards with a sickening crunch that jolted Rechan
against the wall. And before they knew it, they were stranded on a dusty little
road halfway up the mountains, leaving Rechan’s niece Akanlam bartering with a
local herder for a repair point.


By the sounds of it, the bartering was not going well.


Rechan sat against a large rock outcropping, rubbing the
curve of her belly for comfort; feeling the familiar heaviness, the weight of
the baby’s body in her womb like a promise. You’ll be fine, she thought,
over and over, a saying that had become her lifeline, no matter how much of a
lie it might be. You’ll be fine.


“We should be able to solve this,” Mau said. The
stonewoman’s face was as impassive as ever. Her eyes didn’t crinkle as she
spoke, her mouth didn’t quirk; there was only the slow, quiet sound of her
breath.


“You think so?” Rechan shook her head, trying not to think
of her dreams. It was so many years since she’d carved Sang—so many years since
she’d gone into the mountains with little more than rations and carving
tools—but, with the particular link that bound a woman to her breath-sibling,
she could feel him every night: blurred images of him hovering over the
plateaux, never venturing far from the place of his birth. A relief, because he
was her only hope.


On Voc, it took a stoneman’s breath to quicken a baby at
birth—and not any stoneman’s, but the mother’s breath-sibling, the one she had
carved on accession to adulthood and entrusted with her breath. Without Sang,
her baby would be stillborn.


“We’ll find a vehicle,” Mau said.


Rechan watched her niece from a distance. The discussion
was getting animated and Akanlam’s hand gestures more and more frantic. “Help
me up,” she said to Mau.


The stonewoman winced. “You shouldn’t—”


“I’ve spent a lifetime doing what I shouldn’t,” Rechan
said; and after a while Mau held out a hand, which she used to haul herself up.
The stonewoman’s skin was lamsinh—the same almost otherworldly
translucency, the same coolness as the stone; the fingers painstakingly carved
with an amount of detail that hadn’t been accessible to Rechan’s generation.
Mau was Akanlam’s breath-sibling; and Akanlam had put into her carving the same
intensity she always put in her art. Unlike most stonemen, nothing in her
looked quite human, but there was a power and a flow in the least of Mau’s
features that made her seem to radiate energy, even when sitting still.


“What is going on here?” Rechan asked, as she got closer.


Akanlam looked up, her face red. “He says the nearest
repair point is two days down.”


Rechan took in the herder: craggy face, a reflection of
the worn rocks around them; a spring in his step that told her he wasn’t as old
as he looked. “Good day, younger brother,” she said.


“Good day, elder sister.” The herder nodded to her. “I was
telling the younger aunt here—you have to go down.”


Rechan shook her head. “Going down isn’t an option. We
have to get to the plateaux.”


The herder winced. “It’s been many years since city folks
came this way.”


“I know,” Rechan said, and waited for the herder to
discourage her. She’d gotten used to that game. But, to her surprise, he
didn’t.


“Exhalation?” he asked. “There are simpler ways.”


“I know,” Rechan said. He’d mistaken Mau as her
breath-sibling and not Akanlam’s—an easy mistake to make, for in her late stage
of pregnancy, having a breath-sibling at hand would be crucial. “But it’s not
exhalation. She’s not my breath-sibling; she’s hers.”


The herder looked from her to Mau and then back to
Akanlam. “How far along are you?” he asked.


Too far along; that was the truth. She’d waited too long,
hoping a solution would present itself; that she wouldn’t need to go back into
the mountains. A mistake; hope had never gotten her anywhere. “Eight months and
a half,” Rechan said, and heard the herder’s sharp intake of breath. “My
breath-sibling is in the mountains.” Which was... true, in a way.


The herder grimaced again, and looked at the bulge of her
belly. “I can radio the nearest village,” he said, finally. “They might have an
aircar, or something you can borrow, provided you return it.”


Rechan nodded, forcing her lips upwards into a smile.
“Perfect. Thank you, younger brother.”


~ ~ ~


The village didn’t have an aircar, or a cart, or any
contrivance Rechan could have used. They did have mules and goats, but in her
advanced state of pregnancy she dared not risk a ride on an animal. So they
radioed the next village, which promised to send their only aircar. Rechan
thanked them, and hunkered with Akanlam down in the kitchen to help with the
communal cooking. There was a wedding feast that night, and the community would
need the travelers’ hands as much, if not more, than their money.


Mau came by the kitchen later, having spent the afternoon
gossiping with the village elders. “They say there’s rebel activity on the
plateaux,” she said, handing Rechan a thin cutting knife.


“Hmm.” Rechan took a critical look at the seafood toasts
on the table. Half of them looked slightly crooked; hopefully in the dim light
the guests wouldn’t mind too much.


“Herders don’t take their beasts into the mountains, and
especially not on the lamsinh plateaux. They say people go missing
there. Crossfire, probably. They say on quiet nights you can hear the sounds of
battle.”


Rechan thought of her dreams—of Sang’s savage thoughts,
the thrill of the hunt, the release of the kill, permeating everything until
she woke up sweating. What kind of being had he become, left to his own devices
on the plateaux? “You’re not trying to discourage me, are you?”


Mau shifted positions; the light caught her face, frozen
into the serene enigmatic smile that had been Akanlam’s as a child. “Ha. I’ve
since long learnt how useless that is. No, I just thought you’d like to know
exactly what we’re going into.”


“War,” Akanlam said from her place at the stove, her voice
dour. “The last remnants of it, anyway.”


The Galactic delegation had arrived a couple of days
earlier, to formalize the peace agreement between the government and the
rebels; the spaceports were being renovated, the terminals and pagodas
painstakingly rebuilt. “I guess,” Rechan said. “It always comes back to the
mountains, doesn’t it?” She shifted positions, feeling the baby move within
her, a weight as heavy as stone. “Legend says that’s where we all came from.”


“The prime colony ark?” Akanlam scoffed, chopping
vegetables into small pieces. “That was debunked years ago.”


A cheer went up outside. Rechan shifted, to see onto the
plaza. A gathering of people in silk clothes, clustered around the lucky trio.
She was young, even younger than Akanlam; wearing a red, tight-fitting tunic
with golden embroidery, and beaming; and her groom even younger than her,
making it hard to believe he had cleared adolescence. The breath-sibling was a
distinguished, elderly gentleman in the robes of a scholar, who reminded Rechan
of her own grandfather. He was standing next to the bride, smiling as widely as
she was. The sunlight seemed to illuminate his translucent body from within: it
had been a beautiful block of stone he’d been carved from, a white shade the
color of Old Earth porcelain; likely, so close to the plateaux they could pick
their blocks themselves, rather than rely on what the traders brought them.


By their side was someone who had to be the bride’s
sister, carrying a very young infant in her arms. The baby’s face was turned
towards the couple, eyes wide open in an attempt to take everything in; and a
little brother in fur clothes was prevented, with difficulty, from running up
to the bride. The baby was three months, four months old, perhaps? With the
pudgy fingers and the chubby cheeks—her own child would be like that one day,
would look at her with the same wide-eyed wonder.


“Life goes on,” Akanlam said, her face softening.
“Always.”


“Of course.” That was why Rechan had gotten herself
inseminated, against the family’s wishes: she might have been a failure by
their standards, thirty years old and unmarried—for who would want to marry
someone without a breath-sibling? But, with the war over, it was time to think
of the future; and she didn’t want to die childless and alone, without any
descendants to worship at her grave. She wanted a family, like the bride; like
the bride’s sister: children to hold in her arms, to raise as she had been
raised, and a house filled with noise and laughter instead of the silence of
the war, when every month had added new holos to the altar of the ancestors.


“I’ll go present our respects,” Akanlam said.


“You never had much taste for cooking,” Mau pointed out,
and Akanlam snorted.


“Elder Aunt cooks quite well,” she said with a smile.
“Better to leave everyone do what they excel at, no?”


“You impossible child,” Rechan said as she so often did,
with a little of her usual amusement. Akanlam was the niece with the closest
quarters to her own; and she and Mau and Rechan often got together for dinners
and after-work drinks—though none of them ever let Akanlam cook. As Mau had said:
not only did she not have much taste for it, but left without supervision she’d
burn a noodle soup to a charred mess before anyone could intervene. She did mix
superb fruit chunks, though. “What are you going to do when you get married?”


“You’re assuming I want to get married,” Akanlam said,
without missing a beat. “And even if I did, I’d stay with you. You’re going to
need help with raising those children of yours. How many did you say you
wanted?”


“I’d be lucky to have one,” Rechan said, finally. But she’d
dreamt of a larger family; of the dozens brothers and sisters and cousins of
her youth, before war carved a swathe through them—a horde of giggling children
always ready to get into trouble. If she could find her breath-sibling
again.... “And I’m old enough to do what I’m doing.”


“Oh, I have no doubt. But it’s still a job for two people.
Or three.” Akanlam smiled. “I’ll see you outside.”


After Akanlam had gone, Mau swung from her wooden stool
and came to stand by Rechan. “Let me have a look.” 


Rechan almost said no, almost asked what the point was.
But she knew; too many things could go wrong at this stage. It wasn’t only
birth without her stoneman that could kill her baby.


Mau’s hands ran over the bulge of her belly, lingered on a
point above her hips. “The head is here,” she said, massaging it. “He’s shifted
positions. It’s pointing downwards, into your birth canal. It’s very large.”


“I know,” Rechan said. “My doctor said the same after the
scan. Said I’d have difficulty with the birth.” There were new systems; new
scanners brought by the Galactics, to show a profusion of almost obscene
details about the baby in her belly, down to every fine hair on its skin. But
none of them had the abilities and experience of a stoneman.


“Mmm.” Mau ran her hands downwards. “May I?” After a short
examination, she looked up, and her face lay in shadow.


“What is it?” Rechan asked. What could she possibly have
found?


“You’re partly open,” Mau said, finally. “You’ll have to
be careful, Elder Aunt, or you’re going to enter labor early.”


