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INTRODUCTION



WELCOME TO The Best of Beneath Ceaseless Skies Online
Magazine, Year One. Within these (electronic) pages, you will
find strange and vivid worlds inhabited by intriguing characters,
in stories by award-winning veteran writers and newcomers
alike.

Beneath Ceaseless Skies began as, if
you will, a quest. There are many fantasy magazines publishing
gorgeous literary fantasy and a stalwart few publishing adventure
fantasy set in grand worlds, but there was no dedicated home for
stories combining both those styles. I love that combination, which
I call “literary adventure fantasy,” but only rarely did it pop up
in existing magazines. I founded Beneath Ceaseless Skies to
give literary adventure fantasy its own home.

The response to BCS’s first year has
been overwhelmingly positive. Three BCS stories received
Honorable Mentions in The Year’s Best Science Fiction
Twenty-Six, edited by Gardner Dozois, and three in The
Year’s Best Science Fiction & Fantasy 2009, edited by Rich
Horton. “Thieves of Silence” by Holly Phillips was named to
Locus’s 2009 Recommended Reading List, and “Father’s Kill”
by Christopher Green won the 2009 Aurealis Award for Best Fantasy
Short Story. At the close of 2009, Horton called BCS “a
really important source of fantasy.”

This anthology contains a varied selection of
these stories. They include subtle explorations from the
perspectives of multiple characters; fantasy classics such as tales
of thieves; and worlds ranging in flavor from ancient Aztec to
feudal Japan, from traditional fantasy to steampunk to utterly
unique. If you enjoy them, visit the Beneath
Ceaseless Skies website for
more.

The second year of BCS promises to be
just as exciting as the first. So far we have featured stories by
Yoon Ha Lee, Garth Upshaw, and Aliette de Bodard, with others
forthcoming from Catherine Mintz, Adam Corbin Fusco, and Richard
Parks. We continue to release stories every fortnight in three
different online formats: as text, as e-book files, and as
downloadable audio podcast files. This Best of BCS anthology
will hopefully be the first in a series of annual collections
highlighting our fiction.

Like all short fiction magazines these days,
our most significant challenge is funding. BCS is a 501(c)3
non-profit organization, so we depend on donations from readers.
Thank you for buying this e-book; all proceeds will go toward
paying our authors and artists.

My deepest thanks to everyone who has helped
me make BCS such a success. Among them: Neil Clarke, for
answering my countless questions; my cabal of advisors, for their
pragmatic opinions; my family, for their unflagging support;
everyone who has ever donated to the magazine, for their
generosity; and, most of all, the authors, for transporting me and
all the readers of BCS to countless astonishing worlds and
introducing us to so many fascinating people.

Scott H. Andrews

January 2010









THE SWORD OF LOVING KINDNESS

Chris Willrich



ONE STORM-LASHED SUNSET in the Eldshore’s antique capital,
beneath Castle Astrolabe’s crumbling perch and near the Zodiac
Coliseum’s bloody stones, Gaunt and Bone scaled Heaven’s Vault,
there to make a hellish deposit.

Heaven’s Vault was a golden, six-sided tower
lancing like an orphaned sunbeam through Archaeopolis’ sodden
skies. Rectangular stained-glass windows glittered at intervals up
its six hundred feet, each with a god’s portrait in the center,
surrounded by lush scenes of that divinity’s life and death. In the
corners of the windows there glowed ruby numbers, as if enumerating
divine blood money.

“They are all dead, you know,” Imago
Bone said within a gilded cloak, his invictium-tipped gloves
scraping past the vast window of the Forge God, a blade of grass in
his teeth recalling the world far below. “Or so it’s claimed. All
the gods of the West. Those not embedded in the landscape, or too
abstract to have form at all. Their blood stained this glass, with
the blood of their high priests. And the Things beyond the glass
killed them.”

“If this is meant to deter me,” Persimmon
Gaunt said, clutching her rope beneath Bone, “I’m deterred. Turn
back anytime you like.” Though I wish I’d been swayed at a lower
altitude, she thought. Swaying at high altitude is hard on
the stomach. Her sturdy body had been toughened by weeks of
travel, but the long climb ached within her limbs, and chill winds
swirled auburn hair into her eyes. Dangling there, she felt not
unlike the rose tattooed upon her face, the one shown ensnared by a
spider’s web.

“There’s no choice,” Bone said. “What we need
is beyond this glass, that prophecy claims unbreakable.”

The poet answered him,

“Neither liquid nor solid: such then is
glass.

Stained with godblood and manblood, no one
shall pass.

Thus trapped between natures, ‘twill never
fault.

Eternal, the windows of Heaven’s
Vault.”

“Right,” Bone said. “That one.” The spare,
ferret-like face of the thief frowned down, framed by two old
scars, one from blade, one from flame. “I won’t ask again that you
allow me to go alone. I merely ask that you respect the Pluribus.
They are not seen much beyond this tower. But if tales are true
they slew the old world, spawned the present age.”

“I understand.”

“I. . . do not want to lose you.”
The momentary softness fled the thief’s scarred face as soon as it
arrived. “Some perils must be mine alone. So you must do exactly as
I say.”

“You do not own me, Bone.”

“You are free, Gaunt. I merely want you free
and alive.”

They reached the upper right vertex of the
great window, beside a number marking Allos the Smith’s assigned
ranking among gods (thirteen), and the climbers secured themselves
and readied their gear. Stray raindrops spattered the window, which
glistened with the ruddy flourishes of sunset. Godblood was, it
seemed, composed of all the spectrum’s colors, but with a marked
bias toward the red.

Bone removed his gloves. “The gem, if you
please.”

Gaunt slid from her index finger the ring
they’d stolen from the delvenfolk of Loomsberg. It took the shape
of a silver ouroboros serpent, with a crook in its self-devoured
tail, and a frosty gem within the crook.

“A ring of Time,” she said, passing it up.
“And time, perhaps, to tell me the plan.”

Bone took the ring and tested it, plucking
the grass blade from his teeth and flicking it across the gem.
Green coiled into brown, blew away as dust, the remnants scattering
to the street. None of the hustling wayfarers beside the Vault
noted the incident, nor perceived the climbers in gilded cloaks
that mimicked the tower’s stones. Indeed, for all their civic
pride, the Archaeopolitans preferred to act as though the Vault did
not exist.

“We could live a year,” Bone mused, “on the
value of this gem. Captain Dawnglass would want it for piracy, the
kleptomancers for research, Dolman the Charmed to create false
relics. Yet it’s merely the tool for a larger caper.” He sighed.
“This is my master heist, Gaunt. I spent decades sketching it, as a
sort of hobby, never supposing I’d actually try something so mad.”
He gazed if for the final time at the grey sea surging westward;
then he smiled. “That is the effect you have on me.”

For you, Bone, she thought, that
was a love poem.

But he had turned back to the window of the
god-eaters.

He put the ouroboros upon his ring finger,
pressed it to the glass.

The gem shimmered and diminished, and
simultaneously the world blurred.

Bone shuddered. Hair sprouted upon his face.
Grey strands appeared on his head. His clothes frayed. So did the
rope.

“Bone. . . .”

“A moment.” Bone shimmered back into
solidity, and the gem was gone. Was his voice a trifle weary? “A
moment, a year. . . so little difference to a ring of
clotted Time. So little difference to me. Heh. But most of its
influence was directed outward, Gaunt, at this window.”

Was the window’s luster gone, its surface
drab and colors flat? “What have you done?” Gaunt asked.

“Don’t worry, I’m fine. Just a little
temporal backwash. But the window, now. . . well, a thief
appreciates loopholes. Glass is indeed something between liquid and
solid, but old glass with impurities has been known to divitrify
and become a solid in truth. So I wonder if the prophecy still
applies to crystal. . . .”

Bone donned his clawed gloves, scraped, and
grinned.

Soon he’d created a gap a few feet across in
the corner of the Forge God’s window. He carefully lowered a
crystal disc into the darkness of the tower, sliding it to one
side.

“Well done,” said Gaunt, peering up into the
Vault’s shadows. “But was it necessary to keep me in the dark?”

Bone looked at her. There were lines beside
his eyes, as if a few more crows had danced there. “You are not as
skilled at evasion as I. You might have been caught and questioned
by delvenfolk, or eldguards, or infraseers.”

“You were afraid I’d stop you, weren’t
you?”

He coughed. “Perhaps. I could not predict the
severity of the temporal backwash. And you have so many years
left.”

She reached up and grasped his wrist. “Give
me this moment, and this road, and this sky. That is enough. Never
give me lies.”

He smirked. “I am glad it’s enough, since
you’ve enumerated most of our possessions.” He studied the narrow
gap, patted his stomach. “For once I’m glad we’ve had little to
spend on food.”

Gaunt shook her head. “Think of it. We are
down to our last gold ambrosian, and bear an infernal burden.” She
cocked her head toward her pack, which bore the reason for their
adventure. “And now we are breaking into one of the world’s most
dangerous places.”

“Don’t tell me you aren’t enjoying it.”

She laughed and mimed an unchaste kiss.
“After you, master thief.”

The Vault’s windows were for the outside
world’s benefit. The beings within had no requirement of light, and
although ruddy illumination streamed through the windows, shadows
were plentiful. Once within, Gaunt and Bone sought their dubious
concealment and took the Vault’s measure.

Their first realization was that Heaven’s
Vault was in a sense two towers: a citadel of black stone perhaps
fifty feet in diameter, nestled within the shell of the golden-hued
exterior. A narrow, sloping passageway separated the two.

Upon the ebon stone of the inner tower there
appeared, at regular intervals, narrow doors of still darker metal
resembling slabs of congealed night. Spindly glyphs, like a
sequence of mad spiders’ webs, etched the walls beside.

“Purest agonium,” Bone said after a sniff of
the door-metal. “Formed, it’s said, in the hearts of draconic
suicides. I’d best not touch it.”

“The language of the lost isle of Nobeca,”
Gaunt said, squinting at the writing beside the door. “I’d best
read it.” Clicking her tongue, she said, “A free translation might
be ‘clam, ennui, knucklebone.’”

“So,” Bone said, scratching his chin, “beyond
lies a talisman that puts mollusks to sleep?”

“No, Bone. My translation makes no sense
because the language employed is not Nobecan, but our own tongue of
Roil.”

Bone frowned at her, then at the arcane
squiggles. “You could have fooled me. But then the light is
dim. . . .”

“The Nobecan symbols are here used to
represent the sounds of Roil. You see, Nobecan is
ideographic, not alphabetic. The glyphs with the meanings ‘clam,’
‘ennui,’ and ‘knucklebone,’ possessed in the original tongue the
sounds ‘slaw,’ ‘terr,’ and ‘dairk.’”

“‘Hm. Slaw-terr-dairk. Slaw-ter-dark.
Slaughterdark?” Bone’s eyebrows rose. “The pirate lord?
Could this be his deposit box?”

Persimmon Gaunt could almost see the fires
lighting behind Bone’s forehead, illuminating storied hoards of
Summerlong wine, Karthagarian gold, Wallander silk.

“That creature was the terror of three
continents,” Bone murmured, his hand drifting despite his own
warning toward the dark panel. “I absorbed all his legends as a
boy. He retired as a prince to a desert outpost—what would he lock
away here?”

~ ~ ~

A thousand miles east in the city of pain, a
girl tending a weed-choked garden shivered beneath a desert moon,
as if a cold western wind whispered her
name. . . .

~ ~ ~

Gaunt caught Bone’s hand. “This isn’t our
goal.”

Her lover sighed. “Correct. We are not
stealing, this day.” He beckoned up the winding passage. “The
unoccupied boxes should be this way.”

“A moment.” Gaunt studied the crystal disc
they’d dropped in the passageway, its edges marked with red powder,
flecked with blues, golds, greens, and yellows. She rubbed the
mouth of a pouch along its circumference. “Powdered godblood,” she
said, “might just be of value.”

“Audacious,” Bone said. “Well played. You
carry the stuff.”

They crept upward the equivalent of two
stories, passing dark portals labeled for wizards, heroes,
monsters, and lunatics, before they discovered the Vault had a
guardian.

A huge golden sphere rolled into view.
Bearing down, it made not a rumbling, but a sticky-sounding
hiss.

To Gaunt it resembled nothing so much as a
globe of frozen honey, just wide enough to dominate the passage.
Like drops of blood, bubbles within glinted with the window-light.
Yet this was not its most lurid aspect, for within quivered the
severed heads of three men, bobbing as though the interior were
viscous yet. The rolling heads stared at Gaunt and Bone, their eyes
tracking the new victims, their mouths gaping wide as if shrieking
silent warning.

“Flee!” Bone yelled.

Gaunt tarried, as much from shock as from a
desire to protect her companion. The golden sphere rolled
closer.

Cursing, Bone shifted to the nearest black
door, jabbing glove-claws deep into the seam between metal and
stone.

The door popped. Bone swung it and blocked
the way, even as the agonium corroded the claws down to smoking
flecks.

The sphere hit the enchanted metal; Bone fell
backward into Gaunt. The globe steamed into sweet-smelling vapor,
filling the passage with a tantalizing odor as of life’s finest
meal, now over.

Before the door swung back Gaunt glimpsed the
chamber beyond. There glinted a dented brass lamp, a carved pumpkin
brooding atop a saddle, a pale girl immobile within a glass coffin.
Then the deposit box and its mysteries were closed off forever.

Three heads flopped now upon the floor like
fresh trout, drawing Gaunt’s gaze. They were aging swiftly. Their
skins became ash, and the skulls beneath followed suit. Before they
were gone, however, Gaunt thought she heard them whisper, Our
thanks. . . .

“An ambrosia globe,” Bone said. “A head
within goes on living, in misery, nourished by divine honey. I told
you to flee.”

“I was startled. And I couldn’t leave
you.”

He frowned. “We must hone your
self-preservation skills.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Your death would serve no one, Persimmon
Gaunt!” Bone shook his head. “You affect a certain world-weariness,
but you are a romantic. You must learn proper selfishness.”

“Selfishly I ask, quit the lecture.” Hands on
hips, she said, “Of more immediate concern, how many times can you
repeat that trick with the door?”

Bone grunted, looked away, removed his
smoking gloves. “I had only one set of invictium claws.”

“May I borrow what remains?”

“They’re nearly useless. But be my
guest.”

She slipped on the gloves, which still bore
remnants of the enchanted metal. “Let’s go.”

Their luck improved. They found their goal
just around the bend: the first door lacking an inscription.

Bone withdrew a pair of daggers, slipping the
blades between metal and stone. Immediately the weapons corroded.
Bone discarded smoldering hilts.

He removed a strand of ironsilk, shaking it
once for stiffness, and slipped it into the crack. A line of
sizzling ruin lashed out toward Bone’s hands, and he dropped the
remnant of the strand.

He raised a jagged shard of magnetite on a
string, swung it against the agonium. The shard failed to stick,
and the tip smoked and crumbled. Scowling, Bone touched the stone
to a ruined dagger-hilt. It clicked, but did not cling. “Gaunt,” he
said petulantly, “this vile metal has neutralized my
lodestone!”

“Hold. I have a
notion. . . .”

Gaunt used the gloves with their invictium
shards to trace a Nobecan character beside the door.

Bone winced at the scraping and screeching.
“Shall I just call out a challenge to the Pluribus?”

“Hush.”

“That was the gist, yes.”

“This won’t take but a moment. There.”

She had finished inscribing the Nobecan glyph
for balance.

In the original tongue it sounded much like
Gaunt.

“I am Gaunt,” she told the black door.

With a grinding noise and a waft of cool air,
it swung aside.

Bone raised his eyebrows. “I must give you a
bigger share of our hauls.”

“We haven’t been stealing anything.”

“Exactly what I’ve been saying. Let’s finish
our task and go rob a drunk.”

They peered into the chamber, a dark, hollow
space that echoed with their breathing. Gaunt opened her pack and
produced an unmarked book with a drab cover.

“Rot in there,” she whispered, and tossed
within the tome known only as Mashed Rags Bound in Dead
Cow.

That was when the air seemed to come
alive.

“THIEVES!” came a maddening cry, as
though a thousand voices shrieked all around.

Gaunt shivered, but did not freeze. She spun
and unsheathed her own daggers, fine steel from Tancimor.

She became aware of a dark-robed figure
behind her. Even as she turned, it lashed out with both hands—or
rather, what she had believed were hands. Their touch was light,
yet both her wrists sang with pain. She dropped her blades.

Meanwhile Bone had found his own weapon. It
was more unorthodox; he flung a waterskin at the hooded shape.

The skin just missed the head, but burst
against the wall, spattering their foe.

It buzzed with rage.

For it was a swarm of bees that filled the
cloak, and with their central cognitive squadron drenched, the rest
spilled in all directions like golden drops of anger.

“I’m fleeing!” Gaunt said, preempting Bone,
but even as she scrambled downslope she encountered a second hooded
figure droning in accusation, and beyond it a third. She skidded to
a halt, and thus Bone collided with her, herded as he was by
another pair of shrouded swarms. The lovers fell against each
other, and huddled.

Their original accuser(s) flowed back into
the abandoned robe, filled it, and billowed up to the ceiling.
Gaunt marveled how light the robe must be, or how strong the bees.
Then she marveled that she and Bone yet lived.

Down pointed a finger formed of intertwined
insects, quivering with legs, wings, and antennae.

“We are the Teller,” buzzed the voice
of myriad wings. “We speak for the Pluribus. We have eaten gods.
It demeans us to consume thieves. But it’s more efficient than
showing you the door.”

~ ~ ~

Many times Imago Bone had been surprised by
Persimmon Gaunt, but never more so than today.

“We are not thieves, O Pluribus!” cried
she.

He opened his mouth to object, reflected a
moment, shut it again.

“We fear you,” Gaunt was saying, “who
rebelled against the very gods, who never fairly paid you for
nectar and ambrosia. We respect you, whose Deicide allowed mortals
to dominate the West. We honor you, who originated the art of
banking. And we come to you now as would-be customers.”

Bone gave her one look of perfect perplexity,
then followed in languid tones, “My colleague speaks the
truth.”

“You are Imago Bone,” the Teller said,
pointing a crawling “finger” at Bone’s nose. A single bee detached
itself for emphasis, orbiting Bone’s head. Larger than a honeybee,
it was elongated in a way that resembled wasps, and flashed a
metallic shade of gold, with bristles reminiscent of spikes. “We
have tiny eyes in many places.”

“You know me?” Bone said, with a quaver of
pride.

“We were not stealing,” Gaunt said, “despite
my friend’s reputation. We were leaving something behind.”

The Teller withdrew its arm. It and its
comrades rippled in consternation.

“You were making a deposit?”

Eyes on the circling bee, Bone said, “There
is a deadly enchanted book in our care, the legacy of our first
meeting.” He glanced at Gaunt, recalling their escape from
kleptomancers, goblin librarians, and the two deaths Joyblood and
Severstrand who’d so weirdly circumscribed and extended his life.
And he remembered the cost of that escape—employing Mashed Rags
Bound in Dead Cow, a book that killed all who absorbed so much
as a paragraph. “We do not want it, but its disposal falls to us.
While we search for the means, we must ensure it doesn’t fall into
evil hands.”

The Teller seemed to scowl. The thief
perceived skittering, many-legged eyebrows. “You dread this bane
so much? You would destroy it, not sell it? You, a thief?”

He’d asked himself this before. “We like to
sleep well at night,” he said, though he added silently that he
slept best beside Gaunt, and craved her continued affection. “We
deprive others of wealth. Not, as a rule, of life.”

“You would rent a security comb?” The
Teller’s tone remained incredulous. “The standard fee is ten
ambrosians a month.”

Bone revealed a single gold coin, stamped
with the arms of the Empress of the Eldshore, bearing a single drop
of dried ambrosia at its punctured center. “We have only one
available. Why do you suppose we broke in?” One ambrosian was
standard yearly pay for a soldier. It could be traded for numerous
lesser coins, and slipped beneath the tongue it had an even chance
of reviving a man from a mortal wound. To Gaunt and Bone the coin,
a gift from the pirate captain Dawnglass, represented one last long
step before destitution. They’d lived on scraps and odd jobs to
avoid trading it.

“Bone?” Gaunt whispered. “Self-preservation?
Eh?”

The Teller smiled, a grin composed of tiny
black feet stained with cream-white pollen. “One? We store crown
jewels, dragon-hunters’ hoards, sorcerers’ hearts, mummies and
vampires, papyri of the Blind Poet, rings of power, soul-stealing
swords, and a cat in an indeterminate state between life and death.
The mighty of the West entrust their treasures to us. And you have
but one coin?”

Bone licked his lips at this inventory, but
he composed himself. “A down payment?”

Gaunt put in, “You know the reputation of
Imago Bone. We offer a down payment of one ambrosian, plus
the master thief’s services in the acquisition of your choice.”

“We do?” Bone murmured.

“Hush.”

“We must confer.”

The cloaks of the Pluribus dropped to the
floor. The divine bees converged upon a nearby window and formed a
writhing tapestry of gold-knifed darkness.

“Flee?” Gaunt whispered, with little
conviction.

“Our only real option’s a plunge to the
street,” Bone replied. “Though we could hide in the open security
comb.”

“With the book we’ve struggled to destroy! Oh
good!”

“If anything could harm the
Pluribus. . . .”

At that moment the swarms dispersed and
dressed themselves, with two blocking the path toward the book, and
the Teller once again overhead. Gaunt and Bone would never know if
the Pluribus had reacted to their words.

The Teller spread wiggling gold-black hands
in a magnanimous gesture.

“Congratulations, new customers! We are
flexible beings, and offer a special arrangement. There is a
service you might do. For this, and your deposit, we will waive the
cost of our damaged window and offer forty-nine weeks’ use of a
security comb.”

“Ask,” Bone said with widening eyes, “and
we’ll steal the spots off the sun.”

“An interesting proposal. But we have no
theft in mind. Indeed, you will do as you did here, delivering an
item of value.”

“Speak on.”

“We guard many wondrous things. There is
one such whose renter has defaulted. We would have you dispose of
it. Do you agree?”

“What are the details. . . ?”
Gaunt began.

“Of course!” Bone said.

“Very well,” said the Teller. “You
shall convey the world’s most perilous weapon to the city of
pain.”

The Teller escorted them to the gap in the
window of Allos the Smith, Gaunt glaring at Bone the whole
while.

To forestall her speech, Bone mused aloud,
“Most perilous weapon, eh? The sword Crypttongue, that speaks in
its victims’ voices?”

“No,” said the Teller. Gaunt’s scowl
intensified.

“The Schismglass of Baelscaer, then, that
entraps souls in its reflective blade?”

“No.”

The Teller stopped beside the door Gaunt and
Bone had first encountered, the one named for a pirate prince.

“All who possess this weapon have
regretted it, even the fiercest of killers, mad Lord Runestock,
say, or bloody Sir Fairbeast, or Captain Slaughterdark who
abandoned it here.”

At the word Slaughterdark the door
swung open, revealing a glowing nimbus of a pinkish hue, festooned
with sparkles and rainbows.

“Behold the Sword of Loving
Kindness.”

~ ~ ~

Far to the east a girl heard words upon
the wind: I am coming. The voice was dulcet and dainty, and
seemed ready to burst into song.

The girl shivered there, in her desert.

~ ~ ~

On the eighteenth day of their journey from
Archaeopolis to Maratrace, called the city of pain, Gaunt grew
certain something was amiss.

The initial signs had been small. Imago
Bone’s normal grumbling irritation at rocks and bumps in the royal
road was replaced with a cheery, cloying whistle. The whistle did
not cease when the road did, and it echoed maddeningly through the
precipitous mountain path. Bone’s usual haphazard way of pitching
camp gave way to a tidy pattern of tent, fire, and packs, all
arranged according to ancient Palmarian geomantic principles. His
habitual lustful manner surrendered to a chaste, schoolboy
friendliness. Even this last transformation was not so alarming at
first, as it gave Gaunt more time to attack her latest work, The
Next-To-Last-Winter:

‘Tis the loveliest of seasons (she
wrote on the seventeenth day)

A winter bright, my friend.

Not least among the reasons:

The next will have no end.

Yet on the eighteenth day, Gaunt, breathing
in sharp cold mountain air and trying to scoop up the delicious
thrill of that penultimate snow and melt it into words, was
interrupted by Bone’s latest musing.

“I am not so good a thief, you know.”

Gaunt’s writing hand froze, pleasant
ice-scapes forgotten. She stared at him.

“Most of my escapades,” he continued, chewing
a blade of snow-crusted alpine grass, “were lucky escapes.”

Was this some filchform, Gaunt wondered, who
had eaten her beloved? Or a sorcerer who’d spirited Bone away and
left a fragment of the Brazen Mirror?

“Ah, think of it, Gaunt. I grow old, and
never have I tended a garden, raised a child, run for civic
office.”

Here he absently patted the weapon from which
he never wandered far. It was a rapier with a hilt sculpted like a
rose blossom, its whole length an unearthly pink crystal which
sparkled and flashed prismatic reflections at the merest hint of
sunlight. Delicate and sharp, even its rose petals drew blood.

“Why,” Bone continued, “what must people
think? What sort of image do I present? I’ve never dwelled long in
one spot, you know, Gaunt, never had a house I could show off to
the neighbors.”

“Bone,” Gaunt said, “you are frightening
me.”

“I frighten myself,” Bone said agreeably. “To
think, I could have spent my life so much better! I might have been
a fine physician, student of law—a courtier even! A man of
substance!”

“Have you been drinking, Imago Bone?”

“No!” The thief stood, the Sword of Loving
Kindness in hand. “Would that I had! A little drink is a social
necessity. Instead, I went through long dry spells and sporadic mad
binges. Better to raise the occasional stiff drink in the company
of peers and patrons. I. . . .” Bone’s brow
furrowed. “What. . . what is wrong with me?”

“Bone,” she said, coming closer, relieved at
this change. “Are you yourself?”

“It. . . it is like dreaming
another’s dream. I. . . what a foolish sentence. A
pathetic attempt at poetry. Which reminds me, Gaunt,” Bone
continued, all confusion leaving his voice, “I’ve been thinking you
should give up verse.”

“What?”

“It is well enough for wise ancients to
practice the art, but today’s women should know better. If you must
write, perhaps then an etiquette primer for young girls—what are
you doing?”

Stooping, Gaunt said, “I am forming a bird
out of snow. If I whisper a wish into its ear it will fly away when
my back is turned, and bring happiness and prosperity to my
friends.”

“Well. . . a bit whimsical, but all
in all a good, kind sentiment. I should think—ow!”

Having packed the snowball hard, Gaunt had
hurled it into Bone’s earnest face.

The thief dropped the weapon. Gaunt kicked it
downslope, where it lay against a leafless tree, shining as if
reflecting an unseen, glorious sunset.

Bone dropped to his knees. “Thank you,” he
gasped.

“It was more for me than you.”

“I hope I haven’t lost this eye.” Bone
checked. “No. I can see. But more important. I can think—of
pride and greed, for example. Of me. Remind me what the Pluribus
said about the Sword?”

Gaunt said, “They were rather cryptic.
Especially as you’d already agreed to their errand.” She shot him a
fresh glare, then added, “I’ve given this a little thought. This
may be the whispered final work of the Forge God. A weapon
fashioned after most of the gods perished. . . even his
beloved Nettileer Kinbinder.”

“The goddess of love?”

“My bardic teachers suggested I not think of
her office as love per se. That is too multifaceted a thing
to be embodied in a single entity. Nettileer’s function was
kinbinding. She presided over courtship and marriage, childrearing
and housekeeping, personal grooming and blood feuds.”

“Blood feuds?”

Gaunt studied the sword as she spoke. “She
was not a force for good, necessarily, Bone. Her priestesses
did not help the poor and sick, but rather dressed up in fanciful
pastel outfits with tiaras. They held lavish balls. They bestowed
wishes upon their friends and poison upon their enemies. Kin,
cleanliness, status, appearance, chaste affection—that was
Nettileer’s realm, and woe to those who angered her. Her husband
Allos the Smith suffered much at her hands.”

“Ah,” Bone said. “He must have dallied with
another, as gods often did.”

“No. He failed to keep his forge clean,
embarrassing her in front of the other divinities.”

“Oh.”

“For this she shoved his face into the coals
and cast him away, taking up with the war god Erethor.”

“I see.” Bone straightened his clothing.

“But that wasn’t the end of their story,”
Gaunt said, “for one day the Pluribus rebelled and killed almost
all the gods. There’s a song, a fragment from the Bladed Isles—

Gold was the godswarm

And red the halls of Surmount

And black the blade of Erethor

As Nettileer he sought.

And swarm-spattered was his sword

When goddess’ hand he got

And led her to the ramparts

And the chariot of the god.

But “Would you flee to other worlds?”

Said she, “To draw a coward’s breath?”

Berserk she goaded Erethor.

He charged foaming to his death.

Then red rose the mane of Nettileer

As to stones leapt she of hearth.

Red ran her blood, that Allos took,

To quench a thing of wrath.

“It is said,” Gaunt said, “that Allos flung
this final work into the sea before the Pluribus found him.
Taletellers long wondered what it was. I think I have a guess. I
think it was this sword, which so perfectly matches the goddess’
nature.”

She stared down the slope. “Think of it,
Bone. The final vengeance of the gods is not a thing of
thunderbolts or gore, but something forged with the essence of the
kinbinder. Something that bludgeons mind and spirit. . .
until one obeys Nettileer’s notions of a clean, shiny life.”

“A cosmic spanking rod,” Bone said. “Why
couldn’t we have gotten something that ate souls?”

~ ~ ~

Again the girl felt something cold and
delicate kiss her neck and whisper Skath. Again she turned
and saw nothing but the proud expanse of Maratrace beneath the
desert sun.

But the voice on the wind was stronger now,
as were her nightly dreams of a dainty pink sword. Almost she
clawed herself in the manner of her people, but limited herself to
biting her lip.

~ ~ ~

Bone and Gaunt resolved to carry the sword in
a pack, and handle it only with cloth. Even so, their journey was
marked by incidents of a most disturbing wholesomeness.

In the Homunculus Mountains, they found
themselves lecturing the Mandrake Marauders on manners and hygiene.
Their subsequent dash into the Vale of Webness led to a debate with
Poisonfroth Huskmaker, matriarch of the Oldspinners, in which Gaunt
accused her of haphazard webmaking, and Bone chided her unfinished
meals.

This exchange degenerated into the
unfortunate scene of two humans fleeing a be-webbed and burning
forest. As the blaze spread onto the Wheelgreen, Gaunt and Bone
argued with the Wagonlords, who disputed the notion that the
grassfire might inspire their founding agricultural communities
with pretty gardens.

When at last the pair reached the
reed-marked, quietly churning river that flowed south and east to
Maratrace, and the threat of being bound and blood-smeared and left
for the ants had faded into anecdote, Gaunt and Bone held a
conference.

“Damn this sword,” Bone spat.

“Language,” Gaunt objected. Then she caught
herself, and swore.

“You see?” Bone said. “The thing’s influence
is growing. We will be lucky to arrive as anything but pedants of
good behavior.”

“Look, Bone. Look at the verse I wrote
yesterday.”

He looked.

Oh, happy children at their song

Frolicking the winter long,

For in their joyous hearts they know

They lie, who warn of endless snow.

“You think this is a disaster?” Bone
asked. “I’ve discarded my gear. My daggers and lockpicks, my
camouflage dyes and knockout herbs, my ironsilk lines and sticky
resins. Years to assemble, all gone—abandoned on the plains or
tossed into the river! Each time, I thought, ‘Farewell, wicked
tool.’ Only when it’s too late do I weep.”

Gaunt patted herself and cursed (“Bless it
all!”) to discover she too had disarmed herself. She embraced Bone,
leaning in closer when she found the initial result too chaste.
“Well, fear not. Adventuring is done for now. We must merely
deliver this artifact to Maratrace. There is no designated
recipient, no specified act or ritual to perform. We may walk
through the gates, drop the thing on the street, and leave.”

“You are right. We could even approach by
night and hurl it over the wall.”

“And flee at once for Amberhorn on the
Midnight Sea, where sin is state-supported, where thieves’ markets
come thick as the harbor’s billowing sails.”

“Yes. Yes! You are a healing draught,
Persimmon Gaunt.”

Bone kissed her. She responded eagerly, and
his breathing grew labored. How long, she wondered, since they had
behaved so? Too long indeed—since the fifteenth day out of
Archaeopolis.

They clutched at one another, pulled each
other to the ground, unfastened, tugged, tore, and lay naked in the
tall grass. The scent of mud and sweat was rich. Their hands sought
their unchaperoned flesh. . . .

And they paused, regarding one another in
vexation.

“I am finding myself mortified,” Gaunt said
slowly, “to be so exposed, before the hawks, the field mice, and
whatever astronomers might exist on other heavenly discs.”

“I find myself thinking,” Bone murmured,
“that this cavorting is rather brutish, and far beneath the dignity
of a great poet and a thief whose name is at least known to high
society.”

The pair turned their heads and looked upon
the Sword of Loving Kindness. It had tumbled from its pack, and now
shimmered pleasantly beside them.

They still lay that way when a trading boat
arrived, making its way from cold Starkinggrad downriver. The hoots
and whistles of the crew sent them diving for their clothes, and
they barely mustered the audacity to beg a ride to Maratrace.

~ ~ ~

It was no city for sightseers.

First, grotesque dark towers, resembling
broken-boned monstrosities covered with pustules, rose on the
horizon. These were followed by smaller, angular pyramidal
buildings like wide knives, then a conglomeration of adobe houses
low by the river. Trails of smoke testified to activity, farmland
stretched up and down the river, and watercraft bobbed beside
piers; but there was a hush about the place that Gaunt did not
like.

As the riverboat creaked cityward, sliding
above the sunken rubble of older settlements, its captain said,
“All mad they are, indeed,” as if reading her thoughts. “But honest
dealers nonetheless. Too honest, in a way.” He was a Palmarian
named Flea, with two fingers missing from his right hand, testament
to avarice or clumsiness. (Gaunt was oddly proud Bone’s hands were
intact even after a long career in Palmary.)

“What do you mean?” Bone said with a flaring
of the fingers that implied reward for information (and emphasized,
Gaunt knew, that he had all ten).

Flea cupped his own maimed hand, accepting
with a grunt a minor coin. “They’re fanatics, friend. They believe
pain’s the great truth of the world, and they labor to provide
their own evidence.” Flea pocketed the coin, lifted his hand.
“Palmary’s proudest had to shackle me to do this. But Maratrace’s
mighty do the same to themselves, or worse. And outsiders who
linger become pain-lovers too. I know a few old river-hands who are
short a hand or two, these days. Me, I’ll be leaving in one—down to
Mirabad. Best you come along. If you can’t afford it, you can work
for passage.”

A glance at the morose faces of Flea’s
oarsmen, chained by wrist and nose, convinced Gaunt she’d rather
walk.

A tsking Flea deposited them at
Maratrace’s modest port district. Unusually for a city of tall
towers, Maratrace’s harbor did not throb, but rather snored.
Activity was faint. Where other docklands would echo with the cries
of drunks, lechers, and brawlers, this one clicked with the
lackadaisical sounds of dice upon the piers. It seemed the traders
clung to the water’s edge.

There was no city wall as such. Wooden
harbor-sheds blended with adobe homes and stone pyramids, the city
growing by turns more austere toward its center; and despite their
intent to abandon the sword immediately, it was unclear to Gaunt
and Bone if they were truly inside Maratrace or not. They ventured
inward.

They soon found themselves upon hot, hushed,
shadow-slashed avenues of white sand, slicing between close-set
buildings. To Gaunt, the city seemed the work of two diametrically
opposed architects. Most structures, those meant for business or
habitation, sat stark, smooth, and angular, reminding her of tombs.
This much was strange but hardly daunting. It was the other
constructions, the public and military buildings, which cast
monstrous shadows. They clawed skyward like the citadels of genius
termites. Within the limits of engineering they were asymmetrical
and rough-hewn, crafted to suggest diseased and disfigured
creatures. The tallest structure, ebon and windowless but in
outline oddly reminiscent of Heaven’s Vault, flowed with intricate
carvings depicting humans and other sapients undergoing torture.
Beneath it, children played.

Gaunt led Bone nearer the children, who
represented the largest knot of activity in sight. So far, other
citizens had clung to the shadows, slipping indoors as the poet and
thief passed by. Gaunt had only been able to discern that the
Maratracians were surprisingly pale for desert-dwellers, and that
many were maimed as if veterans of some ugly battle.

“We might as well inform someone what we’re
doing,” Gaunt said, worried that her scruples were generated by the
sword, but unable to act otherwise.

The older children played catch with a wooden
octahedron bristling with little spikes. Usually the children
avoided the hazards, but occasionally a sharp cry went up.

Heat and distraction had made Gaunt stupid;
but when she finally understood the meaning of the latest yelp, she
ran toward a fallen boy.

He cradled a bleeding palm. His cohorts
gathered around him, silently watching.

Bone slid onto the sand and grabbed the boy’s
hand. Perhaps fourteen, the victim was long and lean of face,
brown-haired and brown-eyed, and stared as though Bone were a
particularly unbelievable desert mirage.

“Let him help,” Gaunt implored in the
language of Amberhorn, a far place, but not so distant as the homes
of other tongues she knew.

The boy regarded her in silence, but his gaze
was intent, perhaps even expectant.

Bone applied a tourniquet from his pack, and
strong alcohol from his flask. The boy hissed as the liquor stung,
then narrowed his eyes with a peculiar, satisfied look.

Again in Amberhornish, Gaunt said, “Where are
your parents? Or your guardians?” She pointed angrily at the spiked
ball. “Why do they allow such playthings?”

No one answered. Slowly, Gaunt grew aware of
the collection of scars and bandages on the impassively staring
children. One boy lacked half an ear, the wreckage neatly trimmed.
One girl wore a patch over one eye, the fabric bearing a ghastly
symbol. It recalled the familiar skull-and-crossbones of pirates,
yet depicted a severed head and arms, all covered in flesh.

“Does no one speak Amberhornish?” Gaunt
called out. “Roil? Eldshoren?”

“We understand you,” said the boy with the
wounded hand, in careful Amberhornish. “We learn this language in
school. We’re supposed to know the tongues of future
conquests.”

Bone avoided the obvious question, asked
instead, “Then why did you not answer?” The thief finished his
ministrations, and the boy flexed his hand with a grim smile.

“Your questions make no sense,” he replied.
“We are children. Why should we not play?”

At this point another cry arose. A plump,
tanned girl of around twelve barreled toward them, sandals slapping
the sand, dirty brown hair flailing about her intense dark eyes.
Had Gaunt imagined a sentient sandstorm, there would have been a
resemblance. Girl collided with boy with in what seemed both tackle
and embrace, weeping. He, in turn, detached himself but swatted her
shoulder in amused condescension. “Skath, Skath, Skath. What are we
to do with you? It’s just a little blood.”