“I can’t—” Rechan started, and then realized how
ridiculous it would sound to Mau, who could do little more in the way of
medical attention. “I have to get back to the plateaux.”


Mau shook her head. “I didn’t tell Akanlam—because you
know this already—but the path gets impracticable by aircar after a while.
You’ll have to walk.”


As she had, all those years ago. “You’re right,” Rechan
said. “I did know.” She braced herself for Mau to castigate her, to tell her
she couldn’t possibly think of taking a mountain trail in her state. But the
stonewoman’s face was expressionless, her hands quite still on Rechan’s belly.


“You’ll have to be careful,” she repeated at last.


She couldn’t read Mau at all. Perhaps it came from never
having lived with a breath-sibling of her own. “You never told me why you
came,” Rechan said. “Akanlam—”


“—came because she’s your niece, and because she knew it
was important to you.” Mau nodded. Was it Rechan’s imagination, or was the baby
stirring at her touch? Mau was Akanlam’s breath-sibling, not hers. She could
deliver the baby, but couldn’t give it the breath that would quicken it—yet
still, perhaps there was something all stonewomen shared, some vital portion of
the planet’s energy, a simmering, life-giving warmth, like that stone she’d
touched all those years ago before she started her carving. “I came because I
was curious. You’re a legend in the family, you know.”


Rechan snorted. “The one without a breath-sibling? That’s
hardly worth much of anything.”


Mau turned, so that the light caught on the stone of her
arms, throwing every vein of the rock into sharp relief. “But you do have a
breath-sibling, don’t you, Elder Aunt?”


How much did she know, or suspect? Rechan’s official story
had always been she couldn’t remember, and perhaps that had been the truth,
once upon a time, but now that they were in the mountains again—now that the
sky lay above them like a spread cloth, and the air was sharp with the tang of
smoke—memories were flooding back.


“I know the story,” Mau said. “They measured you when you
came back down, attached electrodes to your chest and listened to the voice of
your heart. You had no breath left in you; even if they gave you lamsinh,
you wouldn’t have been able to bring a carving to life. You’d already given your
breath to someone. Or something.” Her gaze was shrewd.


So that was it, the reason she’d come with them:
knowledge. Akanlam was happy with her art gallery and her shows; but of all the
curious apathy she could show with life, none of it had gone into her
breath-sibling. “You were curious,” Rechan said.


Mau smiled, that odd expression that didn’t reach her
eyes. “You carved something in the mountains—came back covered in stone dust.
What was it, Elder Aunt?”


~ ~ ~


She remembered her last trip into the mountains as if it
was yesterday: going barefoot in the morning, with a curt message left on her
parents’ comms unit. She’d taken the set of carving tools that had been given
to her on her sixteenth birthday—the straight cutter, the piercer, the driller,
and all that would be necessary for her exhalation ceremony. It was a beautiful
set, given by Breath-Mother: the finest hardened glass, as translucent as the
best lamsinh stone, and hardly weighed anything on her back. As she
walked away through the sparse scattering of buildings on the edge of the city,
she heard, in the distance, the rumble of bombs hitting the Eastern
District—the smell of smoke, the distant wail of militia sirens—and turned her
head westwards, towards the mountains.


The mountains, of course, weren’t better—just further away
from any hospital, Flesh-Mother and Father would say with a frown—more
isolated, so that if you were captured no one would know where you were for
days and days. They’d have a block of lamsinh brought to her for the
exhalation; everyone did, paying militia and soldiers and the occasional
daredevil to cart the life-sized stone into the city. She just had to wait, and
she’d be safe.


Rechan could not wait.


She was young, and impatient; and tired of being cooped up
for her own safety. She should have been off-planet by now, sent off to Third
Aunt for a year’s apprenticeship in the ship-yards; except that the previous
summer all spaceport traffic had been halted when a bomb exploded in the
marketplace; and the apprenticeship went to some other relative who wasn’t from
Voc, who didn’t have to cope with bombs and battles and food shortages. By
now—if it hadn’t been for those stupid rebels—she could have had her hands in
motor oil; could have climbed into pilots’ cabins, running her hands on the
instruments and imagining what it would be like, hanging suspended in the void
of space with only the stars for company.


Life wasn’t fair, and she certainly wasn’t going to wait
any longer to become an adult.


~ ~ ~


There probably was a divinity somewhere watching over
thoughtless adolescents; for Rechan had made it into the mountains, and to the
plateaux, without any major trouble. She hitched a ride on a peddler’s cart—so
many things that could have gone wrong there, but the peddler was nice and
friendly, and glad for the company—and then, when there no longer were villages
or people, she walked. From time to time, she’d had to duck when a flyer banked
over the path. At this height, it had to be rebels, and they’d kill her if they
found her, as they had killed Second Uncle and Seventh Aunt, and Cousin Thinh
and Cousin Anh; all the absences like gaping wounds in the fabric of family
life. Demons take the rebels, all of them; how much simpler life would be if
none of them were here.


And then she stood on the plateaux—her feet hurting, her
bag digging into the small of her back, her breath coming in fiery gasps—and it
didn’t matter, any of it, because there was the stone.


She’d only seen the blocks the traders brought down. The
one for her cousin’s exhalation had been roughly the size of a woman; of
course, with lamsinh at such a dear price, people would buy only what
was necessary. But here were no such constraints. The stone towered over her,
cliffs as tall as the Temple of Mercy, broken bits and pieces ranging from the
size of a skyscraper to the size of her fist; colors that ranged from a green
so deep it was almost black, to the translucent shades Flesh-Mother so valued,
the same color used for all the family’s breath-siblings—all the stone’s veins
exposed, streaks of lighter and darker nuances that seemed to be throbbing on
the same rhythm as her own frantic heartbeat.


She walked among them, letting her hand lightly trail on
the smooth surfaces, feeling the lambent heat; the faint trembling of the air
where the sun had heated them through, like an echo of her own breath. People
had always been vague about exhalation: they’d said you’d know, when you saw
your block of stone, what kind of breath-sibling you wanted to carve, what kind
of birth master you wanted to give to your children yet to come. But here she
didn’t just have one block of stone, but thousands; and she wandered into a
labyrinth of toppled structures like the wreck of a city, wondering where she
could settle herself, where she could make her first cut into the incandescent
mass around her.


And then she rounded the edge of the cliff, and saw it,
lying on the ground.


It was huge, easily ten times her size, with streaks the
color of algae water, and a thousand small dots, almost as if the stone had
been pockmarked; a pattern of wounds that reminded her, for some absurd reason,
of a tapestry that had used to hang on Seventh Aunt’s wall, before the bomb
tore her apart in the marketplace.


In all the stories she’d heard, all the tales about girls
running off to have adventures, there was always this moment; this perfect
moment when they reached the plateaux, or when someone showed them a block of
stone, and they just knew, staring at it, what it would look like when
whittled down to shape; when they’d freed, measure by agonizing measure, the
limbs and head and body of their breath-sibling, the one who would be their
constant companion as they traveled over the known planets. In the stories,
they didn’t carve; they revealed the stone’s secret nature, gave it the life it
had always longed for.


Rechan had never given that credence. She was the daughter
of an engineer, and believed in planning and in forethought; and had brought
sketches with her, of how her own stoneman would look, with delicate hands like
her mother, and large strong arms that would be able to carry her to hospital
if the delivery went badly.


Except that then, she stood in front of the stone, and saw
into its heart. And knew, with absolute certainty, that it wasn’t a
stoneman that she needed or wanted to carve.


~ ~ ~


Later, much later, when she thought about it all, she
wondered how she’d endured it—months up in the plateaux with scant rations,
sleeping rough, sheltering under the rock face when the rain came—day after day
of rising and going back to her block of stone; carving, little by little, what
would become her breath-sibling.


She did the outside first: the sleek, elegant hull,
tapering to a point; the shadow of the twin engines at the back, every exhaust
port and every weapons slit rendered in painstaking detail. Then she turned
inwards, and from the only door into the ship, made corridors inch by agonizing
inch, her tools gnawing their way through the rock. All the while, she imagined
it hanging in space—fast and deadly, a predator in a sea of stars, one who
never had to cower or shelter for fear of bombs or flyers; one who was free to
go where she wished, without those pointless restrictions on her life, those
over-solicitous parents and breath-mothers who couldn’t understand that bombs
happened, that all you could do was go out and pray, moment after moment, that
they wouldn’t fall on you.


It was rough carving. She didn’t have the tools that would
be available to the generation after hers—not the fineness of Akanlam’s
carving, who would be able to give Mau fingernails, and a small pendant on her
chest, down to the imprint of the chain that held it. She carved as she
could—hour after hour, day after day, lifted into a place where time had no
meaning, where only the ship existed or mattered; stopping only when the hunger
or thirst brought themselves to her attention again, snatching a ration and
then returning, hermit-like, to the translucent corridors she was shaping.


Until one day, she stepped back, and couldn’t think of
anything else to add.


There was probably something meaningful one was supposed
to say, at an exhalation’s close. She’d read speeches, all nonsense about “your
breath to mine” and meters and meters of bad poetry. It didn’t seem to matter
very much what one said, truth be told.


“Well,” she said to the ship, laying a hand on the hull,
“this is it.” Winter had come by then, settling in the mountains, a vise around
her lungs; and her breath hung in ragged gasps above her. “I’m not sure—”


The stone under her hand went deathly cold. What—? She
tried to withdraw her hand, but it had become fused to the lamsinh; and
the veins shifted and moved, as lazily as snakes underwater.


There was a light, coming from the heart of the stone,
even as the breath was drained out of her, leaving her struggling to stand
upright—a light, and a slow, ponderous beat like a gigantic heart. Breath-sister,
the stone whispered, and even that boomed, as if she stood in the Temple of
Mercy, listening to the gong reminding the faithful to grow in wisdom. Breath-sister.


Her hand fell back; and the ship rose, casting its shadow
over her.


He was sleek elegant beauty—everything she had dreamt of,
everything she had carved, all the release she sought—and he didn’t belong on
Voc, anymore than she did.