“Siblings?” Bone murmured to Gaunt.

“Yes,” she said. “The mix of anger and
affection is telling.”

The girl Skath looked up at the strangers.
Worry twisted her face. She took Gaunt and Bone by the hand and
nodded urgently down the white street. “Come!” she declared in
Amberhornish. “You must hurry.”

“A welcoming committee at last,” Bone quipped
in Roil, as they consented to be led. “But we must dispose of the
sword.”

“Perhaps this girl can introduce us to
officialdom,” Gaunt said in kind. “The weapon’s emanations make me
want to deliver it to proper channels. Also, I am having difficulty
refusing an invitation. It’s impolite, after all.” She shrugged
helplessly.

“We are wanted thieves in Palmary,
Archaeopolis, and Loomsberg,” Bone sighed, “and now we’re compelled
to knock at all doors, and wipe our feet. Next we’ll be sending
thank-you notes to every noble we’ve robbed.”

They followed Skath. After some hesitation
her brother tagged along, taunted by his contemporaries’
laughter.

“A strange city,” Bone observed in Roil. “The
size and condition of the buildings imply wealth, and despite their
scars the children are well-clothed and fed. Yet all doors stand
open, all save those of the great tower, where I saw no opening.
Nor do I see city guards, or private
muscle. . . .”

“But there are
those. . . .” Gaunt jabbed an elbow at a side
street, toward one of the smaller grotesque towers. Below, figures
in drab grey robes gathered in discussion. They glanced at the
foreigners. “They look ominous.”

“They cannot hurt you,” Skath piped up in
Amberhornish, proving she understood more than the outlanders
realized.

“Because we are outsiders?” Gaunt asked in
the same tongue.

“They are not allowed,” Skath said. “No one
in Maratrace can hurt anyone else.”

“A lovely sentiment,” said Bone.

“But they want to. They all
want to hurt you.” With this she strode into a two-story
pyramid.

She led them through the first story, one
single large room adorned with bright wall-hangings and colorful
sitting pillows, where in one corner lurked a sculpture like an
iron sea-urchin with spines of irregular length. The tips had a
rusty look. A stairway led to a deeper, cooler level. Another
sliced along three walls and led to the roof, and it was up these
stairs the girl marched.

They attained a square rooftop rimmed with
flower beds, with a rustling white canopy on rickety stilts
offering shade. A watering pot creaked in the dry wind; weeds
choked the flower beds. A dry, sharp smell accompanied the
weeds.

Skath scanned the garden, nodded to herself,
and plucked a dandelion. She handed it to Gaunt with slow
ceremony.

“I am Skath,” she said. “I keep lots of
gardens, here and there. I like the plants people call weeds. Most
people think I’m crazy. Have a dandelion.”

“I am. . . Lepton,” Gaunt said,
accepting the white puff. She chose an Amberhornish word meaning
thin or light, preferring Skath know the sense of her
name rather than the sound. Also, it was just as well her true
identity went unspoken. “This is, um, Osteon,” she added, nodding
to Bone, and passing the dandelion to him. He bowed. White seeds
drifted behind him, from the canopy’s shadow into the blazing
sunlight.

“This is Skower,” Skath said with a toss of
her shoulder.

Her brother made a scoffing noise.

“Skath,” Gaunt said. “Who rules your
city?”

The girl’s smile froze. She looked away to
her weeds.

“We are returning something to Maratrace,”
Bone added. “May we show you?”

“Um, Osteon. . . .”

“I feel that we must—Lepton.”

Skath nodded uncertainly at Bone’s question,
and he set the dandelion atop the roof’s wall, removed the shrouded
sword, unwound the cloth. Prismatic flashes and ruby light painted
the air.

Skower hissed. Skath merely stared.

“The Sword of Loving Kindness,” Bone said.
“Reputed the world’s most dangerous weapon.”

Indeed, Gaunt thought. For she saw
Skath reaching toward the sword with an expression torn between
terror and awe. Her brother crept beside her like a cat tracking a
lame bird.

“Ah, now,” Bone said, edging back. “Touching
magic is like petting sharks with a bloody
hand. . . .”

Skath paused.

But suddenly Skower grabbed her wrist. As she
said, “You are not allowed—,” he shoved her hand toward the
blade.

“What are you doing?” Bone pulled
back, but his reflexes were sluggish, and his movement served only
to cut Skath’s hand upon one of the hilt’s crystal petals.

Skath gasped and closed her eyes.

“At last,” crowed her obviously insane
brother, releasing her. “At last you have hurt yourself. And
I only assisted you a little: a minor sin.” He babbled on,
switching to the language of Maratrace.

“This city is mad!” Gaunt snapped. “Your own
sister—!”

“She is a disappointment to us!” he retorted
in Amberhornish. “Mother and Father fight over what to do with her.
She has never embraced abyssmitude.”

“Embrace this,” Gaunt said, and backhanded
him.

He recoiled, clearly not anticipating her
strength, or her willingness to cause another pain. “That is—that
is against—”

“I’m not from around here.”

Skower stared into Gaunt’s face, a tear
crawling down his cheek, and his peculiar intensity collapsed like
a tower of sand. He fled down the stairs.

“Good riddance,” she said, but with little
satisfaction, for Skath’s eyes were still closed, as though the
girl slept on her feet.

“Perhaps if I splash her?” Bone said, looking
at the watering can.

Skath’s eyeballs danced behind shut lids, in
a way Gaunt’s bardic teachers had discovered signified dreaming.
“Wait,” she said.

Skath’s eyes opened, and she shrieked. Bone
backed away, and his elbow bumped the dandelion, knocking it over
the side in a spray of shining fluff.

“No,” Skath said, spreading her arms as if
sheltering the entire weed garden. She uttered frantic sentences in
the tongue of Maratrace, and a few words in Amberhornish: “No, you
will not! It’s wrong! Wrong!”

She darted downstairs, whence her brother had
gone.

The nonplussed wayfarers saw her sprint down
the street, dust rising behind her sandals.

“Ah,” Bone asked, “what just happened?” He
held the sword away from his body as though it were a boa
constrictor.

“You speak as if I was there,” Gaunt said,
rubbing her temples and reconstructing the scene in her mind. “All
I can say is, two children just had very strange reactions to a
magic sword. Stranger than ours, Bone.”

“Did the Pluribus have a hidden agenda in
sending it here?”

“Are deserts dry?”

They watched as Skath collided with the
collection of drab-robed people they’d noted earlier—those who
supposedly could not harm others, but wanted to. The boy
Skower was already among them, leading the drab-robes toward the
house.

“Let’s consider this from the local point of
view,” Bone ventured. “Two foreigners assault a pair of children in
their own home.”

The drab-robes pointed pale fingers at the
weed garden.

“I think our work here is done,” Gaunt said.
“Shall we descend this fine, angled slope?”

“Well said.”

They began climbing over the wall—and
stopped.

“Do you feel what I feel?” Gaunt asked.

“Would that be, dear Gaunt, a sense that it
would be wholly impolite for us to flee the lawful
authorities?”

“Yes,” she sighed. “But even worse, that it’s
shameful to tread our dirty feet over these immaculate walls, when
honest folk would use the stairs.”

Bone took a deep breath. “Enough. This
time the sword presumes to interfere with our long-term plans. To
survive, that is. We will overcome it. On a count of
three. . . .”

“Keeping in mind the sinister look of those
towers. . . .”

“. . . Indeed. . . we
vault the wall.”

Bone counted three, and both leaned
forward.

And both leaned back.

They stood there, feeling foolish, but unable
to move.

“Second plan,” Bone said. “We throw the
sword, the authorities claim it. Deed done.”

“Excellent,” Gaunt said.

Bone made to fling the weapon, but instead
set the rosy rapier tenderly upon the roof.

“Close enough,” Gaunt said. “Let’s flee.”

They still could not descend the wall. They
used the stairs. Progress was slow, leisurely,
dignified. . . .

“Bone, I Can’t. Move. Faster.”

“Just keep walking.”

The greater their distance from the Sword of
Loving Kindness, the faster their pace. As they reached the front
door, the compulsion was released, and finally they could run.

It was almost soon enough.

The doors burst in and six drab-robed figures
entered. These assumed the stances of trained unarmed combatants,
dropping their centers of gravity and spreading their feet, raising
calloused hands and sizing up Gaunt and Bone. Gaunt glimpsed
scarifications surrounding hard-looking eyes.

“Downstairs,” Bone said, snaring her elbow
like an erratic dance partner. They fled to the dim underground,
shouts and snarls behind.

~ ~ ~

Imago Bone discovered no means of barring the
stairs, but a stone passageway revealed side rooms with wooden
doors. He ushered Gaunt into what appeared the master bedroom. He
regretted they couldn’t use the bed, blanched at the nearby torture
equipment, and noted a large air shaft. He and Gaunt dragged
gnarled-looking furniture to block the door.

Fists pounded the other side.

Bone whispered, “The air shaft leads to the
outer wall.”

“You are sure?”

“Every thief’s an amateur architect. Up you
go.”

“And you?”

“I will follow. Go.”

Though Gaunt was quick to challenge him on
matters social, geographic, or metaphysical, at least she
acquiesced in matters of survival. Sometimes. He gave Gaunt a boost
and she scrambled up the shaft.

“Open!” cried one of the drab-robes in
passable Roil. “We will not harm you.”

“Spare me,” Bone muttered, preparing to
jump.

At that moment the door shattered, and a
robed hand emerged.

“Spare me,” Bone prayed to whatever gods yet
lived. The drab-robes were far better combatants than he’d
feared.

The thief faced a dilemma. He could follow
Gaunt into the air shaft, but the drab-robes would see, and would
surely have time to slip outside and trap Bone, if not Gaunt as
well. Whereas, if Bone stayed and struggled—fought was not
really in his professional vocabulary—all the drab-robes might be
delayed, allowing Gaunt a better chance. Who knew? He might even
win. The drab-robes might simultaneously trip each other.

There was another word that was not really in
his professional vocabulary, and he’d never quite used it with
Persimmon Gaunt. He did not think of it as he threw pain-implements
like daggers, as he tripped foes with bedsheets, as he kicked and
bit. He did not think of Gaunt at all, save as the fleeting idea of
a woman running free beneath the sun.

He did not even consider the word as they
grappled him and smothered him with a pillow and toppled him into a
hazy dream wherein he clasped Gaunt’s hand in Palmary’s finest
restaurant, peering deep into her eyes.

Is there something you wish to say to
me? said dream-Gaunt.

Yes. I hate magic swords.

An aching haze cleared at last, and Bone
awoke upon perhaps the most comfortable chair ever placed within a
torture chamber. Later, despite painful associations, the memory of
that chair would taunt him. It was vast and velvety and perfectly
supported his long-abused frame. If the thief ever retired to a
cave in the mountains, he must plant such a chair in the center of
his loot and doze in sight of the jewels and gold and
easily-transportable paintings. The lords of Maratrace knew their
furniture.

Alas, they also knew other arts as well.

All around him there were racks and ropes,
needles and whips, boxes and spikes, all dedicated to the
ostensible purpose of the room, that of damaging the human body by
precise increments. Testifying to their use, there came to his nose
a reek of mingled blood, sweat, and excretion, clouded by a touch
of incense.

Such torments were perhaps to be expected.
What startled Bone were the identities of the tormented.

Four of Bone’s drab-robed captors surrounded
him—stretched, pierced, constricted, and dripped upon.

Bone sat unrestrained. Those in the devices
were, by all appearances, free to leave as well. Even the man
within the little confinement box could snake his arm through a
hole and release the latch. Instead, the lunatic leered through
another hole at Bone. They all bore demented, predatory looks,
these drab-robed ones. Here and there Bone caught sight of precise
and extensive scars.

A group of more ordinary Maratracians lurked
in a nearby gallery, clutching iron bars to peer more intently at
the tableau. These citizens were less diligently scarred, with
merely the odd missing finger or eyepatch or artistic incision.

“This is some bizarre delirium,” Bone
remarked. “I’ve dallied with dreamtellers in Palmary. As that city
is fashioned in the shape of a hand, it attracts all manner of
soothsayers—except oddly enough the palmists, who claim the layout
overwhelms them.”

“So,” said the man in the box, in decent
Roil. “What did these dreamtellers say?”

Why not converse? “Dreams (such as this
surely is!) toss about the elements of our psyches, as a gourmet
tosses a salad. As the arrangement of rent vegetables serves the
chef’s purposes, so the parts of a dream may be impossible to
reassemble into their original lettuce heads.”

There were gentle snickers. “Are we the
croutons then?” asked the man in the box.

“Indeed,” said Bone, warming to his topic as
a mouse warms to the notion of holes smaller than cats. “You are
much as old, pebbly croutons in the salad of my mind. No doubt with
reflection I could find the symbolism in each of you.” He craned
his neck. “You with the water dripping onto your forehead, you
might be the father who demanded I join him at sea. You upon the
rack might represent my desire for greater romantic prowess.”

“This is fascinating,” said she upon the
rack.

“Very true!” Bone eased deeper into the
chair. “Now, you inside the box might recall that unfortunate time
I was apprehended robbing the delvenfolk embassy in Palmary. I was
conscripted into their games of hunchball. You play in a
delven-height chamber in pitch blackness, you see, and the balls
are of stone.”

“And I?” said a woman upon a slab caged by
needles, so tightly penned that even breathing occasioned pricking.
“What do I represent?”

“Ah,” said Bone, wincing, “that is perhaps
most disquieting. There is a companion of mine, who stirs
unaccustomed feelings. To approach those feelings more closely
inspires fear; to withdraw inspires pain.”

The woman grunted, and to Bone’s horror, she
clapped, piercing her hands in the process.

“Well done!” she said. “You obviously
comprehend much of this universe’s rue. Yet you hold back at the
last. Why assume this is a dream? Is it so implausible that you sit
here, in truth, in our mindthresh?”

Bone swallowed. This was indeed a conclusion
he wished to avoid. “Were this truly real—and I assure you, many
would wish me in such a room—then surely I would suffer, not
my hosts.”

There were wry chuckles all around.

“You have never been to Maratrace,” said the
man in the box.

“It is you who are in the compromised
position,” said the woman upon the rack.

“How can that be?” said Bone. “I lack only a
glass of wine and a good book.”

At a nod from the woman among the needles, a
noseless citizen entered and proffered a glass of ruby liquid. An
earless citizen followed with a translation in Roil of Darkfast’s
Memoirs.

“I fear this only supports my argument,” Bone
said after an agreeable sip.

“You are mired in illusion,” said the man
being dripped upon. “You do not understand the horror that
underlies reality.”

“Your comfort holds you back,” said the woman
upon the rack. She coughed at one of the departing citizens, who
obligingly turned the crank near her head. Bone made a point of
opening and examining the book. He glanced at the line Cynics
have the most fruitful sense of humor, but they get the least
nourishment from it.

“We by contrast,” said the woman of the
needles, “have trained ourselves to understand truth. We rise above
the human condition, perceiving it fully. Pain gives us wings.”

Bone sighed. “I concede this much: you are
mad enough to be real.”

“You draw nearer to understanding,” approved
the man in the box.

Bone sized up the situation. “I am a prisoner
then, in the torture chamber of Maratrace.”

“Your terms are crude,” said the punctured
woman. “In place of prisoner, we would prefer
supplicant. Instead of torture chamber, we would say
mindthresh. And rather than rulers we encourage you
to say Comprehenders. The citizenry follows us because they
respect our abyssmitude, our knowledge of life’s pain. I,
for example, have no name other than Mistress Needles.”

“And to secure my freedom, I must cultivate
abyssmitude?”

Mistress Needles said, “I am impressed.”

“As am I. I appreciate your lesson. Applaud
it, even. This wine, which seemed so pleasant, is now revealed as
swill.” He drank it down. “Ugh. There. May I go?”

Mistress Needles sighed.

“Yes, I rather thought not,” Bone said.

“We regret confining you,” said the other
woman (Mistress Rack, perhaps?) “Though I assure you, we will not
significantly damage you without your consent.”

“What is significant damage?”

“Whatever we deem so. Do not be overly
concerned. We are civilized folk. However, you and your companion
do pose a problem.”

“What problem? We came bearing a gift—”

“Your gift,” said he who might be Master Box,
“is a weapon sent by the Pluribus to destroy us.”

“Destroy you? The thing warps minds, and even
its rose petals draw blood. But it’s hardly going to wreck your
little madhouse.”

“How little you understand,” said the man
(Master Drip?) with forehead targeted by waterdrops.

“Our founder, Captain Slaughterdark,” said
Mistress Rack, “warned of this blade. It does not inflict wounds.
It inflicts sweetness. It forces one to see the world
through rose-tinted eyes. It is dreadful.”

Bone smirked. “On that we may agree.”

Mistress Needles said, “Then may we be in
harmony, to the degree harmony exists in this cesspool of a
universe. The sword’s presence may yet prove a desirable thing. For
your freedom, Imago Bone, and that of the companion who brings you
fear and pain, depends upon its destruction.”

“Um. How might such a thing be destroyed? We
could hardly bear to release it, let alone harm it.”

“Things of magic,” said Mistress Rack, “have
their own rules of being and unbeing. We believe it can be unmade,
if used to destroy an innocent.”

“That demented girl you encountered,” said
Master Drip. “The one who raises weeds and refuses self-injury and
smiles at nothing. She is the one.”

“Yet,” Bone said uneasily, “I am given to
understand your beliefs forbid doing harm without consent.”

“They forbid us,” said Mistress
Needles. “You are not one of us, outlander. Yet.”

~ ~ ~

Persimmon Gaunt was uncertain whom she was
angriest at, herself or Bone. It was she who should be the
prisoner. Did not all romances feature the damsel’s capture?
(Though she disliked romances and the term damsel.) More to
the point, was she not a morbid poet, able to mine the very prison
stones for material?

Bone should be out here. Bone was the thief
with far too many years’ experience, the burglar who scaled
buildings like step-stools, the schemer who spied cracks in all
defenses. But he was not here, and Bone would insist she flee.

Go on (he’d say). The dire book is
safe with the Pluribus for now. Hone your self-preservation skills.
Return to poetry, count yourself lucky to be free.

But she wouldn’t abandon him. Did she love
him? It almost didn’t matter. She had allowed Bone to fall for her
sake. Somehow she would get him back.

She almost felt his presence beside her as
she skulked through the day. She returned to the harbor district
and its clutter and crowds, obtaining hunks of dry bread and moldy
cheese, dressing herself in a tattered robe. She lurked like a
troll beneath a dank pier, whence she heard officials
(Comprehenders, the market whispers named them) harassing
every merchant stall and vessel. Seeking her. The traders, drawn to
Maratrace’s useful location from many lands, did not like the place
or the Comprehenders; but they promised to report the auburn-haired
outlander.

She breathed deeply as her bardic instructors
had taught, watching the sun descend and make the sky recall the
Sword of Loving Kindness.

The image kept returning, of the girl Skath
and her brother Skower, and their reactions to the sword.

Gaunt’s intuition had landed her in trouble
as often as out of it, but trouble was already here. She slept, her
mission clear. At dawn she sought out Skath.

Gaunt shadowed the girl from her home, and
caught her atop the western gate, tending another box of weeds.
Although there was no city wall as such, the westward road led
through this free-standing maw that snarled with metallic fangs,
speared the sky with glass horns, unfurled spiky stone wings; and
as the sun rose behind the city, the gate cast spiky shadows
piercing the cracked and rocky margin of the desert called the
Sandboil. The girl found it easy to crouch among the horns—there
were dozens, sprouting like stunted glittering trees—and Gaunt saw
the guards below would have great difficulty spotting Skath, let
alone catching her.

As Skath knelt beside her stinkblossoms and
spikeblooms, her snarlflowers and swamppetals, Gaunt said gently,
“I like flowers too.”

Gaunt supposed she might have said something
more fugitive-like. Make a sound and you’ll be sorry, say.
But, in fact, she was the sorry one.

“Lepton,” Skath hissed, backing up against a
curving, serrated glass cone. “Don’t use the sword,” the girl
whispered in Amberhornish.

“I won’t.” Gaunt spread her hands. “They took
it when they took Osteon. I have no weapons except words.” As the
girl relaxed slightly, the poet added, “Though I suspect it’s not
ordinary cuts you fear.”

“The sword is evil,” Skath blurted.

“Is that why you set your Comprehenders on
us?”

Skath looked at her feet. “It hurt me.
It looks like a beautiful flower, but it’s a nasty, angry thing.”
She glared at her box of blooming weeds, as if to say those
were what flowers should be.

“I’d have to agree,” Gaunt said. She sat,
laying hands upon bent knees. She studied the deep blue
stinkblossoms for a time, wrinkling her nose. “I like your secret
gardens. I spotted several yesterday, hiding from the
Comprehenders. I used to keep gardens too, in a way. When I lived
in Palmary, I knew a dozen alleys where flowers grew. They were
tough little things, like yours. I liked to bring them water.
Sometimes I gave them more sun.”

Skath slowly sat, cocking her head
skeptically. “How?”

Gaunt smiled. “I scrounged for broken
mirrors. Then I positioned the pieces in different spots in the
alleys, high and low. It didn’t work that well.”

“I guess it wouldn’t.” Skath frowned. “Why
didn’t you just move the flowers?”

“They grew up through cracks and it wouldn’t
have been safe to uproot them.”

“Mine will die if I don’t move them
sometimes. People will find them and dump them out. My people,
anyway—I have some friends by the harbor who let me use their
roofs. But Maratracians, they like flowers with lots of thorns.
They’ve been breeding for thorns for a long time. They hate
weeds.”

“Each flower has its own rules.” After a
moment, Gaunt added,

“There are flowers in gardens

Tended by wardens

Kissed by water-cans

Surrounded by cousins.

They are not my kind

They of tended ground

Of nurtured bud

In a blooming land.

Mine are of the fissure

In a cobbled corner

Starved of sun and water

In an alley with no owner.

They are hardly grown

When the wind has blown

That cuts them down unknown.

They are my own.”

Skath regarded her garden a long time. Then:
“Why did you bring the sword? It’s a bad thing. I’m sorry I gave
you away, I’m sorry they took Osteon. But the sword is evil,
Lepton.”

“Even poets and thieves do things they
regret. Tell me why the sword is evil.”

“It spoke to me. . . like it knew
me. Had always known me. I heard it from far away, you know, weeks
ago. It thinks I’m it’s chosen user, but it hates me too. It
wants to change me. It thinks I’m stupid and useless. Just like my
family does.”

“What does it want to do, once it’s changed
you?”

Skath shuddered. “Kill everyone in Maratrace
who believes in the Comprehenders’ way. Teach everyone who repents
how to wash more often, dress nice, eat healthy food, build pretty
houses. Sing beautiful songs. Pull up all the weeds.”

“Is this what the Pluribus
wanted. . . ?” Gaunt began.

“Who is the Pluribus?”

“The one. . . the
ones. . . who sent us here. I swear to you, my friend and
I know very little. We were simply hired to bring the sword. I’d
wash my hands of it and leave. But not without my partner.”

“They won’t hurt him.”

“That’s good.”

“They’ll make him hurt himself.”

“Why?” Gaunt asked. “What kind of place is
this?”

“My people think being hurt is good. They
think it makes you strong.”

“Well, sometimes it can.”

“If you break a flower,” Skath said, playing
her hand through the stinkblossoms, “it dies. It doesn’t get
stronger.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Skath. I’m
stronger for having endured many things.” She remembered the poor
family who’d sent her to live with Swanisle’s bards; and she
recalled abandoning those bards to dwell in poverty far from home.
“They helped make me who I am. Yet kindness shaped me, too. I don’t
hold with those who embrace cruelty.” Gaunt frowned, thinking of
greedy kleptomancers and bibliomaniac goblins and homicidal
mermaids. “Those who rant about hard necessity, when the greatest
hardness is in their eyes. The ones who, even in paradise, would
find an excuse to torture.”

Skath wore a look, Gaunt thought, of the
oldest soul within the world’s five corners. Then this ancient-eyed
being took Gaunt’s hand, and was merely a girl again. Gaunt said
nothing but clasped Skath’s hand in turn.

She felt a surprising maternal need to spirit
Skath away—to Palmary, to Swanisle, someplace where a girl who
loved flowering weeds would have a fighting chance. Yet this girl
had a mother, a family, a life of her own, and Gaunt had a lover to
save. As she considered all this, Gaunt felt less like an adult
comforting a youth than like an older child defending a
younger.

If I am ever a mother, she thought,
will I lose this ability to be a child’s true friend? Must I
always, then, feel superior? But there could be no answer.

Then Gaunt released Skath’s hand and spun,
seeing movement out the corner of her eye.

The boy Skower had entered the hiding place.
He looked from Gaunt to Skath with wide eyes, and blurted, “The
other outlander. . . . I heard it from the crowd at
the Comprehenders’ tower. They’ve got him in the mindthresh. When
they’re done teaching him, he’ll come outside—with the sword. He’ll
come looking for you, Skath. He’s going to kill you.”

~ ~ ~

I’ve been entranced in some way, Imago
Bone thought, wanting to feel angry about it. Something in the
wine? Perhaps. Magic? He saw nothing obvious, but he no longer
trusted his perceptions.

Yet even without magic or drugs, there
remained the alcohol. The heat. The long hardship of the road to
Maratrace. The confinement of the mindthresh. The constant
discussion. And the people who came and jabbed him whenever he
dozed. Bone had known thieves who’d confessed to far worse than
burglary, signed anything, simply for the right to sleep. And also
the self-assured voices of his captors, and the strange rhythm of
their self-tortures.

Each time the world blurred and the
Maratracians poked him back awake, the chamber seemed hotter, more
constricted. Eventually he dreamed with his eyes open, his thoughts
guided by the Comprehenders’ remarks.

Bone had waking dreams of his father (the
fisherman) and Bone’s two elder brothers (the fishermen) and his
mother (the fisherman’s wife) and his sister (the fisherman’s
daughter).

The Bones of Headstone Beach, on the
Contrariwise Coast, were all fishermen. It had not been
objectionable that Imago be different—it had been
incomprehensible.

Yet Imago had no desire to fish. It was not
that he hated the sea; indeed, he could study its wavering surface
and shadowy depths for hours, much as others would watch a fire.
Imago’s dream was to wander that sea as an explorer, not hug the
coasts. Imago’s father once or twice grumbled acquiescence to the
idea. But that was before Imago’s brothers drowned.

To the boy it seemed a life sentence had
fallen upon him, this assumption he must fish to sustain his
family. So he asked himself, how would Slaughterdark the Pirate
Lord have comported himself, and he answered Slaughterdark would
do anything necessary to reach free sea.

With this notion fluttering high, Imago
fashioned a mask of old sailcloth and robbed a carriage of the
Skullfellows, those merchants who taxed all the trade of Headstone
Beach. To his delight he discovered a knack for such work.
Triumphantly he presented his father enough money to secure the
family for a year.

But Effigy Bone cursed his son for a thief,
and kept the money. Imago was not released; he was banished. Though
he wandered the Spiral Sea’s three great islands and its gnarled
mainland, Imago Bone found no delight in escape. For it is one
thing to sally forth, quite another to be exiled.

Other travelers whom Bone met upon the road,
alone as they were, seemed possessed of a self-assurance he could
never feel. Could it be that these travelers knew the trust and
love of unseen, even dead, families? While Bone knew only the
contempt of his? He felt like a vessel with a gutted hull,
apparently sound and yet inevitably sliding to a fate even Captain
Slaughterdark could not evade.

So he turned by slow degrees from the sea. He
did not understand it then, but he came to believe he did not
deserve his dream. Instead he focused on enhancing the skills that
bought him survival on the road. He became, not just
opportunistically but occupationally, a thief.

And thanks to Joyblood and Severstrand, two
equal but opposed angels of death inflicted by a pair of eager but
uncoordinated enemies, his life was strangely prolonged, so that
those skills became legend. Yet at heart he was a man who’d
abandoned a dream, to punish himself for failing a family long
dead.

Bone shuddered as he reached this conclusion,
trembled with the need to relate it to his friends, the only people
who could comprehend. Only dimly was he aware that he told it
hunched up, within a narrow wooden box.

~ ~ ~

Gaunt led the children through shadows and
dust to her hiding place beneath the pier. There she hissed angry
questions to Skower. “Explain yourself, boy. You turn us over to
the Comprehenders, and now you want to help?”

“I love my little sister,” the boy said, with
a quaver of pride. “I want Skath to be strong, proper, normal.”

“Nothing about Maratrace is
normal.”

“It is our way, outlander. But Skath has
never fit in. She is too gentle. With herself, with others. When
she told me about her dreams of the sword, I thought she was at
last growing up. Then I saw the sword in reality. I knew,
somehow, Skath had to claim it.”

Skath said, “You forced me to touch it,
Skower. That was wrong.”

He contemplated the muddy sand. “Yes.”

“Then you summoned the Comprehenders, and now
everything is worse.”

“I got scared,” Skower said, “after Lepton
hit me.” He shot Gaunt a glare. “Of the outlanders. Of the sword.
Of you with the sword. But I still believe that you’re supposed to
use it, that it’s your destiny. The Comprehenders want to destroy
it. They think having Osteon slay you with it will do that. Maybe
you embarrass me, Skath, but I can’t let him kill you. I can’t
oppose the Comprehenders, but Lepton can.”

Brotherly love, Gaunt thought, but
what she spoke aloud was, “I can’t let him kill you either,” and
she said this as much for Bone’s sake as Skath’s. “And he will not.
Skath, tell me again about your friends near the harbor.”

~ ~ ~

There were nightmares in the dark, and some
happened while Bone was asleep, and some while he was awake.

After a long interval he found himself atop a
dark tower rippling with faux spines and sculpted ooze, spearing
the air with its spikes and swellings. From this vantage he saw the
sun rise obscenely over the city, exposing it like a lamp above a
pustulous wound.

He could barely stomach the sight. He felt
ill. He studied his own hands, his sandaled feet, noting each
blemish and wart, each peculiarity of form. One toe was crooked in
a way that offended him. His body seemed a lump of gristle and fat.
He loathed the sound of his own rasping breath.

“You perceive,” someone said. “You
understand.”

His friends the Comprehenders circled him,
wearing robes that hid the nauseating truth of their bodies. They
bore an identical robe for him.

He took it eagerly. Its cover compensated
slightly for the sun’s oppressive eye.

When he had become as the Comprehenders,
Mistress Needles said, “You have come far, supplicant. Since the
days when Captain Slaughterdark established this realm, each
generation has passed our founder’s abyssmitude to the next. You
are not so unlike him, and you have progressed quickly. But there
is yet a task required of you, our new Brother Box.”

And now his namesake approached, Master Box.
As if passing a torch, Master Box unveiled the rose-red crystal
rapier with its hilt sculpted like a blossom, his hands poised
carefully beneath the cloth. The sword greeted Brother Box with a
cheery pastel crimson glow.

Master Box said, “Behold the abomination. It
teaches us to live in a shallow world of insipid pleasantries and
callow smiles.”

As one, the other Comprehenders spat. And
they spoke, as though intoning a liturgy.

Mistress Rack said, “Our founder plundered
this sword, to his everlasting regret. It was to escape its pall
that he fled to the desert. There he fed upon locusts and scoured
his skin with rocks, until he cleansed his mind of the sword’s
ways.”

Master Drip said, “But he accomplished far
more. He broke the illusions that veil the horror of the world. Of
all men, it was he who first truly Comprehended the loathsome
nature of the universe. He abandoned his old life, and taught
others to share his abyssmitude. And he foretold that one day our
creed would encompass the Earthe, freeing all from illusion. The
crusade would begin when Maratrace destroyed the Sword of Loving
Kindness.”

Mistress Needles said, “You will do the deed,
Brother.”

“But. . . .” He could hardly
speak, yet felt he should object.

“You fear losing your new-found perspective,”
Master Box said. “We understand, Brother, and there is a risk. But
if you cling to knowledge against the siren lure of ignorance, you
may banish your illusions for good. We would be proud.”

Mistress Needles said, “We would be even more
proud, if you could destroy the sword. Slay the girl Skath, she who
tends weeds and smiles so shamelessly.”

“To sacrifice such a one with the sword,”
said Mistress Rack, “would negate its claim to kindness. For
whatever else the idiot Skath is, she is kind.”

“Do this,” said Master Drip, “and you’ll be
free to do as you choose.”

“Even,” Mistress Rack said, “to teach
abyssmitude to your beloved Persimmon Gaunt.”

“Give me the sword,” he said.

The touch of the hilt was like a hot gale,
and the world seemed to spin around the Comprehenders’ tower.

A similar unbalancing shook his mind.

The sword hungered. He could almost hear it
hissing its outrage. It longed to stain the Comprehenders’s drab
costumes with crimson, bludgeon their followers into donning
bright, cheery garb to please family and friend. It wanted the
citizens to tell all their troubles at bladepoint, with the help of
tea and trifles. It wanted to topple this grotesque tower and
supplant it with something beautiful and airy, flanked by topiary.
It wanted to replace torture chambers with padded cells, each with
its complementary book of spiritual devotion.

Come! the sword seemed to sing. Let
us make the world lovely, by smiting the unsightly!

But Brother Box resisted, for his newfound
abyssmitude was strong.

He knew that between the cracks of the
sword’s shining new world, loathsome vermin would scuttle. Moths
would eat the pretty clothing, mold would claim the sweetcakes, and
the beautiful happy people would, at last, rot.

“I am ready,” he said.

As the girl was known to be missing, he
stalked the harbor, where a fugitive might readily hide. Mistress
Needles accompanied him, with an eye to maintaining his
abyssmitude.

She needn’t have bothered. These stinking,
muttering bands of greedy, lecherous, sloppy traders were enough to
inspire horror in any neophyte. Yes, surely Skath would hide here.
Soon he would discover her and be rid of this damnable, mocking
blade. . . .

So absorbed was he, he almost missed the
fleck of white flaring in an alley to his left. “Come,” he hissed,
shifting that way, unconsciously seeking shadows.

Mistress Needles had seen nothing. “Eh? Where
do you go, Brother?” Her voice was suspicious. But she followed him
into a noxious alley cluttered with refuse, so unlike the bleak
dusty paths of inner Maratrace.

He knelt beside a trash-heap and lifted a
severed dandelion puff. He crushed it and peered at the rooftops.
“Gaunt is near,” he said. “Skath is with her.”

He leapt upon the mound, jumped to catch a
window ledge, and scrambled onto an adobe roof.

“Brother, come back!”

“You could never take Persimmon Gaunt on the
heights, Sister. I trained her.”

He struck out across the rooftops, ignoring
the Comprehender’s protests.

The buildings of the trading district formed
a fractured maze. The Maratracians might impose starkness upon
their own dwellings, but outsiders were not so rigid. As in so many
lands, Maratrace could not afford to expel the foreigners it
disdained, so it made do with isolating them.

All this he noted with a barely conscious
sweep of observation, along with the awareness that Gaunt had set a
trap.

She was not visible of course, nor was the
girl. But upon a distant roof he spied the corner of a flower-bed.
Despite himself he felt a distant flicker of pride. First, lure
me into isolation. Then, force me to cross a long span full of
ambush sites. And I must cross, for how can I be certain
Skath isn’t beside that flowerbed after all?

His own abyssmitude mocked him for admiring
such childish games.

The sword sang its outrage at the indignity
of crossing rooftops.

His guts as unbalanced as his mind, he slunk
along a roundabout path, from time to time dropping and rolling to
see if the ambush was upon him. None came. Perhaps he’d bypassed
it.

“Gaunt,” he murmured sadly, “you are brave
and gifted. But sorry to say, I’m the master.”

A glint met his eye up ahead, and he stopped,
thinking at first to see a dagger, or a crossbow, aimed his way.
But no. . . it was just a common leather money-pouch
nestled in a nook between chimneys, just as if some ambitious
trader had stashed it while conducting dangerous business. A gem or
two glinted through the loosened top. Only someone of keen senses,
passing in just this direction, could have noticed. He licked his
lips.

“Gaunt,” he called out. “I see what you are
doing. But I am beyond such things. They are but stones, and I play
for higher stakes.”

He leapt onward toward the flower bed.

A roof collapsed beneath him.

Sloppy, he thought as he fell. He
should have noted that stairway gap, concealed though it was by a
mandala-carpet covered with sand.

Tumbling down the stairs, Brother Box caught
flashes of beauty foreign to Maratrace: brass statues of six-limbed
gods, low oil lamps with wicks sticking out like fiery tongues,
incense sticks trailing delicate smoky arms. Pain and distraction
tore the sword from his grip; it lay upon another carpet of
intricate swirling forms, flashing ruby light as if offended by the
contemplative surroundings.

Whatever foreign merchants inhabited this
home, they’d gone elsewhere. Shaking his head and wiping his eyes,
Brother Box saw only Persimmon Gaunt.

Or rather, he saw the elephant-headed statue
she slammed into his forehead.

Through the exploding starfield that filled
his eyes he heard her say, “Sorry, O unknown deity. Sorry, Imago.”
As he reeled, she padded away. He heard a clatter of beads, and
when his vision cleared, the sword was gone.

He snarled and crawled through the beaded
curtain into the sunlight. He saw Gaunt duck into another mud-brick
home, two houses down. Dogs and chickens voiced excitement; humans
gasped. The ugliness of existence slapped Bone in the face, but
something deeper than his abyssmitude drove him on. He hated to
lose. He got to his feet, spat at the onlookers, and ran.

As he passed the next door, the girl Skath
emerged and tripped him.

Before he could recover, she darted
inside.

He needed both girl and sword. Best he make
her unconscious now. He rose and tumbled through the doorway in one
motion.

Again an exotic interior confronted him. Red
wall hangings coiling with flowing gold calligraphy trembled in a
hot breeze. Monochrome scroll paintings of mountainous landscapes
hung beside lacquer cases reflecting the dying light from a
fireplace; these sheltered jade and ivory carvings of dragons,
unicorns, and flying folk.

Something old stirred in Brother Box, a
desire to investigate and inventory these unusual trinkets.
Something older longed to wander those imaginary mountains beside
the dragons. His abyssmitude whipped him on, however, whispering
that all human works were so much junk. . . the
calligraphy, the carvings, the paintings. . . .

The intricate ironwork of the hot fireplace
poker in Skath’s hands. . . .

She slashed and stabbed, leaping out of
nowhere. The scent of hot metal and burnt wood shot past his nose.
He scuttled back. He was far, far off his game. Yet though his
reflexes were muddled, Skath was no warrior. On her next jab, he
swatted the poker away.

Skath kicked him, howling. He shoved her off,
following with a gut punch. She toppled with an oomph.

A flash of light warned him of Gaunt’s
approach. He spun.

Shaking, Gaunt advanced with the Sword of
Loving Kindness. It shone with a lurid pink glow, bringing out the
pigments in her rose tattoo. Rainbows sliced the air. Gaunt winced
as one of the hilt’s rose-petals pierced her hand. But it seemed to
cut her spirit more deeply.