Come with me, the ship whispered; and she had stood
there in the growing cold, trembling, and unable to make any answer.


~ ~ ~


“A ship,” Mau said, thoughtfully.


Rechan shivered. It had made sense at the time. “I named
him Sang,” she said at last. Illumination, in the old language of the
settlers—because he had stood over her, framed by light.


“I didn’t even know you could carve ships.”


“Anything living,” Rechan said, through clenched teeth.
She was going to feel sick again. Was it the baby, or the memories, or both?
“Stonemen are tradition, but we could have carved cats or dogs or other Old
Earth animals if we felt like it.”


“Whoever you’d want assisting at the birth of your
children,” Mau said with a nod. She smiled, her hand going to the impression of
the pendant on her chest. “I suppose I should be grateful Akanlam followed
tradition. Being an animal wouldn’t have been very—exciting.”


But you wouldn’t know, Rechan thought, chilled.
You’d be quite happy, either way. That’s what you were carved for, to give your
breath to Akanlam’s babies, and even if you hadn’t been born knowing it,
everyone in our society has been telling you that for as long as you can
remember. How much responsibility did they have for their carvings? How much of
themselves had they put into them; and how much had they taught them?


And what did Sang owe her, in the end—and what did she owe
him?


“Your ship is still up there,” Mau said. Her voice was
quiet, but it wasn’t difficult to hear the question in her words.


“Yes,” Rechan said. “The crossfire you heard about, it’s
not between the rebels and the government soldiers. It’s Sang mopping rebels
up.” It hadn’t been what she’d dreamt of, when she’d carved him; she’d wanted a
spaceship, not a butcher of armies. But, consciously or unconsciously, she
hadn’t put that into her carving.


“The ship you carved?” Mau lifted an eyebrow.


“I was young once,” Rechan said. “And angry. I don’t think
I’d carve the same, if I had to do it again.” Though who could know, really.
She’d always wondered what would have happened, if she’d answered the question
Sang had asked; if she’d said yes. Would she still be on Voc, still going over
the bitter loneliness of her life? Would she be elsewhere on some other planet,
having the adventures she’d dreamt of as a teenager? If she could do it
again....


“Anyway,” she said, “I don’t have much choice. If we don’t
reach the plateaux in time....” She didn’t dare say it, didn’t dare voice the
possibility; but she felt as though someone had closed a fist of ice around her
heart.


~ ~ ~


They were halfway to Indigo Birds Pass, where they would
have to abandon the car, when the noise of a motor made everyone sit up.


“That’s not good,” Akanlam said. “We’re sitting targets
here.” She didn’t stop the aircar, but accelerated. The noise got closer, all
the same: not a flyer but a swarm of drones, dull and tarnished by dust. They
banked above the overhang ahead and were gone so quickly it was hard to believe
they’d been there at all. Akanlam made a face. “Rebels. Our army has Galactic
drones.”


“Let’s go on,” Rechan suggested. They would get to the
pass in half a day. Surely that was enough time, before the drones sent their
analyses onwards to their masters. Surely....


Not half an hour later, the drones came back, and hung
over the aircar for what seemed like an eternity. Rechan found herself
clenching Mau’s hand, so hard that the stone hurt her fingers.


When the drones left, Akanlam killed the motor. “That’s
it. We have to go on foot. Under the cliffs, where they’ll have trouble sending
flyers. Come on.”


Mau shot Rechan a warning glance. Rechan spread her hands,
helplessly. Yes, she had to be careful, but what else could she do?


“There’s a path,” Akanlam called from the shelter of the
overhang. “A goat trail, probably, but it’ll be sheltered. At least for a
while.”


Rechan slid down from the aircar and walked to the
overhang. There was a path, twisting along the side of the mountain and
vanishing between two large stones. It was steep and thin, and one look at it
would have made her doctor’s face pale.


But there was no choice. There had never been any choice:
everything had been set from the moment she’d walked into the insemination
center; or perhaps even earlier, when she’d lain in the silence of her room and
known that she couldn’t bear it forever. She laid her hands on her belly,
whispered “hang on” to the unborn baby, and set her feet on the path.


She’d forgotten how tiring it had been, ten years earlier.
Her breath burnt in her lungs after only four steps, and her legs ached after
eight; and then there was only the path ahead of her, her eyes doggedly on
every rock and particle of dust, making sure of her step—perpetually
off-balance, struggling to keep the curve of her belly from betraying her as
rocks detached under her feet—she mustn’t trip, mustn’t fall, mustn’t let
go....


After a while, the pain came on. At first, she thought it
was just the aches from the unusual exercise, but it didn’t abate, washing over
her in a huge, belly-clenching wave, cutting her breath until she had to halt.
Touching her belly, she found it hard, pointed, and the baby a compressed
weight under her hands. A contraction. She was entering labor. No, not now—it
was too early. She couldn’t afford—couldn’t lose everything—


“Elder Aunt?” Mau was by her side, suddenly, her hands
running over her belly. 


“It’s starting,” she said.


“Yes.” Mau’s voice was grave, expressionless. Rechan
didn’t want to look at Akanlam, who’d always been bad at disguising her
emotions. “It’s your first one, Elder Aunt. This can go on for hours. There is
still time, but you have to walk.”


“I can’t—” she whispered through clenched teeth, bracing
herself against the next contraction. “Too—tired—” And they were going to reach
that plateaux, and she was going to find there was no ship, that her dreams
were lies, that it had never been there—how she wanted to be the ship now,
hanging under the vastness of the heavens, without heaviness, without pain,
without a care in the world....


Mau’s hands massaged her, easing the knots of pain in her
back. “One an hour at first, Elder Aunt. Or more apart. There is still time.
But you have to walk.”


“The drones?” she asked, and it was Akanlam who answered.


“They haven’t come back.”


Not yet, she thought, tasting bile and blood on her
tongue. She hauled herself as upright as she could, gently removing Mau’s
hands. “Let’s walk,” she said, and even those words were pain.


There was a divinity, watching over thoughtless teenagers;
there had to be one for thoughtless adults, too; or perhaps it was her
ancestors, protecting her from their distant altar—her thoughts wandering as
she walked, step after step on the path, not knowing how far the ending lay,
not caring anymore—step after step, with the occasional pause to bend over,
gasping, while the contraction passed, and then resuming her painful,
painstakingly slow walk to the top.


She found her mind drifting—to the ship, to his shadow
hanging over her, remembering the coldness of the stone against her hand, the
breath that seemed to have left her altogether; remembering the voice that had
boomed like ten thousand storms.


Come with me, breath-sister. 


Come with me.


He was there on the plateaux, waiting for her, and what
would she tell him?


They climbed in silence. There was just Mau’s hands on
her, guiding her, supporting her when she stumbled; and Akanlam’s tunic, blue
against the grey of the rock, showing her the way forward.


She was barely aware of cresting a rise—of suddenly
finding herself not flush against a cliff face, but in the middle of a space
that seemed to stretch forever, a vast expanse of lamsinh rocks caught
by the noon sun—all shades of the spectrum, from green to palest white; and a
trembling in the air that mirrored that of her hands.


“There is no ship,” Akanlam said, and her voice was almost
accusatory.


Shaking, Rechan pulled herself upwards. “He’ll be deeper
into the plateaux. Where I carved him. We have to—”


“Elder Aunt,” Mau said, low and urgent.


What? she wanted to ask; but, turning to stare in the same
direction as Mau, she saw the black dots silhouetted against the sky—growing in
size, fast, too fast....


“Run.”


She would have, but her legs betrayed her—a contraction,
locking her in place, as frozen as the baby within her womb, as helpless as a
kid to the slaughter—watching the dots become the sleek shape of flyers,
hearing the whine of the motors getting louder and louder....


Run run run, she wanted to shout to Mau and
Akanlam—there’s no need for you to get caught in this. Instead, what came out
of her was a scream: a cry for help, a jumble of incoherent syllables torn out
of her lungs, towards the Heavens; a deep-seated anger about life’s unfairness
she’d last felt when carving the ship. It echoed around the plateaux, slowly
fading as it was absorbed by the lamsinh stone.


Her hand was cold again, her breath coming in short
gasps—and, like an answer to a prayer, she saw the ship come.


He was sleek, and elegant, and deadly. Banking lazily over
the plateaux—illuminated by the noonday sun, as if with an inner fire—he
incinerated the flyers, one by one, and then hovered over Mau and Akanlam, as
if unsure what to do about them. “No you don’t!” Rechan screamed, and then
collapsed, having spent all her energy.


Breath-sister. The ship—Sang—loomed over her once
more.


She’d forgotten how beautiful Sang was; how terribly
wrong, too—someone that didn’t belong on Voc, that shouldn’t have been here. He
should have hung, weightless, in space; instead he moved sluggishly, crushed by
gravity; and his hull was already crisscrossed by a thousand fracture lines,
barely visible against the heat of the stone. The lamsinh was weathered
and pitted, not from meteorite strikes but from weapons—in fact, dusty and
cracked he looked like a rougher, fuzzier version of the rebel flyers he’d
incinerated.


You need me, the ship said, and came lower, hull
almost touching her outstretched hands. Let me give you your breath back.


It was wrong, all wrong—everything she had desired, the
breath she needed for her baby, the birth she’d been bracing herself for—and
yet.... “You shouldn’t be here,” she said. “You’re a spaceship, not a flyer.”
She was barely aware of Mau standing by her side, looking up at Sang with wide
eyes; of Akanlam, spreading her tunic on the ground.


I waited for you.


“You can’t—” But he could, couldn’t he? He could do
exactly what she’d thought of, when she’d carved him—all her anger at the war,
at the rebels, at the unfairness of it all—year after year of hunting down
rebels because that’s what she’d wanted at the time; not a breath-sibling to
help her with a birth, but someone born of her anger and frustration, of her
desire to escape the war at any cost.


Come with me.


She’d wondered what she would do, were Sang to ask that
question of her again, but of course there was only one possible answer. The
world had moved on; she had moved on; and only Sang remained, the inescapable
remains of her history—a sixteen-year-old’s grandiloquent, thoughtless,
meaningless gesture.


“You have to go,” she said, the words torn out of her
before she could think. “Into space. That’s what I carved you for. Not this—this
butchery.”


The ship came close enough for her to touch the exhaust
ports: there was a tingle on her hands, and a warmth she’d forgotten
existed—and, within her, for the first time, the baby quickened, kicking
against the confines of her womb. She ought to have felt relief, but she was
empty—bracing herself against the next contractions and trying to crane her
head upwards to see Sang.


You need me, he said. Breath to breath, blood to
blood. How else will you bear your children? Come with me. Let’s find the stars
together.


“I can’t. You have to go,” she said, again. “On your own.”


“You will not come with me?” The disappointment, in other
circumstances, would have been heartbreaking.


“Go, Sang. When this is over—go find the stars. That’s all
you’ve ever dreamt of, isn’t it?”


The contractions were hitting in waves now—one barely over
before the next one started. Your child is coming, Sang said.


“I know.” Someone—Akanlam—grabbed her, laid her on the
ground—no, not on the ground, on the tunic she’d spread out. It was becoming
hard to think, to focus on anything but the act of giving birth.


What will you do, for your other children? You need me.


She did; and yet.... “I’ll find you,” she said, struggling
for breath. “If I need you.” Of course she wouldn’t; even with her link to him,
all she’d have to go on would be fuzzy dream-images; she wouldn’t leave Voc,
wouldn’t venture among ten thousand planets and millions of stars in a
fruitless search. But it didn’t matter. Sang would finally be free.


Sang was silent, for a while. I will come back, he
said.


He wouldn’t. Rechan knew this with absolute certainty—Sang
was the desire to escape, the burning need for flight that she’d felt during
her adolescence. Once he found space, he would be in the home he’d always been meant
for; and who could blame him for not looking back? “Of course,” she
lied—smoothly, easily. “You can always come back.”


There would not be other babies beyond this one, no large
family she could raise; not enough to fill the emptiness of the house. But did
it matter, in the end? She’d had her wish, her miracle—her birth. Could she
truly ask for anything else?


I am glad.


“So am I.” And it almost didn’t feel like a lie. Rechan
relaxed, lying flat on her back; and she settled herself down to wait for the beautiful,
heartbreaking sound of her child’s first breath.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE BONEDRAKE’S
PENANCE


Yoon Ha Lee




GROWING UP, IT NEVER OCCURRED to me that everyone didn’t have a bonedrake
mother, or, in the early days, that there was anyone else in the world. I say
“mother” and “she,” although she was female or male, both or neither, as the
occasion suggested or the whim took her.


Certain peoples, she explained later, found these
distinctions important. I don’t believe she ever quite made sense of it, but
accommodating others’ religious beliefs mattered to her; at least, she
classified gender performances and the associated linguistic gyrations as
religious. This was, at any rate, less interesting than other things about her,
and when I began calling her Mother, she seemed content.


My mother was the keeper of the fortress at the center of
the universe, where we are headed now. It was composed of spun metal and
sibilant nanoparticles. I was not allowed outside, even if we had had a proper
suit that fit me rather than the all-purpose protective mesh I used. She said I
was too young, too fragile, and apt to forget even the simple principles of inertia
and momentum. I was, however, allowed to poke around the storerooms where she
kept the suits in pristine condition should anyone ever need them. They came in
all shapes and sizes, and numbers of limbs, and some of them accommodated a
head (or heads) and some of them didn’t. A few might fit you when you reach
your adult phase. The materials they were made of varied. Later I learned
something of their construction, and ways to repair them, but when I was a
child none of this interested me. Instead, I marveled at the gold piping on
one, or the crystal-dark displays on another, which flickered tantalizingly
with iridescence when I angled a tentacle-gripper toward the light, or the way
visors dimmed and brightened in response to my presence.


The most interesting suits were the ones I could imagine
myself fitting into. This narrowed the field considerably. Not many were
designed for bipeds with heads at the top, although I sometimes contorted
myself upside-down trying to make my head emerge from my stomach. (Nothing
worked. But it was entertaining, and in the meantime I became very flexible.)
The majority were too big for me, and my mother had locked them down in some
fashion so that I could touch them but not open them up to try on, or even poke
my head in.


Most of them would respond to my prodding enough to allow
their limbs to be repositioned, however, or even folded, depending on the
particular material they were made of. Then I would go off and cut up rags—at
least, I think they were rags, since my mother kept them in a heap and never
seemed to care what I did with them—and stitch them together with great, clumsy
child-stitches to make my own suits.


Second most interesting, although it took a few more years
before I could formulate the question, was the absence of suits that looked
like my mother. Granted, there were plenty of quadrupeds, but none that had her
sleek serpentine grace, none that accommodated that heavy head with its
skull-mask features, or her claws, which she kept sharp and yet was so gentle with.
She could trim my fingernails with them yet keep from cutting me even as I
struggled and squirmed.


The question came to me when I was perhaps six years old,
by the calendar she used, when she caught me dressing up like her. “Dressing
up” was a charitable way to put it. I had been raiding the pantry. My mother
was a surprisingly good cook for someone who subsisted on, as she put it,
“radioactive leavings and the occasional smashed atom.” (I was never sure how
literally she meant this, since she prudently refused to let me examine her
inner workings.) She knew I liked sweets, the more fancifully decorated the
better. The previous week she had attempted to show me the nuances of cake
decoration, which was more of an exercise in getting frosting and holographic
sprinkles all over the table, but the results were sweet, crunchy, tender, and
occasionally vision-inducing.


The pantry contained all the accoutrements of pastry
decoration, some old-fashioned and some less so: serrated metal nozzles for
sacks of frosting, powdered sugar sweetly scented with rose water or vanilla or
(so my mother claimed) flavors she could sense but which I could not. And there
was the frosting itself, most of it kept in a suspended state, no mixing
required. I wasn’t allowed near the dangerous kitchen equipment at that age—the
knives clattered at me and worse, lectured in high shrill voices when I reached
for the drawer they were stored in—but I knew where the chopsticks were kept,
and for all their sullen clicks and mutters, they didn’t raise the alarm. I
grabbed one of the metal ones, prettily enameled with a fractal gasket, and
used it to puncture one of the frosting bags.


Some of the frosting, which was blue with mysterious
lavender-glow swirls, squirted all over my hands and shirt. I didn’t see this
as a disaster but an opportunity. I licked it off my hands, although the stuff
smeared all over my skin and left great gobs on my chin. It tasted like sugar
and jasmine and firefly sparks, and tickled going down, making me giggle.


Then I remembered my original purpose, and I got to work.
I stripped off my clothes and cheerfully traced my ribs with great streaks of
frosting so they would look like my mother’s exoskeletal barding except,
inevitably, mushier. The frosting developed interesting crusts as it hardened,
causing it to flake off every time I moved. Lavender glitter drifted off in
nebular swirls and meteor streaks, and the kitchen filled with shadows as deep
as the lanterned night outside the fortress.


Not all my mother’s frostings were astronomically themed,
but she had a weakness in that direction, and she herself had eyes that glowed
in their depths like faraway stars. Sometimes I squinted as I looked at my
reflection, hoping my eyes would do the same thing; no luck. At least I was old
enough to realize that putting frosting in my eyes wouldn’t work.


I only realized my mother had entered the kitchen when I
heard a sound that was part-wheeze, part-crackle. I started guiltily and
scrabbled to hide the offending frosting paraphernalia behind my back, not that
she was fooled.


My mother had a horrified tone that I later identified as
meaning Am I doing this parenting thing wrong? but, at the time, I
assumed she was upset with me. “Eggling,” she said, her voice rattling more
than usual, “are you trying to persuade me to eat you?”


“I wanted to look like you,” I said, or something to that
effect. That was the point of the exercise: drawing armor traceries over
myself, and scribbly imitations of her electromagnetic banners, and putting the
metal nozzles on my fingertips in imitation of her magnificent claws. (Even
with the frosting, they kept falling off, but that was a game in itself.) Since
I couldn’t play dress-up with a dragon-suit, I had to improvise.


I didn’t understand the way her eyes dimmed, as if in
sorrow. She’d never minded my makeshift costumes before. Not that she was
permissive about everything, but for a bonedrake she had sensible ideas about
behaviors that did and didn’t harm human children. I especially remembered the
way she had roared and clamored with laughter when I tried to glue myself, with
leftover rice, into a caterpillar-priest outfit.


“Oh, eggling,” my mother said. She liked to call me that.
“What’s wrong with the way you look?”


She had never asked that before. I gaped at her, confused.


My mother huffed, and vapor whistled out of her sides,
through apertures I had looked for but had never been able to find. “Come
here,” she said.


I knew better than to argue, although I glanced back at
the crumbling bits of starry frosting that I was leaving on the floor. She
huffed again, and the vapor came once more, stronger. It felt warm and damp,
and it carried the effervescent scent of limes, if limes grew on trees bright
as suns. Then she retrieved a sponge and methodically began cleaning me off.


I wriggled, the way children do, and at the time I thought
nothing more of it. But perhaps some lesson stuck with me anyway: I never again
attempted to dress up as my mother.


~ ~ ~


Let me tell you more about my mother. She liked music, and
she mixed musical traditions without having much ear for the harmonious. One of
her favorite instruments was a great wind-harp concocted upon hollow bones of
translucent metal. Wind in our fortress was necessarily artificial, but it came
when she called it, and she did so to a schedule, as with most things. In the
mornings (for there were mornings, the way there were mealtimes and evenings
and year-festivals), I woke to the sound of the wind roaming through the pipes,
moaning threnodies and the jangling accompaniment of wires stirred to unrhymed
arpeggios. At times I took mallets or brushes to the pipes to bang out my own
counterpoints, always scurrying away whenever her shadow crossed the threshold,
as if the strings could hide me. She only smiled her inscrutable smile.