“Bone. . .,” she murmured. “My
poetry. . . . So foolish and morbid. I should speak
of sunshine, of virtue, of weddings and
dynasties. . . .”

“The sword,” he answered, “is awake. It is
too much for anyone who lacks abyssmitude.” Indeed, his perspective
was clearer with the sword lost. He perceived the entropy reflected
in the fire’s ashes, the decay that would inevitably claim woman
and girl. There was no escape. One could only Comprehend.

“Bone, I am sorry.” Gaunt raised the weapon,
and its lurid light intensified. It emitted a sound resembling a
shrill birdsong, or frantic harping.

“I am Bone no longer. I am Brother Box.”

He slid beneath her swing. He sensed the
sword’s eagerness to sunder his spirit.

“You are not yourself, Gaunt.” He tumbled
toward the exit.

“You should talk.”

He sped into the street and ducked into the
final house on the row. He must improvise some weapon.

But he found this home not just unoccupied
but nearly barren. A life-sized porcelain cat with upraised paw
welcomed him to a chamber bearing a little unadorned table with a
miniature tree growing from a pot in its center. The very
simplicity of the room drew the eye to the complexity of wood and
leaf. Brother Box felt he could lose himself in that miniature
world.

A trifle, a vanity, a waste of time. Lacking
cover, he picked up the little tree, crouched, awaited Gaunt.

She stepped unsteadily into the room, a wary
Skath beside her.

“Give up,” he told Gaunt. “You grow
progressively less certain. The weapon overwhelms you.”

“Then we’re even. These madfolk have
overwhelmed you.”

“Gaunt, you do not see. . . we were
foolish, chasing the beauties of the road. For beauty does not
exist.”

“No,” she said, assuming an attack posture,
“we were wrong to seek beauty in wandering. We need to settle down,
start a family, grow up.”

“Stop it!” wailed the girl Skath,
looking from one to the other.

“I will stop it,” said Gaunt, and lunged.

Bone threw his miniature tree. Gaunt whacked
it away. Skath screamed and caught it.

Gaunt jabbed again. Bone kicked the table
toward her and tumbled, and thus avoided her main blow; yet a petal
sliced his shoulder even as he stumbled into the porcelain cat and
crushed it beneath his weight.

He barely noticed the physical pain. For he
screamed with the awareness of his pointless life. He realized he
was severed from the essence of existence—the business of loving,
of harvesting, of raising many children, of having the tidiest
house on the row. He wept, for these things now seemed glorious,
not the hollow grotesqueries the Comprehenders saw.

Then the dark perceptions returned to him,
whispering that the cycle of life was but a rotting millwheel, its
only product a creaking noise.

Yet in the midst of the screaming and the
whispering there opened a clear space deep in his mind.

And Imago Bone, who had some experience
maneuvering between warring parties, found in that space a chance
to know his own thoughts.

The first thought was this: that neither
Comprehenders nor Sword of Loving Kindness respected the life he’d
chosen.

“My life,” he murmured.

“Do you yield, Bone,” Gaunt demanded.

“To nothing. . . except you.” He
tried to the squeeze the words out of his mouth, crystallize his
new thoughts in language before they collapsed under the force of
one impulse or the other.

He rose painfully, turning to Skath.
“Girl.”

The young gardener stepped forward, cradling
the little tree like a baby.

“The Comprehenders hate you. The sword hates
you.”

Skath nodded.

“Do you not see? You must play them
against each other! Make your own way.”

“But the sword is good,” Gaunt said,
with a hint of uncertainty. “The sword is right.”

“Then why should it hate Skath?” Bone found
his strength now, and his voice. “No. This weapon cannot tolerate
whimsical little girls. Or morbid poets. Or wandering rogues. None
of us three is fit for grand purposes. And so all great powers
despise us.”

Gaunt stared at Bone a long while. With
trembling hand she stabbed at the earthen floor and released her
grip. The sword quivered there, perhaps angered by the indignity.
Gaunt released a long breath.

“Skath,” she said. “Bone is right. But I know
something else. Your brother is right about something. You
must take up the sword.”

Skath looked mystified. “It hates me.”

“Yes,” Bone said, turning to Gaunt, then back
to Skath. “And I think it’s that’s because you know your own heart.
You needed no philosophy, no etiquette, to become a kind person.
Your intuitions surpass its powers. The sword may fear that
quality.”

“There is more,” Gaunt said. “Something I
realized while wielding the weapon. I could not strike down someone
I loved, even with the sword commanding it. I wonder if at its core
it still carries, not just the fury of Nettileer Kinbinder, but the
passion of Allos the Smith. If so, a gentle heart may be able to
command it.”

“I don’t know those names,” Skath said.

“It may not matter,” said Gaunt, and she
fished into her pack, and pulled out her pouch containing the
powdered blood of Allos. She poured it upon the Sword of Loving
Kindness.

The powder hissed, liquified, and flowed into
the sword. The pink glow flickered madly and reddened. It seemed
tempered now with the hard, steady quality of forge-light. It stood
within the earthen floor, looking less dainty, more solid, like
some miniature redwood.

“Take up the sword, Skath,” Gaunt said. “It
may be your only chance to stand against the Comprehenders, and the
Pluribus too.”

“Is that,” Skath asked in wonder, “what I
should do?”

“If it is what you want,” Bone said.

There came the sounds of shouting and
pursuit. Bone peeked outside. Beyond the crowd he caught a glimpse
of drab-robed figures. “Decide soon,” he added.

Eyes shut as if testing whether she dreamt,
Skath set down her miniature tree and grasped the sword. She winced
in horror, teetered, but mastered herself.

“No. I will not change. You will do
what I want. I will command you.”

The sword’s light grew yet more natural, less
lurid, like a waning desert sunset. Rainbows and sparkles subsided.
Although a child, Skath now seemed somehow taller than either Gaunt
or Bone.

“You do not care about people,” Skath told
the sword. “But I do.”

The silence that followed was swiftly broken.
Mistress Needles rushed in, four maimed citizens close behind.

“Success, Mistress,” Bone began cheerfully,
as he tripped her.

Gaunt smashed the porcelain cat’s head over a
citizen’s. He went down, but the remaining minions advanced upon
their foes, one to a person. Given his and Gaunt’s exhaustion, Bone
calculated the odds at a hair less than fifty-fifty, if Skath did
not act.

Skath acted.

Glowing crystal slashed her opponent’s arm.
The Maratracian regarded Skath with shock and collapsed dead at her
feet.

“What have you done?” Mistress Needles
hissed, rising from the floor.

Skath pricked Gaunt’s foe in the back. He
sobbed and fell still. Bone’s own opponent fled, and the final
citizen ran close behind, brushing porcelain fragments from his
hair.

Mistress Needles sized up the situation,
spreading her hands. “We called you Brother, Imago Bone.”

“You used me.”

“Out of expediency. Are you not using this
girl, now?”

“Ask her.”

The Comprehender was silent.

Skath stared at the bodies. “Lepton, are they
. . . dead?”

“Yes,” Gaunt answered after kneeling beside
them.

“I was so angry. . . the sword
doesn’t think their dying matters. The sword really thinks they
killed themselves. By living the way they did.”

“What do you think?” Gaunt asked gently.

“I think. . . . I think I am
tired. Lepton, Osteon—come with me?”

Bone and Gaunt trailed Skath, keeping watch
on Mistress Needles. The Comprehender shuffled after them, pinching
herself.

Meanwhile the crowd had become a throng,
Maratracians now mixing with the foreigners. They jostled each
other to behold the strange girl with the sword, but they parted
for the boy Skower, who charged at his sister, ending with a jump
and a shout.

“You command it!”

“Yes,” Skath murmured.

“Now you will be strong. Now you will not
embarrass us, or make Mother and Father fight about you. You could
become as mighty as a Comprehender. Or a pirate lord. Or a
god.”

“It is not that way, Skower. I could not use
the sword as you wish, even if I wanted to. I must always be
careful of it.”

Skower’s smile collapsed. It was replaced—not
by a frown, but by a bulging of the eyes, a set to the brow, that
Imago Bone had beheld far too many times, on far too many faces. He
tensed for a fight.

“Always you are weak!” Skower screamed. “You
don’t deserve this sword. Give it to me. I will show you how to use
it! I will show everyone!”

“Skower—”

“Give it to me!”

He lunged at her, and she gave it to him.

But, Bone realized in horror, Skower did not
understand it was a gift. The boy grabbed, brother and sister
fumbled, and in a dozen places the crystal petals impaled Skower’s
hands.

Bone and Gaunt rushed forward, pulling the
boy away. Gaunt cradled Skower as Bone wrapped the wounded hands
with his Comprehender’s cloak. Skower had been cut more deeply by
yesterday’s street game. But Bone understood what it meant to
suffer a single scratch from the sword. It was too late.

“I struck at kin,” Skower wailed. “There is
nothing worse. . . .”

“Skower, no,” Skath said. “It was an
accident—”

“Destroy us, sister,” Skower said. “Destroy
us all. We deserve. . . .” The boy’s last breath
framed no word, only the sound of surrender. His body went
still.

Gaunt touched Skower’s neck, shook her head
at Bone. They lay the child down.

Looking up into Skath’s face, Bone thought
that Nettileer Kinbinder in her last fury could not have been more
terrible. She raised the Sword of Loving Kindness and it blazed
like a pyre as she confronted the crowd of people, Maratracian,
Comprehender, and foreigner. They recoiled and whispered and
clutched at once other, sensing at last a promise of violence that
was no game.

Skath lowered the blade to underscore a
command, and it dimmed like a shooting star as it fell.

“Bury him.”

~ ~ ~

The interment made up in enthusiasm what it
lacked in coordination, and although Gaunt and Bone shared a look
that said flight was indicated, they both helped, laboring
wordlessly beside Mistress Needles and the other Comprehenders.

Soon a low mound of earth rose upon a dusty
street of the foreign district.

Skath had not stirred from the site, but when
her brother was fully buried she knelt and scooped a hole upon the
mound. Biting her lip as though about to plunge into waters deep
and cold, she drove the sword into the spot.

Light flared from the weapon, and its petals
spread, and its hilt bloomed. A wind rose, creaking the boats on
the piers, and the new crystal flower twitched like a supple, live
thing, twisting upward toward the sun. Beneath the red blossom, the
blade became green. Rose-scent filled the desert air. And all those
watching felt their hearts quicken, as the sword’s influence waxed.
Yet although never stronger, it was not the uncompromising force it
had once been.

Out of the sky descended a swarm of bees.
They settled upon the changing sword for just an instant before
there came a flicker like bloody lightning. The bees dispersed like
dust in a running girl’s wake.

They reformed as a humanoid shape, floating
in the air beside Gaunt, Bone, and Skath. It made a sound like the
purring of a hundred cats spotting a fat crippled bird, or of a
thunderstorm shrunk to the size of a bear.

“This is not the desired outcome,” the
Teller buzzed. “The sword called to Slaughterdark’s strongest
descendant. In her hands, it should have destroyed Maratrace. Or
else the Comprehenders should have destroyed it.”

“As it happens,” Gaunt said, looking at the
blood and dirt covering her hands, “the sword is changed. And
people still died.”

“Too few.”

Skath had heard enough. “No more killing!”
she shouted. “No more hurting! I don’t know who you are, but this
is Skower’s Rose now, not some weapon!”

“You had best listen to her,” Bone said.

“The sword bears as much of Allos now,” Gaunt
said, “as of Nettileer. And something of Skower and Skath as well.
There is more than one kind of love in the world.”

“And as I recall,” Bone said to the Teller,
“its creation was a response to your acts of Deicide. It did not
like your touch.”

“Indeed not,” the Teller mused.
“Intriguing: a crystal rose grows in the soil of pain.”

As the Teller spoke, it turned its constantly
writhing face left and right, where the people stood silently, too
overwhelmed, perhaps, to fear mere eaters of gods. “It is an
unexpected alchemy. Perhaps you have changed the nature of
the sword. But if you believe you will thereby redeem this city,
think again. This place is a disease. The future we are shaping
belongs to commerce and self-indulgence, not to misery and
self-abasement. That way lies the return of gods. Beware!”

“This is Skath’s city,” Gaunt said. “And
Skower’s Rose. I would not underestimate either.”

“Very well; enough. Bone and Gaunt, you
have fulfilled your bargain. You saved us the trouble of finding
couriers for the sword, whatever our disappointment that sword or
city yet endure. You may continue using your security
comb.”

“Thank you,” Bone muttered.

“This will,” the Teller said, “bear
interesting nectar, at any rate.”

Gaunt watched it fly like a small lonely
stormcloud to the west.

~ ~ ~

They made their own departure upon the boat
of Flea, who had wonder in his eyes. Under the influence of
Skower’s Rose he’d released his conscripts, without quite
remembering why, and retained a few as well-paid associates. He was
now drinking away his loss.

Already, scores of Maratracians had camped
within sight of Skower’s Rose, beginning a new, chaotic city
growing within the ordered husk of the old. They planted weed
gardens and spoke gently to one another. And yet, as Gaunt noted
upon departure, they still displayed their mutilations.

As the scene passed out of sight, they
glimpsed a man and a woman embracing a young girl, beside the mound
of the Rose. Gaunt looked at her hands, clutching tight the
rail.

“I wonder,” she said, watching the river
slosh by, breathing in the smells of water and mud as though they
were nectar and ambrosia, “if in a hundred years this change will
seem an improvement. Will the world come to fear these people? For
it’s a dangerous folk who honor both hearth and horror.”

“I was torn between the two,” Bone answered,
watching the clouds. “And I want none of either. I only want to
settle the matter of the accursed book.”

“Do you still want to rob a drunk?”

Bone glanced toward the captain’s cabin.
“Soon.” He took Gaunt’s hand. “For now I only want you, free and
alive.”

She touched his face. “You have not spoken
quite like this before.”

He smiled. “I have finally given up following
in the wake of Slaughterdark. If the Teller spoke true, Skath is
his descendant, and I glimpsed within her the kind of spirit he or
I might have become, in richer soil. There is more to life than
larceny. There is another whose footsteps I would follow.” He
touched his clever fingers to her chin. “But I warn you, I am still
a thief and a scoundrel and a disappointment to my family, with
little to give.”

“Give me this moment and this road and this
sky,” she said, and kissed him.

“Never give me roses,” she added.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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ARCHITECTURAL CONSTANTS

Yoon Ha Lee



The city

THE CITIZENS OF THE SILKLANDS have no
name for the city. There are other cities upon the world’s wheel.
There are others more celebrated, whether for the rooted topiary
birds that line their boulevards, or their sparkling, inverted
fountains of wine. Others have taller spires with which to focus
the unlight of the phantom moon, or deeper dungeons with which to
contain the abysses of desire.

In any of these cities, you may mention
the city or the architect, its restless Spider, and
no listener will fail to understand which city you mean. The
city lies at the intersection of leys that move through seas and
continents, and stretch into the vastness beyond the visible stars.
The city extends upwards and downwards in preposterous
arches and chasm-spanning bridges.

If you listen during the silence following
the city’s curfew bells, you can hear the
click-click-clicking of the Spider’s slide rule as she checks her
calculations.

~ ~ ~

The librarian

Eskevan Three of Thorns had dropped his
lensgear in the gutter. Twice he had been splashed by murky water
while determining the best way to retrieve the lens. He had another
hour before the water started circulating. Having sullied the
yellow-trimmed coat that declared him a licensed librarian, Eskevan
felt doubly reluctant either to remove his gauntlets or to plunge
them into the water.

There the lensgear gleamed, polished and
precise. Enough dithering. He would have to hope that no one
questioned his credentials tonight. The master archivist always
said a shabby librarian was no librarian at all, but it could not
be helped.

Other parts of the city boasted libraries of
indexed splendor. Other librarians handled nothing more threatening
than curling vellum and tame, untarnished treatises. Eskevan did
not aspire to any such thing. In the dimmest hours, he admitted
that he exulted in the wayward winds and the grime underfoot, the
heady knowledge of the paths words traveled.

He had heard the whispers up and down the
city’s tiers, and the whispers distilled into a single warning:
The Spider ascends. Eskevan, who lived merely three tiers
underground, a child of the chasm’s kindly shallows, could not
fathom the depths to which the city descended or the vast distances
that the Spider must traverse.

The Spider governed the city’s processes,
designing new foundations to withstand the weight of condensed
dreams, or selecting the materials that would best gird the city’s
gates. If the Spider had roused, it implied that the city was in
dire need of restructuring. Eskevan had no desire to involve
himself in such troubles.

A trolley approached, sleek and metal-slick.
Eskevan plunged into the water and grabbed the lensgear, lifting it
clear of the muck.

He imagined that he could feel the effluent
seeping purposefully through his boots and socks and the neatly
tucked hems of his pants. Feel it canvassing the surface
composition of his skin, mapping every pore and uncomfortable
callus. Feel it molding his feet into shapes meant to tread alien,
unstable shores.

Eskevan stood rooted and terrified and cold
as the trolley whisked past. He breathed its exhalations of sterile
vapor with relief, then scrambled out of the sewer. He wiped the
soles of his boots against the street’s gritty surface and shook
his gauntlets free of water. From a coat pocket he withdrew
gossamer cloth and wiped the precious lensgear. The cloth absorbed
the effluent. He blew it away; it dispersed into seedsilk strands,
each of these unraveling in the unquiet air.

Closer inspection suggested that the lensgear
had not suffered damage. All its facets and toothy edges remained
intact. It was easier to break a man than a lensgear. Their values
were appraised accordingly.

A cat watched him from a doorway, its gaze
slitted and bright. He wished it would go away.

Eskevan closed his left eye and turned to the
patchwork of cracks along the walls of the tenement. He stopped. He
scrutinized the insolent cat.

Through the lensgear, he saw no cat. The gear
click-click-clicked through its several apertures. His teeth
vibrated; he clenched his jaw. Each time, Eskevan saw the loose,
flat outline of a cat. A paper cutout, if paper could reproduce
such glittering eyes.

Eskevan opened his left eye and let ordinary
vision reassert itself. He returned his attention to the wall.
Graffiti was broken into illegibility by the cracks. Inside the
gauntlets, his hands tingled. He used the lensgear again. Amid the
tangle of slurs and obscene jokes, he found a single shining line
of poetry. With the assurance of long practice, Eskevan reached for
the words.

To his astonishment, the words flared white
and gold, and whistled from his grasp, leaving him holding an inky
afterimage. Eskevan swore. Fumbling one-handed, he opened his
capture tome and pinned the afterimage onto the page. It seethed
before settling into dark, angry spikes.

The line read: The Spider ascends,
except “Spider” was misspelled. That simple fact made Eskevan’s
stomach clench.

It seemed he was going to be involved whether
he liked it or not.

~ ~ ~

The sentinel

Attavudhra Nought of Glass stood at the
entrance to the city’s nexus, holding a pistol-bow in one hand. It
was a thing of tension and angles, of parabolic urges. At her back
was a curved sword. Behind her, light shifted. She whirled and
shot.

The captain of the guard, Yaz Five of Masks,
let the arrow embed itself in his shield. “It would have hit my
heart,” he said.

“It did not,” Attavudhra said. She had dueled
and defeated her comrades in the guards’ trials. She had trained
cadets to combative excellence. She was agonizingly close to being
able to best Yaz.

His tone was amused: “And that’s why you
don’t hold my position.” He drew his own sword, which split
Attavudhra’s second arrow, then blocked the sweep of her blade. She
did not counterattack. Here, now, she was a mirror to his
intention, thwarting his motions and nothing more.