My mother had an obsession with neatness, as befitted a
keeper of calendars and archaeological details. I asked over and over what she
did here, and she never tired of answering me. The fortress was filled with
clocks of all kinds and from all eras, some of which I was allowed to take
apart, and some of which she walled up behind meshes of incandescent force.
Clocks that dripped sand of silver and clocks that uttered relativistic
syllables, clocks with gears that bit my clumsy fingers and clocks that tolled
whenever a civilization devoured itself.


“What’s a civilization?” I would ask next, trying to get
the pronunciation right. That was another thing. My mother spoke to me in a
language of up-and-down tones and varied sibilants, but she was fluent in
anything you cared to name, including a number of tongues that were no longer
spoken anywhere else.


She gave me the word in many languages, and showed me
paintings, holographs, maps, shards scavenged from ruins long swallowed by
bloated red stars. She explained how most sentients developed some form of
society, hierarchical or otherwise, and built edifices both material and
metaphysical. Cities woven in and out of the rings of spinning worlds, or
propagating across vast empty stretches soliton-fashion, or created out of
nerve-flicker impulses webbed together across brightly beaded networks.


“Are we a civilization?” was the question after that, most
days.


My mother retracted her claw and tapped me on the head,
thoughtfully, as though I might make an interesting sound. (The one time I
protested, “My head isn’t empty!”, her laugh thundered through the halls. She
teased me about it for weeks.) “Can you have a civilization of two?” she asked.


“Two is more than one,” I said, holding my fingers out to
prove it. I was eight then, old enough to count without my fingers, but I liked
the visual aid. “We even have a city.” Then I frowned. “Is a fortress a city?”


“If you want it to be,” she said unhelpfully, and grinned
at me.


My mother had not always been the fortress’s keeper. She
alluded occasionally to her predecessors. I never asked, on the grounds that I
couldn’t imagine a time before I existed, let alone a time before my mother’s
stewardship of our home. She never referred to them by name, and she didn’t tell
me what they had looked like. But she kept a shrine to them anyway.


~ ~ ~


Little-known facts about bonedrakes, before I tell you
more:


They are, indeed, made of bone. Mostly. I never acquired
the technical specifications. Whether the bones were laminates harvested from
lesser creatures, or derived from drakes slaughtered for the purpose in the
days of long-ago devas and paladins, the pallor of a bonedrake is unmistakable.
The silken, chilly touch of death leaves its traces wherever a bonedrake goes,
all the way down in the universe’s marrow, an absolute zero signature. Yet this
is not all that terrible, when you think about it. After all, time’s arrow
pierces everything that lives, and nothing is undying forever.


There are sagas written about bonedrakes, and
incantations, and dry academic treatises. (There is nothing in the world so
dull that a dry academic treatise cannot be written about it, and bonedrakes
are far from dull.) The taboo against depicting them in the visual arts is not
universal but widespread nonetheless. After all, if carcass-armor could be
animated by the will of distant warlords and descend roaring from skies whose
constellations were tattooed over by explosions, who was to say that sculptures
and paintings could not also turn against their makers?


Bonedrakes are good at computations. My mother’s favorite
instrument was the abacus, even if she preferred using it as a percussion
instrument. It wasn’t as if she needed something as primitive as an abacus for
arithmetic she could do in her head. She always said I was missing the point
and that creative tool-use was its own pleasure.


It’s not true that only four bonedrakes ever existed, four
for the dimensions of space and time, or four for death, or four for the
elements. The number of base elements varies so widely among belief systems
anyway, and my mother once mentioned that her predecessors believed in atomic
configurations rather than the poetry of stone, acid, vortex, plasma.


Most words or gestures of warding against bonedrakes are
sheer superstition. I once sat on a cushion stuffed with firebird down—it was
unusually cold in that chamber, to accommodate our guests’ preferred
environment, and I liked the extra heat source—and watched, resisting the urge
to pick at my fingernails, while my mother listened patiently to emissaries
filling the fortress with the wave-like overlapping of barrier-chaconnes before
they presented her with defanged artillery pieces. I played the chaconnes back
later, because the rhythms were oddly soothing. My mother never showed any sign
of discomfort.


On the other hand, because bonedrakes are essentially
creatures of war, they are designed to follow orders. Because my mother’s
original commanders were dead, and because she was the only one of her kind
left, it took me a long time to grasp this essential point.


~ ~ ~


For the longest time, I didn’t realize that my mother’s
duties involved emissaries. On occasion she disappeared, and I wandered around
looking for her, or not, if I was too engrossed looking at pictures or picking
berries. Among her several gardens was one she had designed to be “friendly to
creatures who put everything in their mouths and have delicate stomachs.”


When I was very young I cried for her, and this triggered
messages telling me to be patient until she could take care of my needs. In the
meantime, since she was able to manipulate multiple bodies at once—another
knack I never picked up, as you’ll find—she dispatched one of her marionettes
to handle the immediate problem, whether that was feeding me rice porridge or
reading me a book. As I grew older, I could tell I didn’t have her full
attention, and at last, when I was twelve, I demanded to know where she went
when she wasn’t really with me.


My mother was in the middle of organizing a shelf full of
curios. The “shelf” wasn’t so much physical as a ladder-basket of lines of
light suspending the contents, everything from grinning railcars carved from
driftwood to upside-down bottles in which raged storms of oil particles and
petals. “Where do I go?” she echoed, not paying attention as she tried to
decide whether she wanted the ice sculpture facing left or right. “I don’t
leave the fortress, eggling. I’m always right here.”


“But sometimes I can’t find you,” I said, more
insistently. “Where do you go then?”


She fixed me with an interested stare. I was reminded
that, as well as I knew the fortress, there were yet crevices and nooks and
closets that I had never been permitted to explore, and would never be able to
break my way into. Then she sighed, and this time the vapor that whistled out
of her side-vents had a metallic quality. “You are old enough now,” she said.


“Sometimes people send emissaries with items for the
fortress. We are a repository of sorts, a museum. It is only courteous that I
deal with them and their artifacts personally, if they so desire. Not all of
them do.”


I studied the shelf with new interest. Come to think of
it, I’d never seen the railcars before. I had assumed that they came from her
usual inexhaustible trove of treasures. She liked to rotate her decorations,
from tapestries of rustling leaves with couplets chewed into their edges, to
strands of beads carved from the remains of exploratory probes and painted with
representations of their solar systems of origin. But where, after all, had all
those treasures come from? Although my mother had her hobbies—cupcakes as a
case in point—I didn’t think her own capabilities were so varied. Nor were
mine. And matter, let alone matter in the shape of grinning railcars, or even
sad railcars, didn’t spontaneously come from nowhere.


“Do you require their artifacts?” I asked, trying to
imagine my mother demanding tribute, a figure crowned with whorls of plasma
perilously contained. It was absurd.


She snorted. The walls vibrated, although the fragile
trinkets she was arranging showed no sign of being affected. “Yes and no,” she
said. “It is good to study the march of history, but we lack little here.”


“I want to meet the emissaries too,” I said impulsively.


“There are none right now,” she said, tail flicking idly
back and forth.


“But more will come, won’t they?”


“Very likely so,” she said. “Not to a schedule, mind. One
thing you must understand about the outside world is that its modes of
recording history, including calendars, change and shift as different nations
rise and fall and conquer each other. Even matters like timekeeping are an
expression of power. In any case, if you are old enough to want to meet
visitors, you are old enough to learn the protocols for dealing with them.”


“Protocols?” I asked. My schooling, to this point, had
consisted of my pointing at things that caught my eye and my mother figuring
out safe ways of indulging me. Disciplined tutelage was foreign to me, but I
had no prejudice against it, either. Moreover, the thought of meeting other
people, like the ones for whom the mysterious suits had been designed, was
so exciting that my mother could have, if so inclined, probably have gotten me
to scrub the fortress clean with my hair in exchange for the opportunity.


“Protocols,” she said firmly. “Of which the first one is,
there’s never only one right way to handle a first contact. Or a seventh, or a
twenty-fourth, if it comes to that.”


One of the earliest lessons she imparted to me, in
preparation for my first such meeting, was that you could also never guarantee
that nothing would go wrong, no matter how experienced you were or what your
best intentions were. I was incredulous about her claim that some of the most
vicious encounters occurred between members of the same species, even the same
communities within those species.


“How is that possible?” I demanded. We were walking
through a kaleidoscopic panorama depicting the outbreak of the 3.72nd Arrazhed
Civil War. The nomenclature was an approximation for my convenience: the
Arrazheds had numbered their conflicts with real numbers rather than strictly
with natural ones, since history did not consist of discrete events but cause
and consequence bleeding into each other. My mother was able to remember the
number entire, but she said that for our purposes I could round it off to the
nearest hundredth.


The Arrazhed conflict had involved atrocities of all
sorts. By then I was old enough to have been introduced to the concept. While
my mother was no great believer in the innocence of childhood, neither did she
prod me to deal with the realities outside our fortress, or even the ones
memorialized within it, until I showed an interest in them.


For instance, my mother said, with a certain irony, that
for many cultures, set definitions were of particular importance, especially in
instances where multivalence was devalued. You could define sets as desired,
then exclude based on your criteria. (The obligatory digression on set
paradoxes only lasted a day or two, although she would have spent longer on it
if I had cared to.)


One of the Arrazhed factions, the Oethred, was
particularly literal-minded. They retaliated against a more powerful aggressor
by releasing a plague that edited the enemy’s spawnlings to exhibit physical
traits most commonly associated with the Oethred themselves: carapaces with an
ultraviolet shimmer rather than iridescent green, smaller lens-clusters, a
tendency toward polydactyl grippers. The Oethred’s enemies purged their
spawnlings, as was intended, but retaliated by infecting Oethred religious
wind-paintings with nanite sculptors, so that their masterworks collapsed into
hyperstable vortices whispering heterodox teachings.


“But shouldn’t they have realized that no one was
winning?” I said, craning my head to catch a better glimpse of a preserved
Oethred corpse.