Yaz stepped back and relaxed his guard. So
did she. “It suffices,” he said. Then, to her bewilderment, he
asked, “Have you been dreaming?”

Attavudhra never remembered her dreams or
thought of her past. She said nothing. Guard training was the
single lens through which she saw the world. Everything else was
irrelevant.

Yaz’s smile twisted. “Of course not.
Come.”

Another guard came to take Attavudhra’s post.
For a second, his image blurred, and it was as though she saw two
men standing where one should be, one short and one tall, one fair
and one dark. Attavudhra glanced at Yaz, but if he noticed, he gave
no sign. I must be imagining it, she thought.

Yaz and Attavudhra walked into the nexus,
past a kaleidoscope of floating windows that showed varied views of
the city: trolleys running behind schedule, orreries out of true
with the movements of celestial bodies, shipments of salt and iron
arriving at incorrect destinations; the sky’s bright dome above,
the endless well of darkness below. For a second, white shapes
moved across all the windows, like the shrapnel of a jigsaw puzzle.
Then they cleared, except for a child’s bloody fingerprints on the
other side of each glass.

They reached the city’s singular gate, beyond
which stairs spiraled up and spiraled down. Attavudhra blinked, but
she couldn’t make the gate come into focus. Sometimes it looked
like bright brass with abstract scrollwork, sometimes like a hole,
sometimes like an aged portcullis.

Yaz said, “The Spider will emerge through
that gate.”

“Then the rumors are true,” she said. The
guards spoke about graffiti that wrote itself in dank alleys,
cursing the city; frost that drew flawed architectural plans on
windows; masonry whose cracks outlined the shape of a spider.

Yaz inclined his head. “The city is
unraveling, and all her adjustments avail her nothing. She must
come set things right in person. Your task will be to keep anyone
but myself or the Spider from the gate. And yourself, of course.
Tell me, when was the last time you slept?”

She didn’t sleep, either, not since—she
couldn’t remember. Hence no dreams.

“I have preparations to make,” Yaz said. “I
would have a partner here for you”—his voice was low with some
unshared irony—”but you are the only one suited to the task, the
only one with the necessary perfection of discipline.”

For one mad moment, Attavudhra was tempted to
argue with him. The other guards were not as skilled as she was,
but that hardly made them incompetent. But Yaz Five of Masks was
her captain. It was not for her to second-guess his orders. She
said only, “You may trust me, sir.”

“Then I will go,” Yaz said. He touched one of
the mirrors. It gaped wide, wider, widest; he stepped into it, and
away.

Attavudhra blinked as slowly as she could,
unable to escape the reflection of her own face, its proportions
oddly distorted, staring back from the knife-fine surface of the
mirror. Did the other guards dream? Or was she singular in her
monstrosity?

She stared at the mirror that Yaz had stepped
into. Had he always looked the way he did now? Just as he stepped
through the mirror, she had seen a strange shadow bisecting his
face.

Yaz had not said when he expected the Spider
to arrive. The supreme architect did not travel to the dictates of
others’ clocks and schedules. The city reconfigured itself in
accordance with her needs, and Attavudhra served the city.

~ ~ ~

The silhouette

The city housed many stairs, and Riyen Nine
of Knots had no guarantee that he had found the right ones. He was
not entirely real, especially from the left, as though he had been
hollowed out on that side. This restricted his ability to descend
clockwise, for he had no corporeality to protect him from the
outward rush of wind into sky.

Riyen thought he might be breaking, despite
his precautions. He had had his left leg replaced with an illegal
prosthetic, carved and fitted from the fossil of a deep-diving
leviathan. He regretted disturbing the dreams of something so long
dead, and fracturing it from its proper position in the
sloughed-over earth. Yet it might be the only part of him that
endured long enough to deliver this warning.

Fossils had voices distilled over eons of
sleep. Riyen hoped that, if the rest of him disintegrated into the
spaces undergirding all matter, the fossil-song would rouse every
dream in the city younger than itself.

He had sung, once, with his own lungs and
words. Not as one of the great harmonists who tuned the city’s
uppermost tiers against the wind’s harpist touch, countering the
vibrations at resonant frequencies that threatened to unmoor the
city from its foundations. Riyen’s aspirations had been other. Now
that his voice was a harsh, shadowy thing, given to distorting
nuances, he found his thoughts drifting into snatches of
counterpoint.

The Spider ascends, said the city’s
thousand thousand voices. But the Spider’s ascension would make her
vulnerable. Riyen had reason to believe that someone planned a coup
regardless of the threat to the city. He was not the only broken
thing moving in the tiers.

No guards had yet apprehended him in his
headlong descent. Riyen despaired. Of course: he was fading, and
they had no attention to spare for anything but the Spider, even a
murderer who had escaped one of their dreaded prisons.

Riyen had tried speaking with a citizen of
the 239th tier, with no success. The woman in her high-collared
silk coat and baroque pearls had looked through him, imperious in
her conviction that a man with half a face would soon cease to
exist.

He had not dared look into mirror or window
or water since then, fearing that his own gaze would precipitate
his disintegration.

How the 239th tier woman could be blithely
confident that the Spider would fix the city’s growing fractures
without interference, Riyen didn’t know. Then again, Riyen had
dismissed rumors of the prison experiments until he became a
subject himself. And perhaps it was simply that citizens did not
care what happened to prisoners.

Riyen reached the base of the stairwell. He
was no longer breathing. The air’s necessary elements circulated
directly through his system by virtue of his exposed left side.
This could not be anything but a bad sign, but for the moment he
meant to take advantage of it.

He had memorized the map of the city in his
past life of depredations. This tier was known for its physicians
and apothecaries. Indeed, the quarter through which Riyen must
travel to reach the next set of stairs was modeled after the
chambers of the human heart. There were drummers in the streets. In
his past life, Riyen had known the dancers who danced to those
drums. No doubt they still feared him. Fear, at least, would have
been a taste of normalcy in a city increasingly unstable. For the
drummers’ beats scattered into arrhythmia; the dancers upon their
balconies stumbled or swayed. The cloud-light that reflected from
the city’s convex mirrors raised smoke rather than diffusing
heat.

Limping, Riyen did not expect to find a
barrier to his progress. But there one stood.

“I have been waiting for you,” said Yaz Five
of Masks. He was resplendent in the uniform of the city guard, with
sleek, polished armor and grey cloth so rich it was almost
blue.

Riyen lifted his head. “Captain,” he said
coldly.

The captain was wearing Riyen’s face.

~ ~ ~

The poem

Eskevan had not expected to spend so long
pursuing the stray line of a poem. Ordinarily, lacunae were one of
his easier duties. Poetry was flighty. If it felt unappreciated, it
loosened its verses to fly across the city. Coaxing them to come
home was rarely difficult. But this verse was already unusual.

He had sent a message to the master archivist
that he would be late. Given the city’s small disruptions, it would
be a matter of no great import. Already the verse had led him
through what must be half the shallows’ graffiti and crumpled
broadsheets. His tome was full of the same relentlessly repeated
line, with increasingly creative errors of spelling or grammar:
The Spider ascends.

The poem had led him to the city’s nexus.
Eskevan eyed the massive gates and the guard with apprehension.
Still, he had his duty. He approached, trying not to notice the
guard’s discouraging expression. Surely the tome would convince the
guard that the poem had to be restored and examined for its
portents.

“Sir, I—” he began to say to the guard when a
voice keened out of the nexus. Eskevan clutched his head. The guard
shuddered and looked ill. For a second, Eskevan saw two people
where the guard stood, one taller and one shorter, both deadly.
Since the guard was distracted, he waved his lensgear as a badge of
identification and ran into the nexus. Surely a single poem could
not be the cause of all this?

~ ~ ~

The gate

Attavudhra was as alert as ever when the song
came out of the gate, high and low and everywhere at once. She was
no musician, but she knew the sound of danger.

Attavudhra had not thought to have another
use for her pistol-bow so soon. She shot at the small man in a
librarian’s coat as he stumbled toward the gate. To her
astonishment, a streak of white-and-gold light wrapped itself
around the arrow, slowing its momentum so it dropped to the ground
before the man. Then the light leapt forward to wrap her
pistol-bow. Agony nearly blinded her, but she did not relinquish
her weapon.

“Read it!” the man said, scrambling away from
the arrow, which had turned black.

Out of the corner of her eye, she did: The
Spider ascends. Nevertheless, Attavudhra drew her sword. She
had her orders.

A wind howled out of the gate, bringing with
it

one man standing, triumphant, and another,
half in shadow, slumped to the ground.

“Captain,” Attavudhra said wonderingly, for
the man on the floor shared his face.

“Don’t listen—” cried the man in shadow.

Instinct told her the shadowed man was a
greater threat than the librarian. She drove her sword downward.
The man rolled, escaping the blade by a handwidth, and Attavudhra
saw that he was not quite whole.

“Stop,” said a dry, whispering voice from her
left—from the gate.

Attavudhra froze.

The Spider stepped out of the gate. She was a
stooped woman with dark hair. The sockets in her face were empty
and scarred over. She wore gloves that were cut off at the first
knuckle. At each fingertip was a tiny glittering eye.

“Guard and captain, librarian and
silhouette,” the Spider said. She raised her hands, fingers
questing: an eightfold gaze.

“Attavudhra,” Yaz said warningly.

“Your duty is to me,” the Spider said to
Attavudhra.

For a second, Attavudhra stood frozen between
two loyalties that had once been one. Then she thought of the city
with its roads unraveled, its libraries mired in unindexed words,
its foundries filled with rust and stagnant water. The city must
survive.

She blocked Yaz just as he attempted to stab
the other man.

Yaz’s eyes narrowed. “There’s a better way
than the Spider’s,” he said, his voice silken and persuasive. “We
have had enough of chaos, of imperfections and flawed young
recruits and emergencies in the middle of the night. We have had
enough of a city that sways every time you breathe in the wrong
direction, and that depends on a single architect for its
stability. There’s a better way.”

Attavudhra realized he was speaking not to
her but to the Spider, and said nothing. Her sword caught Yaz’s
shoulder and slashed a bright red line. Elated, she cut him again.
The Spider watched, unmoved by their struggle.

The librarian, who had gone unnoticed, flung
the lensgear at Yaz Five of Masks. The lensgear glowed when it hit
him and made a sharp, loud click. Yaz screamed and shattered like
porcelain before recoalescing into a thing of shadows and broken
arteries across the floor, sewn together only by a tendon here, a
rope of intestine there.

The man in shadow struggled to his feet. His
missing half flickered, growing steadily more solid, although his
skin had an unnerving translucent quality.

“Let the silhouette speak,” the Spider
ordered.

“Your captain has been carrying out human
experiments,” Riyen said. “He stole some of my skills, although he
could not help but take my face as well. Other people vanished in
pieces. I was the only one lucky enough to escape.”

Yaz’s voice spoke, horribly, from the floor.
“You were almost the perfect murderer until we caught you. The
world had no more use for you, except as part of something
greater.”

Attavudhra remembered the guard she had seen,
the peculiar double image. She lifted her hands: for a second she
saw the ghostly hands of two women, one pair slender and dextrous,
one pair broad and strong. “What am I?” she demanded of Yaz.
But she already knew the answer.

“You were my latest creation,” Yaz said. “You
were the perfection of my hopes. If all things could be balanced by
halves, including people, then so could the city.”

“You are a fool,” the Spider said. “People
are not to be sacrificed for the city’s symmetries. It is the other
way around. If something does not suit the citizens, then the city
is what must be adjusted.” She added, “It is much harder to change
people than it is to change things.”

“Then I am not a person,” Attavudhra said,
chilled.

“Yes and no,” said the silhouette. His face
was whole now. “We are all built from broken things.”

So it was, she realized, with the city.

“The city requires a new captain,” the Spider
said. “Will you step into your superior’s place?”

Attavudhra stared at Yaz’s bloody remnants.
“He still lives.”

“There’s a remedy for that,” the murderer
said.


“It is my duty,” Attavudhra said, glancing at
the Spider for her approval. The Spider nodded. With several
strikes, Attavudhra severed Yaz’s remains.

~ ~ ~

The cobweb

“Come here,” the Spider said to the woman.
She knew Attavudhra’s name, and Eskevan’s, and Riyen’s too, the way
she knew every detail in her city. She laid her hands on the new
guard captain’s head. “I must realign the city, but I cannot do it
alone. Will you assist me?”

“Of course,” Attavudhra said. She looked at
Riyen and Eskevan. “They saved the city.”

The Spider inclined her head. “Nevertheless,
the fact remains that one of them is a criminal. What guarantee do
we have that he’ll murder no more?”

“None,” Riyen said. “There are never any
guarantees where people are concerned.”

“Quite right,” the Spider said. “I am the
architect in the city’s depths; will you be its conscience in the
sunlit heights?”

Attavudhra frowned. “The perfect killer as
the city’s conscience—”

“Perfect no more,” Eskevan said in a
quavering voice. The others turned to regard him curiously. “The
perfect killer wouldn’t have a heart. He wouldn’t have cared about
the city’s downfall.”

“Not strictly true,” Riyen said, “but correct
in essence.” He bowed to the Spider. “I will do as you ask; it is
the least I can do as amends.”

The Spider nodded, smiling faintly. “As for
you, librarian,” she said, “you have words to set back in their
proper places, do you not?”

“I do,” Eskevan said. He bent to pick up the
undamaged lensgear.

Three people with which to weave a new web.
She had worked with worse beginnings. “Let’s begin our work,” she
said.

Together, they walked out of the nexus and
into the city.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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SILK AND SHADOW

Tony Pi


THE AUSTERE
WAR has cost our tsardom much, in blood and in hope, I
wrote in the letter to my mother the Tsarina. But at last
Father’s killer lies dead, and we are victorious against the
raiders from the sea. Soon, I will return to the capital and lead
the citizens in remembrance of all we have lost, but for three
months still must I tarry in the East. For though Palace Austere is
returned to us, the same cannot be said for the spirit of our
people. May my presence here speed their healing.

My quill paused. I had not written the truth
of all I had risked to achieve the hard-won victory. Had I told of
my covenant with the witch or of the Stormlord’s dying curse, my
mother the Tsarina would command Lord Fabek to ship me home to
Nobylisk at once. By the abyss of the dead, let my soul escape
to plague you, had said the man I slew to avenge my father.
By the blood of storms, may the Five Dooms drown you in
grief. Mother would fear for my life if she heard those
words.

But having seen the suffering in these
provinces first-hand, I would sooner commit this sin of omission
than leave before the East regained its strength. I signed the
letter and sealed it.

Lord Fabek strode into the library with a
smile on his ruddy face and knelt before me. “Joyous day, milord!
The puppet-witch Anansya has returned to the palace for her reward!
She begs an audience, if it pleases you.”

I frowned, unable to share his enthusiasm at
the news of the witch’s return. It had been seven days since the
puppeteers disappeared. While my heart ached to see Anansya’s
apprentice Selenja again, I had mistrusted the witch’s offer of aid
against the Stormlords from the beginning. Anansya asked for no
gold, land, or titles, desiring only the privilege of crafting my
life into a shadowplay. But to avenge my father’s death at the
hands of the Stormlord Hraken, I had accepted Anansya’s offer,
sealing the pact with a drop of my blood. I was certain she had an
ulterior motive for aiding me, though I had not yet fathomed
it.

Still, the puppeteers proved instrumental in
turning the tide of war, even if their methods called upon dark
magics. If they had not infiltrated the enemy camp, how many more
of my countrymen would have died on the battlefield or been
enslaved? Despite my suspicions, as Tsarevitch I was obliged to
thank them on behalf of my people.

“Very well, I will receive them in Stonestark
Hall. And Fabek?”

“Milord?”

“None of that. Call me Dominin.” I helped him
to his feet. “There’s no place for formalities here at Palace
Austere.”

“Yes, mi–” He caught himself in time. “Yes,
Dominin.”

~ ~ ~

Stonestark Hall was cavernous and barren, as
it should be. The only riches of Palace Austere were the fire in
its hearth, the water in its well, and the whistling winds in its
corridors of stone. By tradition, every Imperial must live nine
winters here as simply as his people, so that he might learn wisdom
and humility. I paused at the center of the hall, remembering how
the Stormlord Hraken had defiled it with his golden bounty when he
took the palace as his seat of power. Upon our reclamation of the
ancient citadel, I had ordered my men to strip the hall of its
blood-gold.

Out of the eastern corridor came Fabek and
the graying puppet-witch, her pair of apprentices behind her
carrying a cedar box between them. They set the puppet-box down,
kneeling on either side.

Anansya was thrice my age, her teeth
blackened with ash and her skin powdered white in the manner of her
kind. Her hair, pale as spider-silk wrapped tight around a hapless
fly. Pol, Anansya’s bright-hand, was clothed in silver, his head a
polished dome. Selenja was her dark-hand and wore the black silk of
her rank. Though they kept their heads low, I caught a glimpse of
Selenja’s pleading eyes, and became lost in their beauty once
more.

It had been Selenja who first came to me in
the grim days after the death of my father. She never told me how
she found her way into the Scrimshaw Tower to lend an ear to my
anger and regret, or how she knew the right words to ease my pain.
At the end of the month of vigil, I could deny my desire for
Selenja no more. On a moonbright evening, I threw caution aside so
she might teach me the passions of a man. My confidence won,
Selenja told me of Anansya’s scheme to steal Hraken of the Storm’s
sealskin hide, the source of his power, and I had listened.

Now, Selenja’s brief glance convinced me her
mistress hid a deeper scheme, and I rued my folly for letting her
seduce me so easily.

Yet I still loved her.

“Welcome, Anansya,” I said. “We owe the
outcome of this war to you. Yet you vanished without a word.
Why?”

“We felt it best to flee with Hraken’s hide,
lest we be captured,” said Anansya. “Tell us, Dominin, how did you
slay the tyrant? I must know the details to finish your play.”

I drew the saber named Fortune’s Law,
my father’s legacy, and the memories flooded back. “We listened for
your signal-chord and watched for the flash of light. I slew nine
with my bow before we scaled the walls. The soldiers, blinded by
your magic, fell easily to our swords. Hraken stood defiant in the
heart of the chaos, blindly swinging his spear while he made mad
libations from a half-empty cup of wine. But his gods forsook
him.”

Anansya nodded. “Without his sealskin, his
charms are for naught.”

“And I thank you for it,” I answered. “I
fired an arrow at Hraken’s heart, bidding it to fly true. It found
its mark square in the villain’s chest, bringing him to his knees.
I stowed my bow, slid down a rope and cut down those between us,
sending the cup spinning from his hand.”

In my mind’s eye, I held the edge of my saber
against Hraken’s throat again. Who dares? the Stormlord had
cried. I answered him. I, Dominin, son of Kronin, am your
death. Then bear my dying curse, Tsarevitch, Hraken
said. Again, his curse echoed in my ears. Let my soul escape to
plague you. May the Five Dooms drown you in grief.

“He cursed me, but I would suffer my father’s
killer no more,” I continued, Hraken’s voice still echoing in my
mind. “With a single stroke, I beheaded him.”

Anansya drew air between her teeth. “Your
deeds will make an epic song. I propose a play this evening—”

I sheathed Fortune’s Law. “No,
Anansya. My men clamor for a celebration. Tomorrow, I will attend
your play. Tonight, we feast!” Perhaps with some wine and charm, I
could loosen the puppeteers’ tongues and learn of their scheme.

“As you wish,” said Anansya, her face
unreadable.