“If only politics were that simple,” she said.


There were more atrocities, whole abecedaries of them. Our
attempts at a taxonomy were sputtering and inconsistent, like candle flames. I
started a list, written in clustered photons unhappily pinned to a sheet of
sheer plastic. By now, at fourteen, I was literate in a simplified version of
my mother’s native tongue as well as several interlinguas. My mother would
cheerfully translate anything else for me, knowing that my capacity for fluency
was less than hers.


I didn’t like my list, and I didn’t like the way it glowed
at me. The pictures are real, they seemed to be saying. The
recordings are real. It wasn’t so much that I doubted as that the outside
world was too different to imagine as a solid, moving entity.


The next principle my mother was adamant about was our
absolute neutrality.


“Absolutely absolute?” I asked.


“Yes,” she said. “I am afraid I will have to insist on
this point.” And she looked very grave as she said this, with all her status
lights going gray-blue. The vapor she exuded was like copper gone sour.


“What if—”


“Stop,” my mother said, even more gravely. “You’re already
thinking of counterarguments and edge cases. That is perfectly fine if you are
a mathematician or a philosopher. The fortress is not about ensuring justice,
or righting wrongs, or even compassion. It is about enduring and remembering
all the things that people bring us to safeguard for them, the histories and
the artifacts. Justice, for the things they remember—that’s something that
civilizations have to negotiate for themselves.”


I thought for a moment. “Could you right wrongs, if
you wanted to?”


At least she didn’t hide this information from me.
“Sometimes yes,” she said. “Sometimes no. And sometimes they’re the same thing,
but you can’t tell until the end of time anyway, and even I won’t survive that
singularity accounting. But the point is that we won’t, because that’s not what
we do here. We are guardians, not historians interpreting the weight of years.”


“Does it ever bother you only being a guardian?” I asked.
Later the question would become, Doesn’t it ever bother you? She must
have known it then, even if I did not.


“Eggling,” my mother said, now amused, “for all the evil
in the world, even this has its compensations. Do you imagine I chafe at the
restrictions? I’m the one who set them, after all. The only chains are the ones
I put on myself.”


I didn’t understand that at all, so I averted my eyes. The
movement of my head triggered a cascade of rubato footsteps and the lapping of
water, and the wailing of a membrane-flute.


“You can live without rules, too,” she added. “That’s a
choice you will have. But while you dwell here, as my ward and not yet an
adult, you will have to abide by mine.”


I was appalled that she felt the need to make this
explicit. I continued to avert my eyes, but all the sensors in the fortress
were linked to her systems, and she knew I was frowning.


“Come on,” my mother said coaxingly. “You have time yet to
think about it.” She did not say what we both knew, that for all the
protections she had given me, she could not make me quite as long-lived as
herself. “You’re ready now to run through training scenarios with the game
generators. You’ll like learning about the Mirre-ai-rah. Aquatic societies can
be so interesting.”


Something prompted me to ask, “Do they still exist?”


She was silent for a moment, then said, “None of the
peoples you will meet in the scenarios still exist. If you think about this,
you will realize why I have set this restriction in place, even if you may not
agree with my reasoning.”


I thought this a ridiculous way to ensure the neutrality
that she was so insistent upon. After all, it was impossible to avoid having some
preconceptions about the things I perceived, based on the sum of my
experiences, however attenuated and secondhand.


But I reasoned that it was better to prepare under my
mother’s guidance than not at all. She had promised that I would speak with
emissaries in due course; I had no doubt that she would keep her promise.


~ ~ ~


My first three encounters with emissaries went awkwardly,
but no catastrophes ensued. Indeed, I was sorry when our guests left, and I
moped around the fortress drawing portraits of them in the vapors of the cloud
chambers, which were as evanescent as you would expect. My mother couldn’t help
but be aware of my mood and wisely left me alone except to provide the
perennial tray of cupcakes. She would have been baking even without me there, I
knew. Still, it made me feel better, especially when she decorated the cupcakes
with quirky eyestalks and the occasional constellation-sprinkle of crushed
pearls.


None of the emissaries knew what to make of me. Their
histories spoke of my mother as a solitary guardian. The first set treated me as
an interpreter, which was harmless enough, as my mother could understand
everything they said without my help. At least they interacted with me, very
politely at that. They seemed distressed that, along with their offerings for
the museum, they had not brought gifts for me. I had to assure them that they
had not caused offense, especially once I figured out that the offerings were
holy instruments of torture. My moral convictions were diffuse in those days,
yet still I had no great liking for pain unasked for, and no great animus for
anyone either. I half-expected my mother to scorn the items set down before
her, with their cunning barbed filaments and aberrant hooks. Instead, she
thanked the emissaries graciously and placed the instruments in a case rimmed
with gold. When I later tried to open the case, I couldn’t, and felt reassured
after all.


The second set pretended I didn’t exist. At first I was
baffled, then infuriated, and then I came to the conclusion, based on some of
the cultural artifacts they shared with my mother, that they regarded me as a
type of ambulatory furniture.


After that, I understood my place in the masque and did my
best to play the part. Some of them hung their personal library-strands around
my shoulders, spinning superstates of beaded condensates dark and dazzling. I
drowsed to the strands’ hum and daydreamed of exploring the mysterious interior
of the palace-ship they had traveled here in.


The third set was preceded by what I first mistook for
fireworks. My mother liked to mark the New Year and other anniversaries—both
celebrations and mourning days; the color schemes were quite distinct—with
spectacular displays of ghostly lights. She said that everyone grew a year
older on the New Year, although there were other ways to reckon age. On this
occasion, we walked along one of the promenades and I pressed my face up
against the viewport, marveling that the glass felt neither cold nor hot but
was simply smooth and kind against my skin.


My mother studied my face, then said, without the slightest
trace of alarm, “This is something you must learn to recognize, eggling. We are
under attack.”


I began to shake. I’d had my disputes with my mother. As a
child I had done my share of kicking and screaming and biting. (Biting a
bonedrake, even one who is doing her best not to do you injury, is a bad idea.
My jaw hurt for the next week. I never did it again.) But I had never been the
target of serious hostility.


“These are merely temperamental chemical compounds,” she
added. “I have faced far worse.”


“How often does this happen?” I asked.


She eyed me sideways. There was an odd odor, which I
identified as that of smoke. But it was a smoke of pyres, rather than a smoke
of pastries overbaked. (A rare occurrence. She was attentive to her craft.) “I
could give you the percentages,” she said. “About 47% of them come in with guns
or missiles or something of the sort. It depends on how you define ‘weapon,’
and that’s as difficult as you’d expect any semantic question to be.”


“How do you know we’re in no real danger?” I said, unable
to hide my apprehension.


“The fortress has survived this long for a reason,” my
mother said, “and I’m not averse to putting in upgrades as they occur to me.”


So my mother’s fondness for redecorating had a purpose
other than the aesthetic. “I suppose,” I said, “this isn’t the worst form of
danger anyway.” I was learning.


Her smile was bonier than usual. “Indeed.”


The third set of emissaries eventually became satisfied
that they couldn’t crack the fortress unless it wanted to be cracked, and they
asked to parlay. The parlay itself was aggressive, and quite enjoyable once I
got into the spirit of it. The emissaries, from an alliance of several species
with wildly differing homeworlds, spoke to us with endearing frankness. They
told my mother she was a terrible cook, which by their standards she probably
was. They also gave us suggestions on how to improve the suits she had provided
for their use.


Their purpose, now that they had established that they
could not defeat her, was to recruit her. Their logic confused me. Exactly what
did they think they could offer her? As the conversation wore on and I nibbled
on crackers—every so often I needed a break from cupcakes or fruits or porridge
with mushrooms—it transpired that they thought my mother was bored.


Once they mentioned the idea, it bothered me more and
more. She had been here so long that I could scarcely conceptualize the span of
time. What if she was, indeed, bored? What if she was going to leave the
fortress behind and—and what? I couldn’t imagine what would happen to me.


~ ~ ~


After surviving an attack, even one about which my mother
was so unconcerned, I was certain that our next encounter with emissaries
couldn’t go any worse. At least, it would be no more than another assault. Just
to prepare myself, however, I threw myself into the study of conflagrations.
The simulators left me with nightmares of coagulated fluids and unfoul vapors;
I rarely smelled anything in my dreams. I emerged drenched with sweat and
wracked by pains from the way I tensed up imagining the sounds of puncture, or
ambush, or venom hisses.


My mother encouraged me to take sand baths and steam
baths, or to meditate in the gardens. She was a great believer in sand baths. I
chafed at being offered such mundane comforts. She only harrumphed and said
that the young had no appreciation for the value of ordinary things. To please
her, I lingered in the baths and the gardens. Neither helped much.


The fourth set of emissaries came five days before one of
the anniversaries that my mother observed. Granted, she was not inflexible. If
courtesy required, she would simply put off the observance until a better
opportunity came along. This was one of the sadder ones, where she retreated to
light incense in a plain dark shrine. In years past she had permitted me to
help her, and the sweet, woody smell of the smoke would cling to my clothes and
hair and follow me into my sleep. I never smelled the blend on my mother; no
matter what she did, she had a curious odor of marrow and melting wax.


In any case, my mother made her preparations for the
anniversary as usual. In retrospect, I should have apprehended that these next
visitors were unusual even by my mother’s standards. When the fleet showed up
on the far-scryers, her status lights changed to a colder and more melancholy
blue than I had ever seen before.


“What is it?” I asked, shifting the great facets this way
and that so I could view the fleet from different angles. Besides the
far-scryers, the fortress had a staggering array of early warning systems. I
could work most of them well enough to satisfy my basic curiosity, although I
was reliant upon my mother’s experience and the fortress’s tutorial systems to
guide me through the more complex commands.


My mother was silent, statue-like. My heart stuttered. It
was unlike her to deny me answers, even the infuriating riddling ones she
sometimes gave to encourage me to figure out what she really meant.