“The halls of Austere are yours to roam.
Come, Fabek, there are things we must discuss.”

In my chambers, I told Fabek my suspicions,
and spoke for the first time about my tryst with Selenja. “I should
never have allowed her to steal my heart, nor bargained with her
mistress for victory. Though the witch pledged her allegiance to
the tsardom, her first loyalty is to her dark magic.”

“What signs of malice have you seen?” asked
Fabek.

“The shadows hold their magic,” I said. One
particular memory haunted me. “Once, when Selenja and I were
tangled together in the sheets, I thought moonlight gleamed off a
strand of hair tied to her little finger. I suspected it was an
illusion, until I spied another such hair attached to her other
hand. From the corner of my eye, I traced the strands to the
shadows on the wall, where it seemed a phantom held their ends, but
when I turned my head, it had vanished. I grow more certain each
day that this specter bore the face of Anansya.”

Fabek stroked his beard. “There are whispered
tales of strange shadows amongst our soldiers who fought in that
battle. Some had come across stormfolk raiders on hands and knees,
unable to rise and fight. It seemed that the enemies’ own shadows
bound their wrists and ankles, not letting go until they were dead.
I thought they waxed poetic, but now. . . .”

“Now the spider advances on the fly,” I
said.

“What will you do?” asked Fabek.

“Play her game, but one better. Let her think
she’s in control, for now,” I replied. “Perhaps I can steal a
moment alone with Selenja, and discover what web Anansya
weaves.”

~ ~ ~

A feast at Austere was bereft of glittering
goblets and silver knives. The meat, wine, and delicacies fresh
from the Sunlit Sea were more than enough. As guests of honor,
Anansya, Selenja, and Pol sat at the same table as Fabek and I,
though this table was no different from any other in the hall.

Pol sipped his wine as he spoke of his part
in Hraken’s downfall. “Selenja teased Hraken with her charms, but
refused him. It would break her vow of chastity, she squealed!” Pol
laughed, but Selenja pinched him hard in retaliation and he adopted
a more serious tone. “As I was saying, it only drove Hraken to
desire her more, and she tricked from him the whereabouts of his
trappings. Once we knew where he hid it, it was easy to disarm his
traps and steal his hide. The rest you know.”

Selenja looked away, unwilling to meet my
eyes. She had used Hraken the same way she used me. Was she ashamed
of what she did? What hold did Anansya have over her? I had to
speak to her alone.

“There’s a song my father loved,” I said to
Anansya. “Moonlight’s Vow. If you could play it in the
company of our musicians, it would honor his memory.”

“I’d be delighted,” said Anansya. She picked
up her nine-stringed gusli and joined the musicians.

I signaled Fabek. He poured more wine for
Pol. Out from under his mistress’s watchful eye, Pol eagerly
drained his cup. Fabek filled it to the brim again.

Anansya began to play.

“May I have this dance, Selenja?” I offered
her my hand.

She accepted. I led Selenja to the heart of
the hall, encouraging others to join us in the moondance. When I
drew Selenja close, Anansya misplayed a note.

Selenja’s touch was soft and warm, and she
hit every step of the intricate dance flawlessly. Another time,
another place, I would savor this moment. But given all that I
knew, I had to remain cautious. “Sweet one, let there be truth
between us, if you truly cared for me,” I whispered. “Was I but a
pawn in your mistress’s game?”

She nearly missed a step. “I may be Anansya’s
dark hand, but my heart is my own,” said Selenja, her voice
a-tremble.

“Then tell me what your mistress
intends.”

“I would if I could, but—” Selenja shifted so
that my hand would drift over the small of her back. I felt scars
under the silk that my fingers did not remember. Burns? “I
underestimated her, once. Don’t make the same mistake.”

“I will protect you, Selenja.” I gently
touched her cheek and turned her head. “My eyes speak the truth, my
love.”

Selenja’s breath caught in her throat. At
last, she spoke. “Age has caught up to Anansya, and she desires a
young body. She knows a dark ritual and has all she needs. Black
honey from a demon-hive. Wine as ancient as the sea. Skin of a
selkie and emperor silk. From you, a drop of royal blood, all so
that she may steal your flesh.”

“What does the ritual involve?” I asked.

“A shadowplay,” Selenja said. “When the story
is told, she will claim your life.”

“If I simply refuse to attend, will that
thwart the ritual?”

“No. When you gave your blood freely to
Anansya during your pact, you opened the way into your mind and
your flesh,” Selenja explained. “Given her skill, Anansya can
invade your dreams and perform the shadowplay while you sleep.
However, if we err, the magic may kill you. That is why she wishes
you to attend the shadowplay in person.”

Anansya quickened the song’s tempo. She was
eager to cut short our dance. “What if I imprison or slay her?” I
asked Selenja.

“She’d vanish into the shadows before you
could draw your sword, and risk the dream ritual from afar. If you
are slain, she intends to seek out your sister instead. However,
you, as the direct heir, remain her first prey. It saves her from
shedding more blood to wear the crown.”

Either way, Anansya intended death for me,
and perhaps death for my sister as well. “We must stop her,
Selenja. Would you be able to sabotage the ritual?”

The song hurtled towards its end. “I do not
dare. The wrong move and the magic could kill you.”

“Still, better to fight than accept certain
death,” I said. “Anansya must be most vulnerable during the
ritual.”

“It may be your best chance, but she is
strong.” Selenja shivered. “Pol’s her creature too. We cannot
prevail against them both.”

“Then we must even the odds.” A dangerous
plan began taking shape in my mind.

The song ended abruptly. Selenja and I broke
apart, short of breath. Anansya gestured to her, and she returned
obediently to the witch.

I pulled Fabek aside. “Bring me everything on
selkie magic and mythology. I need to understand a Stormlord’s
curse.”

~ ~ ~

In my chambers, I refreshed my knowledge of
the selkie Stormlords. Their sealskin trappings granted them not
only the ability to change shapes, but also the power to tap into
five sources of magic. In their mythology, souls of the dead were
swept into five great falls, the Dooms, which plunged into an
endless abyss. Shadow, Madness, Silence, Frost, and Oblivion.
Whichever doom a selkie earned in life, his soul would suffer in
death. Only when a soul was washed clean of his misdeeds would the
rising mists lift it aloft to be reborn.

Libations freed the power of each Doom. “Slay
a selkie before he can pour from a cup,” I recall my father’s
lesson. “Wine spilt is blood spilt.” During the War, the selkies
used all five magics against us, pouring the dooms from their
goblets. Silence, to strike unheard. Madness, to destroy our minds
or grant their warriors with rabid strength. Shadows to escape the
touch of our blades. Frost, for the chill of death. Oblivion to
erase all that we once held dear, making it easier to enslave our
people.

I summoned Fabek. “Prepare the Obsidian Room
for Anansya’s shadowplay.”

“Why there?” Fabek asked.

“Only one way in and out. If Anansya succeeds
in stealing my body, she may lose her power to escape through
shadows,” I said. “I leave it to you to make certain that such a
pretender never ascends my father’s throne.”

Fabek’s eyes widened. “But sire, you cannot
ask me to spill your blood!”

“If it comes to that, my friend, it will be a
just execution for a regicide,” I said. “For that reason as well,
only you and I must attend the shadowplay. If you must slay my
body, the presence of another might make you hesitate. That must
never happen.”

“I don’t like it, but I understand. Any other
instructions?”

“Have pillows, a plate of fruit, and a flask
of wine in place, along with these.” I opened a locked chest,
taking out the five goblets that once belonged to Hraken and his
lieutenants: the Mooncalf and the Mute, Sleet’s Kiss, Blithe
Laughter. “Line them before the pillows.”

Fabek sighed. “It will be done,” he said,
taking the goblets from me.

I drew Fortune’s Law and held it my
hands, remembering what my father told me of the sword. “This blade
has been in our family for generations, Dominin. It reminds us of a
universal truth: men will gamble on their luck, no matter how slim
their odds.”

I hoped my father was right.

~ ~ ~

The next morning, Fabek and I led the
puppeteers deeper into the keep. Again, Pol and Selenja hefted the
puppet-box between them. We took a spiraling stair down to an
iron-bound door that Fabek unlocked, and entered the Obsidian
Room.

The walls and floors were black stone,
polished to a luster. The sides tapered to a point high above, wind
whistling through tiny windows at the pinnacle. Torches in iron
sconces illuminated the room. The fruit, wine, and cushions that I
had requested awaited us.

“Some call the Obsidian Room an extravagance
that does not befit Austere, but I disagree,” I said. “In a place
without mirrors, only here might we contemplate our
reflections.”

“Let us begin.” Anansya chanted over the
puppet-box before lifting its lid. A gossamer saga-silk lay folded
atop the puppets, almost invisible but for its glimmer.

Pol and Selenja raised the silk screen,
stringing it between two wall sconces. Behind the silk, Anansya
hung and lit her witch-lamp. At her request, I extinguished all
other lights. I sat myself down on a pillow and filled the five
cups lined before me with red wine. Fabek sat cross-legged to the
left of me, his hand drumming the leather of the boot where he had
hidden his dagger.

The emperor silk could not conceal the
puppeteers’ actions. I watched Pol say a prayer before taking the
first puppet from its box. It was made of roan hide, cut in the
shape of a dragon curled inside the sun, its limbs hinged with
studs of bone and fitted with ivory handles for the puppeteer. My
skin crawled. So that’s what they’d done with Hraken’s hide!

“Lohe, Mistress-Sun, a bright hand sets you
high!” Pol stood the puppet by its handle on the rack beside
him.

Selenja took the next: a second drake curled
in the crescent of the moon. “Zmascu, Master-Moon, a dark hand
guides your path!”

Seven more emerged from the box: puppets of
the gods Rapture, Fortune, and Death, a Swan King, a Fox Queen, a
Selkie Crone, and a Jester Man, all fashioned from Hraken’s
hide.

Anansya raised a golden thimble. “Three
offerings must burn for the gods that slumber, for Fortune,
Rapture, and Death,” she intoned. “Dark honey for Hag-Rid-Rapture,
amber wine for Fortune-Dreaming, and royal blood for
Death-in-Sleep.” She cast the concoction into the flame.

I held my breathing steady, ready to fight
the ritual however I could.

Anansya strummed the gusli in her lap,
and sang.

Under the deft manipulation of her
hands-dark-and-bright, the Sun and Moon each claimed the silk for
their own, illuminating the strands of silk or inking them. The
shadows resolved into familiar silhouettes, that of my father and
myself.

Anansya began the saga with the coming of the
selkie slavelords, their shadows falling upon the golden towns
along the tsardom’s coast. Folk of light died upon blades of
shadow, and darkness spread across the screen. Then, under Sun’s
Gate, a flame-red general rode forth with a great army. My
father.

Despite my caution, I was mesmerized by my
own tale unfolding on the saga-silk. High atop the Gate, images of
my mother, sister, brother and I waved farewell to Father, but when
night fell, my silhouette-self escaped the capital to join the
crusade in secret. Anansya captured my defiance well, tracing my
journey from my time incognito among the soldiers on the march. The
ordeal taught me how men lived and helped one another, and in their
company I honed my swordsmanship and learned their hopes and
dreams. We played games of skill and chance, like aiming the dregs
of our smuggled wine at upturned bright helmets, or betting on the
toss of dark knucklebones.

But on a twilight march, Fabek recognized me
through my disguise and commanded his guards to arrest me. Licks of
golden light on the silk framed my journey to the Scrimshaw Tower,
to be unmasked before my father. Atop the bone-bright spire, the
silhouette of my father greeted and chastised me through song, and
thus began our campaign together as father and son.

The war of light and shadow raged on the
silk. When laced light thawed like ice, the Tsar and I engaged
Hraken’s mercenaries in epic battle. Starlight and dark sky
struggled ceaselessly for the land as the Sun and Moon once did. I
lifted the golden banner of the tsardom high, eager to lay siege to
Palace Austere.

So well did Anansya tell the tale, little did
I realize until too late that her ritual had already snared me,
thrusting me into the tapestry of shadows. I became the hero
laced with light, while my body sat mindless before the screen. The
past had become present through Anansya’s magic, the players and
props conjured from my memories and fringed by luminescence. I
could feel an odd thinness to my flesh. From the corner of my eye,
I could see through the silken illusion to my real body in the
Obsidian Room.

The world of the shadowplay forced me to
retell my history scene by scene. On a sun-drenched day in late
summer, my father the Tsar descended on the stolen palace with his
full army in a bid to win back Austere. He stood with his archers
on the western edge of the screen, challenging Hraken.

I tried to tear myself away from where I had
stood during that battle, but I could not leap upon my father and
push him to the ground, away from the fate I knew awaited him.
Selenja was right. Anansya was strong, and the tide of her telling
had me snared. It was all I can do to hang on to my identity.

The smell of battlefield blood assailed my
nostrils, and a storm of dark arrows filled the silken sky. The
shadow-Hraken stood upon the battlements and raised his spear of
white bone in one hand, and with the other he poured light from a
black-jeweled cup. The arrows fell through him like hail through
shadow.

Nothing I could do stopped my father from
stepping into the open light. I was helpless as Anansya sang us
swift towards his death.

Dark Hraken hurled his weapon. Fast as a bolt
of lightning and unerring, the spear skewered my sire through the
heart. I raced to his side and held his body again, even as light
seeped like blood out of his wounds.

Shadow-time marched relentlessly towards the
end that Anansya intended. She sang of the morning after the Tsar’s
death, when the denizens of the east awakened to leaves of gold and
flame, as though autumn had fallen too soon. She sang of the black
candles that burned in Orsazan, when I led the city in mourning for
my father. Soon she would sing of stealing my body, and when
shadow-time caught up to real time, it would destroy me.

But there were episodes in my life that
Anansya would never know, tales I had never told. Because she
couldn’t script my life exactly, she skipped the parts she didn’t
know. When she ended the scene where I sequestered myself in
Scrimshaw Tower for a month-long vigil, there was an instant when I
gained solitude. I used that moment to re-assert control of my body
and struggled to speak. “Selenja! Help me, my love!”

My words came out in a whisper. Did she hear
me?

Anansya’s incantation grew louder. My blood
felt like it was on fire.

“Selenja! Find your soul in your reflection!”
I urged.

Startled, Selenja turned her head towards the
wall and met her own eyes in the reflection. Her hands faltered.
“Dominin! Take my strength!” she cried.

I felt my beloved’s will adding to my own.
Selenja’s image appeared beside me on the silken canvas and took my
free hand. Together we resisted the combined power of Anansya and
Pol, trying to bend the shadow-world away from the witch’s script.
Anansya, however, conjured a gleaming bolt that sped towards
Selenja, forcing her to release my hand and vanish. But her touch
had given me the strength I needed.

Anansya could not banish Selenja entirely
from the canvas, however. She was integral to my story, and soon
the shadow-Selenja came to seduce me. We could have abandoned our
cares to the wind to relive those tender moments, but that would
let Anansya regain control. Instead, we made small alterations to
the remembered past, like during my first audience with the witch,
Selenja dropped a handkerchief that had not been there before. When
we assaulted the castle walls, I fired more arrows at mercenaries
upon the parapets, seeking to kill more than nine. But Anansya and
Pol blotted out my new missiles before they hit, forcing the events
to adhere to the true past.

Beyond the silk, Fabek—already concerned by
Selenja’s sudden cry—had noticed the changes in the play. I caught
a glimpse of him slipping the dagger from his boot and hiding it in
his sleeve.

I slung my bow over my shoulder and raced for
the walls, but chose a different ladder to scale. Once again, I
sunk an arrow into the Stormlord’s chest, but instead of climbing
down a rope, I leapt and landed in a bale of hay. I drew my saber
and fought to reach shadow-Hraken, but made focused on parries
instead of cuts to push past his defenders. By the time my sword
took Hraken’s head in the shadowplay, Selenja and I had altered the
script enough to wrest away a measure of power from the
puppet-witch.

I had to play my trump now. “Hraken of the
Storm!” I shouted to the darkness. “These shadow-witches stole your
trappings to make these puppets, so you have grievances against us
all. Your hide ties you to this ritual. If you seek your revenge,
come!”

Hraken’s shadow stumbled to its feet and
grabbed its severed head. “You would use my curse to save your own
skin, Tsarevitch?”

“Certain death or a slim chance of survival?
I choose the latter,” I said.

The balance of power on the saga-silk shifted
with Hraken’s arrival. Now that Anansya and Pol must also contend
with the Stormlord’s spirit, they were no longer dominating the
struggle against Selenja and me. To maintain their hold on the
spell, they manifested on the silk as well. Our three factions now
vied for the ritual’s magic, each trying to bend the outcome to our
will. When one faction began seizing power, the other two beat it
back. If one tried to hurt another, it left itself vulnerable to
the third.

Deadlock.

The lamp-flame flickered.

“End this now,” Selenja begged of me and
Anansya both. “If none of us yields when that flame goes out, the
ritual will consume us all! Can’t you feel it?”

She was right. I felt the magic that brought
us onto the screen crushing us cloth-thin.

Despite Selenja’s warning, no one deigned to
answer.

“If that does not sway you, then consider
Fabek beyond the silk,” I said to Anansya. “I have instructed him
to slay me if I am robbed of my body, and for the sake of the
tsardom, Fabek will carry out his orders. The question is, will he
interpret this sudden silence as proof of the ritual’s triumph? The
longer we delay, the more likely he is to slit someone’s throat. It
might be mine. It might be yours. Think on that.”

“How do we come to an accommodation?” Anansya
said at last.

“No!” said Hraken. “You invoked my curse, and
I will have vengeance against you all, even if it means my own
destruction!”

“There’s unparalleled power in this ritual,
to which we all have a claim.” I directed their attention to my
real body and the five full goblets before it. “These are the cups
wrested from you and your lieutenants, Hraken. Five Dooms of the
underworld, five water-curses. Shadow, Oblivion, Frost, Silence,
and Madness. We can divert the ritual’s power to imbue each cup
with one of those dooms. We will take turns naming one of us to a
curse until all five of us are bound. Then, with all five of us
seizing control of my sword, we will topple the cups and let the
curses spill forth.”

“I came to claim a new body, not play with
curses,” Anansya said.

“If the curse is phrased right, it may free a
body for the taking,” Hraken said, clearly tempted by the chance at
a second life.

“We will decide the first to match a name to
a curse,” I suggested. “That person names a victim and words the
curse as he pleases. The one named will choose the next to be
cursed, and so forth.”

Anansya laughed. “You’re clever, Tsarevitch,
but I see wrinkles in your plan. Obviously, you can’t name the
first person who chooses, since that would leave someone out of the
chain of curses. And the last two people in the chain have no real
choice in which foe they name, do they? But I will agree to
this.”

“And I,” said Hraken.

Off-silk, the flame began to sputter. Fabek
knelt next to Pol’s body, and poised his dagger so that the tip was
merely a hair away from his blank, staring eye.

Pol gulped. “Hurry. Decide who starts the
chain!”

I leaned closer to Selenja, overlapping her
shadow. “You must name Hraken, or else we risk another deadlock.”
The Stormlord was certain to curse me first, which would give me
the opportunity to foil Anansya with a carefully-worded curse.

Selenja nodded. “Whatever happens, Dominin, I
want you to know I love you,” she said.

“And I you,” I replied, and kissed her.

The five of us pooled our wills and reshaped
the ritual to fit our covenant. Tendrils of light swirled around
our silhouettes and even spun off the silken screen to twist above
the goblets. Fabek recoiled at the sight.

Together, we spoke the name of the one we
chose to shape the first curse.

“Anansya,” said Anansya.

“Anansya,” said Pol.