When she answered, it was very literally. “It’s quite a
fleet,” she said, “with a formation similar to one I knew in the past. The
flagship is a work of art, isn’t it? I wonder if that’s what they want me to
add to the collection.”


I examined the flagship. As starships went, it had a
certain grandeur. It was the fleet’s largest ship by far. The golden armor was,
incredibly, decorated with fantastical treasures: cameos of queens and knights
carved from mirrorstones, rubies and spinels glimmering with the bloodlight of
small sacrifices, knives in caskets welded in archaeological splendor to the
hull.


“Are the weapons—”


My mother spoke over me, as though she had heard another
question entirely. “That one, in the rear guard,” she said. Her voice was
becoming clipped, distant, like bones clacking together.


Obligingly, I viewed the ship she had indicated. At first
I scarcely recognized it as such. The flagship, for all its gaudiness, was an
ellipsoid, a solid shape. This other ship looked more like a seethe of insects
beneath the surface of the night, elusively visible even with the far-scryer’s
customary adjustments for the limitations of human perception.


“That is the pleasure-wrecker Five Hundred Stings and
One Chalice,” my mother said. I was becoming increasingly unnerved, yet all
I could do was look from her dimmed eyes to the ship, from the ship to her
eyes. “Even here I have heard stories of its exploits. At full capacity, it
carries over a million of its people. In the old days those would have been
sculptors, calligraphers, perfumers, cooks. They designed ships to go to war
for them—”


“Aren’t these all warships?” I had gone on to examine the
armaments on the others. Bombs, mines, putrescences (I wasn’t sure what this
meant, except that I didn’t want to be hit by them), the occasional canister of
apiarist’s fire. No two were the same, which struck me as strange.


“They are indeed,” my mother said. “Well, we will send out
the welcome-banner, and see what they have for us. I hope we can accommodate
them all.” The fortress had its secrets of involute geometry, but so did the
fleet we beheld.


The welcome-banner changed not at all with the calendar’s
groanings. My mother said that sometimes constancy was a virtue. It consisted
of a pattern of particles, a display of dappled light. In it I often glimpsed
the coalescence of stars, the alchemical nature of metals noble and otherwise,
the asymmetry of yearning.


The flagship asked for permission to send a single
visitor, using an old protocol. My mother granted it. I hadn’t expected
otherwise. The two of us went down to one of the fortress’s many antechambers,
this one hung about with violet-green fronds and filled with a dense, cloying
steam. I wore the minimum of protection necessary, the usual mesh. The steam
would not do me lasting damage, but there was no need to be reckless.


The visitor was a robot, darkly iridescent, with a shape
not unlike my own. I envied it its sleek limbs, the precise joints, the sheen
of its crested head. It and my mother rapidly agreed to switch to a different
interlingua, one that better reflected the robot’s needs. Then it introduced itself
as Hauth of the Greater Choreographical Society.


By now I knew of dance, so I mistook Hauth for a form of
artist. That wasn’t entirely inaccurate, at that. But Hauth would, it emerged,
be better described as a historian or propagandist.


At no point was Hauth’s manner anything but polite. It had
come, it said with its buzzing accent, because it wished to interview my mother
personally and incorporate the results in its chronicle.


“If that is your wish,” my mother said, still burning with
that sad blue light. “My hospitality is yours.”


Hauth explained its recording instruments and editing
procedures and the musical conventions by which the final work would be scored.
Then it looked at me. I had lost interest and was examining a fern’s spores. It
added, smoothly, “I would like permission to interview your ward as well.”


“Eggling,” my mother said when I didn’t react; I hadn’t
been paying attention. “I advise against it—”


“Is she old enough to make this decision for herself?”
Hauth interrupted.


My mother sighed. “She is.”


“Then I wish to hear her answer.”


“Mother?” I asked waveringly.


“I advise against it.”


“Why?”


“Because you can’t unknow things once you know them,” she
said. “Because you can’t return to being a child once you become an adult.”


I should have been paying attention to her phrasing here;
I was not. Not that I was the first to make such a mistake, but I hope you will
grow to be wiser than I was.


“I would prefer,” Hauth said, even more crushingly polite,
“that the decision be wholly her own.”


“No decision is wholly anyone’s own,” my mother said, “but
I take your point. It’s up to you, eggling. I will not send our guest away.
However, if you would rather not hear what it has to say, I must insist that
you not be further involved in its investigations. I will handle them myself.”


This made me stubborn. She gave me a warning look, which I
ignored; I had gotten to that age. At the time, I thought only that Hauth might
be able to tell me things about my mother that she hadn’t wanted me to hear. I
didn’t realize my mother was more worried about the things that I would
have difficulty facing.


“I will be available whenever you need me,” my mother
said, addressing Hauth. “Ask what you will of my child, if she consents to
answer. Eggling, if you want this to stop at any time, you know how to find
me.”


I watched as she snaked around toward one of the two doors
out, her status lights flaring bright, then dimming almost to black.


Hauth stood with its masked face, its edged patience. I
stared at it, then said, “I can show you around the fortress.”


It spoke. This time the buzzing accent sounded more
harmonious, but that might have been my imagination. “I would be grateful if
you would show me the places that make you think of your mother,” it said.


What a peculiar request, I thought. Still, surely
there was no harm. I glanced at the door where my mother had just left. “Come
with me,” I said.


~ ~ ~


These were the places I showed Hauth, and which I hope to
show you:


First was the kitchen. Well, one of the kitchens. There
were multiples. For the purposes of baking cupcakes for me, my mother only used
one kitchen, even if she occasionally strayed to the others if she thought I
needed fish stew in my diet. I had to explain cupcakes to Hauth. It didn’t eat.
I worried about what to offer as refreshments.


I didn’t know whether Hauth never laughed, or robots in
general never did, but it said, gently, “You will have figured out that I don’t
metabolize the way you do. I am well-supplied for this visit. I appreciate that
you are thinking of my needs, however.”


Hauth asked me what cupcakes tasted like, perhaps because
the chemical analysis was lacking in metaphor, or else because it was amused by
how much I had to say about different flavors and textures. I believe its
interest was genuine.


Next came one of the gardens. Not my favorite one, because
that wasn’t what Hauth had asked about, but the one where my mother spent the
most time. I rarely went there unless specifically invited to. My mother had
never forbidden my presence. Rather, the pillars of ice, the ashen winds, and
the metallic light like bronze wearing thin, filled me with a tremulous unease.
It was difficult to convince myself that I felt no physical chill, that my
billowing mesh gave me plenty of protection. Yet this was where my mother came
for the unnamed anniversaries that meant so much to her.


The floor was raked by claw-marks, which formed sinuous
and self-intersecting trails. Ordinarily my mother sheathed her claws. Even on
those occasions when some accident necessitated scratching up the fortress, she
was assiduous about repairs. Here, however, she wanted to leave some trace of
her agitation.


Hauth approached the shrine that formed the centerpiece of
the garden and peered at the burnt-out stubs of incense sticks. Ash and sand
stirred slightly, glimmered palely. It did not touch anything. “What does this
mean to you?” it asked.


Not: What does this mean to your mother? I supposed
it already knew the answer to that. I was seized with the simultaneous and
contradictory desire to know and not to know. But Hauth had asked first. I
explained about the anniversaries. “She comes here at such times,” I said,
irrationally convinced that I was betraying her. Surely, though, she would have
told me if there was anything I should refuse to answer? For that matter, I
couldn’t imagine that she wasn’t monitoring us anyway, or incapable of
intervening if she needed to. “I don’t often accompany her here.”


Hauth walked around without fitting its footsteps to the
claw-paths. I wasn’t sure whether I liked that or not, for all its respectful
demeanor. “You don’t know why she comes here,” it said.


“Do you?”


“She hasn’t told you?”


“I’ve asked,” I said. “Her answers are vague. I don’t want
to hurt her.”


“I can tell you,” Hauth said after a pause, “but I will
keep it to myself if you prefer.”


It was too much, especially combined with my mother’s
mysterious behavior earlier. “I want to know.”


“Around now,” it said, “she is remembering the deaths of
her comrades.”


Comrades? I wondered. Certainly my mother could
defend herself, but I rejected the image of her fighting alongside others of
her kind—if, indeed, they had also been bonedrakes.


“The most important one,” it went on, as if it had not
noticed the way I was shivering, “commemorates the day she deserted.”


“I can’t imagine—” I stopped. My mother, who loved
cupcakes and carillons. I could see her as a deserter more easily than I could
see her as a warfighter.


Hauth turned away from the shrine. “Many people died,” it
said.


“Let’s go somewhere else,” I said, before Hauth could tell
me anything else. “I can show you the observatory.”


Hauth was amenable. Doubtless it sensed that it had me
trapped, and all it had to do to wait for me to succumb. The observatory didn’t
have much to offer someone who had, I presumed, traveled a great distance to
visit the fortress. Still, Hauth admired the telescopes with their sphinx-stare
lenses, and the way a particular view of a nebula complemented mobiles that
spun this way and that, catching the light. It told me about sites it had
visited in the past: symphony-bridges of tinted ice, to be ruined attractively
whenever the universe exhaled; stars in the process of colliding and merging;
moons turned into sculptures exalted by sgraffito depictions of elemental valences.


As the day wore on, I showed Hauth everything I could
think of. Inevitably, I thought, it would demand to speak to my mother. But no:
it listened to everything I had to say, however hollow it started to sound.


Finally I cracked, and asked what it had not volunteered
to tell me. “Why are you really here?” I said.


“I came to find out more about your mother’s past,” Hauth
said, “just as I told her. Since she still lives, it seemed appropriate to seek
her out.”


“Then why talk to me?”


“Aren’t you a part of her life, too?”


I bit my lip. I hadn’t seen her in all this time, showing
Hauth around. We were sitting in the kitchen because I needed to be in
comforting surroundings. For the first time, I didn’t feel comforted at all.
The kitchen had been designed, I saw now, so that it could accommodate both a
bonedrake and a human, for all that my mother could compress herself
astonishingly when she had to. When had she thought to do that? And when, for
that matter, had she fixed on cupcakes as her hobby of choice, when she didn’t
eat them?


When had she decided to rear a human child?


“What are you going to do with your chronicle?” I said.


“Share it,” it said. “With everyone.”


“I want to see it,” I said.


“Yes,” it said. “Yes. When it’s done. But it’s not, yet.”


I knew what it was asking. “I will take you to my mother
now.”


We found her in the shrine of ashes, naturally. There was
no incense. The place was as ethereally cold as ever, a cold that sapped the
place of color and settled over me in a gray pall even as my mesh kept me
incongruously comfortable.


Hauth bowed to my mother. It looked both awkward and
serious, because the length of its limbs weren’t right for the gesture.
“Guardian,” it said, or an approximation thereof.


“Say it,” she returned. “You know my old name as well as
anyone.” She was coiled around the shrine, eyes slitted. If possible, her
status lights were bluer than ever, almost to the point of being
shadow-silvered. The tip of her tail lashed back and forth like a clock’s
tongue. I could feel the seconds crumbling away.


“Unit Zhu-15 Jiemsin,” Hauth said. “You haven’t answered
to that name in a long time, but I imagine even now you remember the
imperatives programmed into you, and the importance of rank hierarchy.”


I didn’t know anything about imperatives. Military
hierarchy, on the other hand, was a reasonably common concept. This intruder
had come into our home and accused my mother of being a deserter, had made her
sad and strange. If I had known that that was going to upset her like this, I
would have begged her to turn it away, no matter how splendid the
grave-offering of museum-ships it had brought.


“Mother,” I said. She wouldn’t look at me, and I spoke
again, louder. “Mother. Tell it to leave.”


She shook her head. “Ask your questions, Hauth,” she said
wearily.


I wanted to grab one of her legs and shake it. It was a
wonder that I restrained myself.


“I will tell this side of the story too,” it said, as
though an entire conversation to which I had not been privy had passed between
them already. “I know the rest already.”


“The rest of what?” I asked.


Hauth turned its regard not on me, but on my mother.


“Go ahead,” my mother said, “and tell her what you will
tell the world, if she wants to know. It is not, after all, any news to me.”


Hauth’s mask grew translucent. “Do you want to know?”


“I cannot fail to know forever,” I said unsteadily.


“Your mother is one of the greatest war engines ever
devised,” Hauth said. “She was not the only one. The bonedrakes’ creators
slaughtered their way into an empire. But the creators had not been as careful
with their imperatives as they thought, and eventually the bonedrakes turned on
their masters. Then they fought over their masters’ leavings.”


“This means nothing to me,” I said. It was almost true.


“There was one exception,” Hauth said. “Unit Zhu-15
Jiemsin, who did not turn against her masters, and did not turn against her
comrades, and did not do anything but run.”


I opened my mouth, resenting the critique implied in
Hauth’s tone.


Hauth wasn’t done. “Of course, she had few options, and
all of them were bad. So she ran and hid and didn’t emerge until nothing was
left but the smoke of legends. And then she retreated to this fortress, to
guard the fossils of history even though no one was left to put them in any
context.”


“Which is where you come in, I suppose,” I said. I meant
it to be savage. My voice betrayed me. “Mother, is this true?” Do you want
this to matter to me?


All she had to do was say something calming, call me
“eggling” the way she always did. She had raised me. I owed nothing to this
robot and its stories of a world that I needed not involve myself with.
Besides, it itself had described the past as the “smoke of legends”; what did
it matter anymore?


“It’s all true,” my mother said. “I learned that there
were things that mattered more than war. I did not want to fight anymore. So I
left. But that can’t be the sum of your purpose, Hauth.”


“I want to ask you to add my chronicle,” Hauth said. “To
persuade your visitors of the futility of war. Which you know about better than
anyone else.”


My mother blinked at it. “Yes to the first, no to the
second,” she said, crisp, sharp, unfailingly kind. “The fortress is neutral in
all matters. I will answer questions if asked. I will accept new artifacts for
the collection. But I will not press any viewpoint on another. That is all.”


“I must insist,” Hauth said. “The Greater Choreographical
Society, as an ally of the Everywhere Pact, feels strongly about this point.
Already the Pact would see you brought down. I was hoping to save a valuable
historical repository by persuading you of the rightness of our cause.”


My mother’s only response to this was a snort.


“In that case,” it said, “the Everywhere Pact will have no
choice but to turn against you. And my chronicle will only rally more to their
cause.”


“And you came here looking for help finishing it?” I
demanded incredulously. My heart was thumping horribly.


“Your fleet can’t do anything to me,” my mother said, “and
nor can anything else that you care to throw at the fortress.” She had not
moved, except that her tail-tip continued to lash back and forth. “But you’re
right that I won’t keep you from departing, or sharing your chronicle with
everyone who wants to hear it. With people who want to think of us as a
monument to war rather than a simple collection of things that happened, good
or bad or indifferent.”


“Don’t be absurd,” I said, appalled. “Stop it from
leaving.”


“Why?” she said. “It is my choice.”


Her agitation was palpable, however. The tail lashing was
one thing, but her claws came out with a snick and the gun mounts at her sides
coruscated.


“I had originally thought you would have figured out this
part of your mother’s past,” Hauth said. “In my interactions, however, it
became clear that you had no idea. In all this time, then, you had no idea that
your mother was a soldier, and that she had masters, and what kinds of orders
they gave her.”


My mother reared up to her full height. The ceiling was
far above; nevertheless, her shadow fell over me like a shroud. “I don’t take
orders from children,” she said to me, very quietly. “My masters were not that
stupid. Adults are another matter. You were the last one. Your parents had put
you in an ice-egg before they were obliterated; the other egglings didn’t
survive. You slept for eons while I deliberated and gathered my strength. I
thought enough time had passed that we could start over.”


I had no weapon on me, nothing that had any chance of
harming an entity of metal and shielded circuits. But I launched myself at
Hauth anyway, then choked back a shriek as something slammed into me and
knocked me aside: my mother’s tail.


My side hurt and I couldn’t breathe. My mother stood
between me and Hauth. She was crowned in blue fire, and she resembled nothing
so much as a skeleton stitched together by sinew of shadows.


“It won’t matter if you kill me,” Hauth said. “I am not an
entity like you or your mother. My experience-sum is copied to alter-selves at
regular intervals. The same mechanism suffices to distribute the chronicle.”


It said something about Hauth that it expected an appeal
of pure reason to sway me, and more about me that the appeal moved me not at
all. The irony was that my mother and Hauth fundamentally agreed on the value
of peace; but she would not impose it, while Hauth would. And Hauth now
returned her hospitality with a threat. I could not forgive that.


I did not know how to fight. I did not know how to use my
fists or feet, or any of the guns or knives amenable to human hands. My teeth,
as I had learned early in life, were practically useless. But Hauth’s remarks,
and my mother’s hints, had given me to understand that I had one weapon after
all: my mother.


“You were waiting for me to grow up all that time,” I said
to her. “To see if you had raised me true.”


She gave a terrible cry. For all the defenses the fortress
boasted, she was its greatest one. “If you kill it,” she said in a tattered
voice, “then we have nothing more in common. But I will not fight you either,
weapon though I am.”


“Then what will you do?” I said. I didn’t recognize my own
voice. I might have been crying.


“I stopped fighting so many years ago the number has no
meaning to you,” she said. “I am not going to start again now. It is always
possible, of course, that my imperatives are stronger than my ability to resist
them even after all my edits, and that I will do as you order anyway.”


She did not say: I thought I had taught you better than
this. We were beyond that now.


My hatred for Hauth was passionate and sharp-edged and did
not hurt nearly so much as the grief in my mother’s eyes. I whirled and fled as
fast as I could, down the corridors I had grown up in. No one came after me.


~ ~ ~


I could not go back to my mother after that. The fortress
was closed to me now. I was given time to adjust to the idea that I was to
leave. Only certain doors opened to me, for all that meals were provided, along
with any other diversion I asked for.


Eventually I came to a small ship, as beautiful as a
flowerbud. When I finally brought myself to enter it, knowing that I must then
depart for good, I found waiting for me a single cupcake decorated with
azalea-pink frosting. I made myself eat it, and never managed to remember how
it tasted.


My exile was a centrifugal one. Any path was open to me
except the one I wanted to take, curving back home. As you grow older, I will
tell you of the times I almost died, and the lifetimes I spent in ancestral
halls looking for mentions of my mother’s origins, however thready, not already
discussed in Hauth’s chronicle. I took lovers who murmured poetry-of-absences
into my dreams, and wept when I left them; I learned everything from surgery to
cloud-gardening. One thing I never took up, however, was baking.


I have told you all this as we travel, as you curl your
cilia inquisitively within the birthing sac, listening even unborn. I can only
hope to be as good a mother to you as my mother was to me. It would have been
preferable to return you to your people, had any remained, but by the time I
passed by their system, they had destroyed themselves in an ecological collapse
that left entire worlds pitted with corrosive seas. I salvaged what I could,
alone. We carry with us their songs and histories and genealogy-braids, the
possibility of future generations of your kind, so that you may decide what to
do with them when you are older.


Long years have passed since I left the fortress behind,
having broken the rules that my mother laid down. She had already forgiven me
when I left; I needed all this time to forgive myself. In the meantime, I see
the fortress’s welcome-banner streaming out toward us, luminous like an
effusion of flowers, and I imagine that your grandmother will be pleased to
meet you.


~ ~ ~ ~ ~




Yoon Ha Lee’s short fiction has appeared in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science
Fiction, Clarkesworld, and multiple times previously in Beneath
Ceaseless Skies, most recently “Two to
Leave” in BCS #174. His short fiction collection Conservation of
Shadows was released by Prime Books in 2013. He lives in Louisiana with his
family and an extremely lazy cat, and has not yet been eaten by gators. Visit him
online at www.yoonhalee.com.
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and he does freelance and contract work for illustrations and concept art. View
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