“Hraken,” said Selenja.

“Hraken,” I said.

“Anansya,” said Hraken, surprising me.

With our pronouncements, specks of golden
light shimmered around Anansya’s silhouette.

The Stormlord laughed. “You thought I’d name
myself, Tsarevitch? No, I wish to see you and the witch destroy one
another, for that is what you deserve.”

“Then I will oblige,” said Anansya. “Dominin,
I give you the Doom of Oblivion. Let your body forget the tenor of
your soul, and let your soul not remember your life or love. When
you become a mindless shell, my soul will come to dwell in your
abandoned flesh.”

A tendril of light dipped into the wine in an
edgemost cup in the line before my body, giving it a ghostly
glow.

The shape of her curse was much as I
predicted. She intended to follow through on her plan to become
me.

It was my turn, but which curse on whom? Pol,
Selenja, or Hraken? Shadow, Frost, Silence, or Madness?

In the Obsidian Room, Fabek moved behind my
body and raised the knife in a quaking hand. I had to choose
quickly.

I could name Selenja and spare her the worst
of the curses, but I would lose the chance to remove Hraken as a
threat. But if I named Hraken next, I knew the likely fate to
befall Selenja. Yet, my beloved was only one woman. I loved her, to
be sure, but my first duty was to the people of the tsardom. That
was the legacy my father left me. I squeezed Selenja’s hand.
“Hraken, I give you the Doom of Frost. The cold of the grave will
follow you always, no matter what refuge your soul finds. Let the
chill cripple the flesh of any body you steal and thwart your
sorceries and schemes. . . .” That was how I had
planned to end the curse, but I could not leave it so.
“. . . until a true love’s kiss ousts your soul and
frees the accursed one to live again.”

A tentacle of light illuminated the middle
cup.

“So you would rob me of the joy of living
again, Tsarevitch?” said Hraken. “Then I shall take pleasure in
taking revenge upon you. Do I take the body of the man who stole my
pelt, or the harlot who tricked the secret of my pelt from me? The
latter, I think, should twist the dagger in your heart. Selenja, I
give you the Doom of Shadow. I banish your soul to the shadow you
cast, bound to your body until the Falls of the underworld run dry.
Your empty body will become mine instead, and I will live again in
your flesh.”

“No!” I cried, but Hraken had spoken his
curse, and the ritual touched the cup between the two already
ensorcelled. Even if my kiss forced Hraken out of Selenja’s body,
she would not be returned to me because of the Stormlord’s
dictum.

In the Obsidian Room, Fabek whispered words I
could not hear as he touched the edge of his knife to my throat.
Perhaps he prayed to the gods, or begged my forgiveness.

“It’s all right, my love.” Selenja touched my
cheek. She turned to Pol. “You and I have suffered Anansya’s
cruelty too long, my friend, and we cannot suffer her playing
tyrant in Dominin’s body. With Madness and Silence left, there is
only one way to ensure that she never hurts another again.”

“Don’t listen to her, Pol,” warned Anansya.
“You were always the stronger. Side with me, and I will make you
the greatest sorcerer of shadows the world has ever—”

“Shut up, you old crone,” Pol said. “I have
been your puppet these long years because you promised me power,
but all you have given us are breadcrumbs while you devoured the
lion’s share of our ventures. What do you propose, Selenja?”

“I would grant you Silence, the least of the
Dooms, if you curse Anansya with a specific Madness,” Selenja said.
“Let her madness be the unshaking belief that she is none other
than my beloved Dominin, upholding his virtuous ways no matter
which body she steals. If Dominin is lost to Oblivion, then she
will have no choice but to become the man she destroys. Such is the
only way to save the tsardom.”

I kissed her forehead. “Well played.”

“Very well,” Pol said. “Say it.”

“Pol, I give you the Doom of Silence,”
Selenja said. “Though you must live your life mute, I bless you
with true silence when you ply your thieving skills towards the
good of the tsardom. Use it well.”

The other edgemost cup filled with
brightness.

“That leave you, Anansya,” said Pol. “I—”

Anansya turned on her apprentice and leapt
upon him, her black bony fingers throttling his throat.

I unslung my shadow bow, nocked an arrow of
light and fired. The arrow struck Anansya in the back, and she
released Pol.

Pol caught his breath and blurted out his
curse. “I give you the Doom of Madness, Anansya! Mad to believe
you’re none other than Dominin Tsarevitch, in whichever body you
reside!”

With that, the last magical tendril flowed
into the remaining cup.

All five of us spirits hurtled into my body
for the final part of our ritual of curses. The cups still must
spill before the curses are fulfilled. I wore my scabbard on my
left side, and the cups of Shadow and Oblivion were the rightmost
before me. If I could knock over the rest but prevent those two
from tipping, that might yet save us from doom!

But all five of us had the same idea, and
fought to control different parts of my body. Even worse, Fabek
might panic and cut my throat. Hraken seized my right hand first,
trying to knock over all the cups. Selenja and I fought him,
forcing my hand to reach for the hilt of my saber instead.

Meanwhile, Anansya took control of my left
hand, reached up and grabbed Fabek’s wrist to stay the blade. Pol
took the opportunity to use my voice, calling out: “Not yet!”

Fabek fought to keep his knife a threat.
“Prove you are Dominin.”

Hraken abandoned his attempt to control my
right arm, and forced my left foot to kick forward. He hit the
leftmost goblet, the Cup of Silence, and spilled its curse upon
Pol.

Silence!

Pol lost control of my voice. His surprise at
his curse broke his concentration and forced him back into his real
body.

Without Hraken’s interference, Selenja and I
gained control of the right hand and drew the sword, sweeping it
from left to right. The steel smashed into the Cup of Madness and
tipped it.

Madness!

Anansya was ripped out of my body and thrust
back into hers. Her hold over my left hand was broken, and Fabek’s
blade drew blood from my neck. I relinquished control over my right
hand to Selenja and rushed to seize control of the left, preventing
the sharp edge from slicing deeper.

Anansya held her hands trembling before her
eyes. “How. . . ? Selenja, Fabek! The witch has
taken my body!”

The witch believed she was me. However, she
would not take my body until the Cup of Oblivion fell.

Hraken seized my right foot and kicked
towards the cups bearing my and Selenja’s curses.

I sped my thoughts towards helping Selenja
with my right hand, driving the saber towards Hraken’s cup. Just as
our blade knocked the Cup of Frost over, the foot controlled by
Hraken hit the Cup of Shadow.

Frost and Shadow!

I regained control of my body, slowing the
saber’s edge so it merely tapped the Cup of Oblivion. Only a single
droplet trickled down the side of the goblet.

“Oblivion,” I whispered. Almost.

On the other side of the silk, Selenja curled
up and hugged her knees, shivering. Hraken had taken her body, but
suffered my curse. The Selenja I knew was gone, banished to her own
shadow.

Anansya lay in a pool of blood, dead. Pol
stood over her body still holding the weapon that had killed her, a
broken ivory handle taken from a shadow puppet. I had not heard him
at all.

Fabek’s knife at my throat trembled. “Last
chance to prove you are Dominin,” he said.

“Only you and I know how you saw through my
disguise during the war,” I answered. “You had recognized something
in my gait that reminded you of my father. It is I, my friend.”

Fabek removed the blade and let it clatter to
the stone floor. “Never ask me to slay you again, Dominin.”

I touched my bloodied neck. “Agreed.”

The lamp-fire died, leaving only the
dwindling glow from the Cup of Oblivion as illumination.

~ ~ ~

The witch Anansya is dead, slain by her
apprentice Pol, I wrote in my latest letter to Mother. Pol
has become a thief again, now that he has no voice to sing with. I
have taken him into my service, and he seems pleased to spy on
behalf of the tsardom. Time will tell whether he is to be trusted.
As for Hraken and Selenja. . . .

I put down my quill when Fabek brought
Hraken-in-Selenja before me. Under the ravages of his chill-curse,
Hraken was no more than a cripple, helplessly shivering, barely
able to speak. “W-will you execute m-me, D-dominin?”

“No.” It was still Selenja’s body, even if
she was imprisoned in its shadow. I still longed for her caress,
but not even my kiss could reunite her soul with her body. Hraken’s
curse was too strong. And yet, I could not imagine doing her body
harm, even when I knew full well Hraken wore her face. “I banish
you from my tsardom, Hraken. Go warm your bones in the southern
isles, live out your stolen life, and never return.”

“Y-you’re a f-fool,” said Hraken. “I’d
k-kill—”

I cut him off. “Speed him to his exile,
Fabek.” I gazed at Selenja’s shadow. “Farewell, my love.”

“Consider it done,” said Fabek, and led
Hraken away.

As for my curse? I ordered the Obsidian Room
sealed, all things within untouched. Perhaps the Cup of Oblivion
still lingered there, waiting for its curse to spill.

Perhaps the wine would dry, leaving nothing
but dregs.

Or perhaps that lone drop of wine that
escaped the brim had already fulfilled the curse, and I was in
truth Anansya’s mad soul, playing the part of Dominin Tsarevitch.
Who would know?

Not I.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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DRIFTWOOD
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IN THE DAYS BEFORE THEIR WORLD SHATTERED, crumbled, and finally
fetched up against that cluster of old realities known as
Driftwood, they were called the Valraisangenek.

One of their scholars once spent a week
lecturing me on that name alone, before I was allowed to learn
anything else. Valraisangenek: echoing their once-proud world of
Valrassuith, “The Perfect Circle”—itself based on the ancient root
word of velar, “totality”—and their race’s legendary founder
Saneig, “Chosen of San,” chosen of the Supreme Goddess, from whom
they were all descended (genkoi). A name full of meaning,
for those who know how to read it. But most people think the name
of the Valraisangenek is too long and difficult to be worth
remembering, especially when there are so few of them left. These
days, everyone just calls them the Greens.

After all, that name has the advantage of
being so obvious anybody could remember it—or at least attach it to
the appropriate target on sight. Somebody walks in with hair like
sea foam, eyes like emeralds, and skin like moss? You’re looking at
a Green. Slap on whatever the word is for “green” in your language,
and you’re set to go. Or “blue/green,” if your people don’t
distinguish those two colors, or “red/green” if your race is
color-blind, although in that latter case you might run a risk of
confusing a Green with a Kakt. But the red-skinned Kakts are
numerous enough, and well-known enough, not to mention horned
enough, that if you’re not smart enough to tell them apart from the
Greens, you won’t last long in Driftwood anyway.

The Kakts’ world is so newly-Drifted that on
three sides it still borders on nothing but Mist. The calendrists I
know figure within a year it’ll share a boundary with Egnuren—a
Kakt year, that is; nearly two Egnuren years—but I don’t recommend
telling the Kakts that. Most of them still deny the Driftwood
thing. They’re new; they’re proud. They don’t want to admit that
their world is gone, and they’re all that’s left of it.

The Greens know better. Hard to deny the
death of your world when it’s shrunk down to a small ghetto whose
name hardly anybody bothers to remember. There are theories on how
to slow the decay, of course, and back in the day the Greens tried
them all. Stay home, and pretend Driftwood isn’t there. Speak only
your own language. Breed only with your own kind. And pray, pray,
pray to your gods, as if Driftwood is some kind of test they’re
putting you through, or a bad dream you can wake up from.

None of it helps. I should know.

But no one listens when I tell them.

~ ~ ~

Alsanit found him in a Drifter bar. Had her
mission been any less urgent, she would not have gone; she was pure
Valraisangenek—a “one-blood,” in Driftwood parlance—and among the
mongrel Drifters she stuck out like an emerald in sand. But the
Circle had wasted too much time already in doubt; once the decision
was made, she left within the day. The whispers and stares of
foreigners were nothing, the contempt and even the risk of being
mugged, when weighed against her people’s need.

The bar was called Spit in the Crush’s Eye,
and it lay nearly across the Shreds from what was left of
Valrassuith. Greenhole, to its neighbors, and even most of the
Valrai called it that, these days. That was why Alsanit was braving
the stares of the Drifters. Two days ago, she had called her
home Greenhole.

If something didn’t change, they were
doomed.

She went from Greenhole to Wash to Heppa to
Hotside, and then after that she was into Shreds she didn’t know.
She got snowed on in the place after Hotside, and two Shreds after
that got chased by things that looked like dogs but weren’t, but
the directions she’d gotten were good, and after about four hours
of walking she found herself on the border between Chopper and
Tatu, at Spit in the Crush’s Eye.

The bar suited its name, being defiantly
cobbled together from fragments of a dozen worlds, patched with
reed bundles, sheets of scrap metal, even what looked like half the
trunk of a tree. Alsanit received the expected stares and mutters
when she walked through the door, but this was far from
Valrassuith, far from where her people were known; they were
reacting to her as a one-blood, a non-Drifter, not as a Green. She
wasn’t the only one-blood in the bar, though, for at the far wall,
she saw the man she sought.

He was tall enough to draw the eye even when
sitting; that was how Alsanit first spotted him. Drifters,
crossbreeds that they were, tended to average out the range of
heights found among Driftwood’s races. And even in the murky light
of the bar, his skin shimmered a silvery blue, undulled by any
foreign pigmentation, against which his black hair made a sharp
contrast. But the sight of a fellow one-blood did not reassure
Alsanit. There was a certain uniformity to the unpredictability of
Drifters. One-bloods had their own ways, and she did not know what
this man’s ways were.

Walking over to him took much of her
courage.

“Are you Last?” she asked, in one of the more
widely-used pidgin dialects of her side of the Shreds.

“I am,” he said easily, in the same dialect.
“You?”

“Alsanit.”

His teeth glinted pure silver when he smiled.
“I’m honored, then.”

Alsanit blinked. “Honored?”

“Your name. Sworn to San? No, Faithful to.
You’re one of the Valrai. High-ranking. Only your important women
have San’s name in their own.”

Alsanit wondered if her jaw was on the floor.
Valrai. Not “Greens.” And he knew them, knew their ways.
They were in a bar clear across the Shreds from Valrassuith, and he
knew what her name meant. Even the people of the neighboring Shreds
didn’t bother with that.

Last’s smile widened into a grin. “Come
on—you came looking for me; didn’t you know what to expect? I’m a
guide. It’s my job to know things like that.”

With effort, Alsanit regained her composure.
“Yes. But I thought I came from outside your usual territory.”

“You do. But happens I used to have a lover
who was Valrai. I still remember some things.”

Alsanit wondered who the lover had been. If
the stories were true, then odds were good the woman or man was
long dead. She decided not to ask, though whether it was because
she feared she wouldn’t know the person, or because she feared she
would, she could not have said.

Last leaned back in his chair and interlaced
his long fingers. The nails gleamed dark—natural color, or some
kind of lacquer? Meaning could be hidden in the smallest of
details; for all she knew, among his people, dark nails were the
mark of an assassin, or a slave, or nothing whatsoever. All she
could do was try to ride the waves of interaction as they rose and
fell.

She thought of the stories her people’s
priests still told, about waves, about the sea, and swallowed
tears. The sea was ages gone.

“Let’s get to business,” Last said. “What is
it you need? Interpreter? Somebody to tell you the ways of another
Shred? Business contacts?”

“Answers,” Alsanit said, raising her chin and
meeting his deep black eyes. “An answer. To the only
question worth asking in this place.”

He did not move, but the life drained out of
his face, leaving his expression mask-like. Finally he clicked his
tongue sharply, a Shreds mannerism that meant absolute negation.
“Wrong person, Green.”

The name hurt, but she didn’t let it show.
She clicked back at him, adopting his own slang. “You answered to
the name. You fit the description. I know who you are—what
you are—and I need that answer.”

Last stood, abruptly, his thighs hitting the
table and scraping it sharply across the floor. Conversation in the
bar stuttered to a halt as heads turned to look.

“Wrong person,” he repeated, his voice
carrying to the far corners of the room. “I have no answers. Sorry
you came all this way for nothing.”

His long legs carried him quickly out of the
bar. Alsanit leapt to her feet, intending to pursue, but found her
way blocked by a pair of Drifters almost as wide as they were tall,
who either didn’t understand any of the pidgins she spoke or were
pretending not to. They advanced on her until she found herself
backed up to a door on the other side of the room, and then they
stood there until she gave up and left. Outside, in the streets of
Chopper, she tried to find Last, but he had vanished.

~ ~ ~

Life is different in the Shreds. Out on the
very edges of Driftwood, places like Kakt, a determined person can
live her whole life pretending her home is still its own world. A
little further in, when things have gotten smaller and you’re not
by the Mist anymore, you start thinking of your world as a country;
you learn about your neighbors, trade with them, set up embassies
in their territory. But in the Shreds, there’s no ignoring the
weirdnesses of Driftwood, the way it’s summer on one street and
winter on another, day here and night there, obedient to your laws
of reality in your own ghetto, but operating by a totally different
set of rules three houses down.

Don’t ask how it works. It’s Driftwood.
Patchwork of world fragments, illogic made concrete. It just
is, and you learn to live with it.

And if you learn to live with it well enough,
you can even make some money at it. Pack as many languages into
your head as you can, figure out the rules at work in some given
set of ghettoes, and set up shop as a tour guide. Or something like
that. I hate giving tours to Edgers, when they come into the Shreds
for kicks. Not because I’m bitter—I got over hating Edgers for
their big, solid realities long ago—but because they’re oblivious.
They don’t get how the Shreds work, and they don’t want to.

I’m here for the Shredders, for people whose
business takes them out of familiar territory, and who want—or
need—to learn the ropes where they’re going. Vigilantes,
crosser-merchants, scholars who have abandoned the decay of their
own worlds in favor of trying to figure out how it all
works. They pay me in the coin of their own realms, if there’s any
left, or in gems, valuable items, even food. How is it that ivnyils
only come from the Rooters’ reality, but practically everybody has
emeralds? How come most food—but not all—is edible for all races?
Why are some things so similar, when others are wildly different?
Those are the kinds of questions my scholarly clients want to
answer. Me, I don’t bother. It’s enough that Driftwood exists, and
I exist within it—still, even after all these years.

Every so often, though, somebody decides I
must have the answers. It’s hard to be truly famous in Driftwood;
at the Edge, people don’t talk much about stuff outside their own
reality, and in the Shreds, stories get stopped by language
barriers every few blocks. To really become famous, you have to be
around for a long time, and then you run into the problem that,
oops, you and your reality have been pushed right to the Crush, and
you’ve faded out of existence entirely, along with everybody who
knew you.

Pretty much the only way to be famous
throughout Driftwood is to still be here, long after the Crush
should have gotten you.

Most people figure it’s just a story. Sure,
I’ve been around so long even your granny thinks I’m old, but with
the way time varies between realities, and the differences in
lifespans—the Gnevg live for barely ten of their own short years,
the Ost for hundreds—really, there’s got to be a way to explain it.
And if you’re not sure what reality I come from, well,
somebody has to know, right?

Only a few people chase the stories far
enough to notice this hypothetical “somebody” doesn’t seem to
exist. People can tell you where I live, or where I spend my time,
or how to find me, but they can’t tell you where I come
from.

And of those few people who chase the stories
far enough, a very few make the leap of faith to believing
the stories.

Those are the ones who come and find me, not
to hire me as a guide, but to ask me questions.

A question, really. They all ask the
same one.

~ ~ ~

Alsanit hadn’t come across the Shreds to hire
a guide, but she ended up doing so anyway. She was too far out of
familiar neighborhoods; there were too many language and cultural
obstacles in her way for her to search without help. So she hired
someone, a Drifter, paying him in the seashells the Valrai used as
currency, which had merit in some Shreds as medicine, though not
for the Valrai themselves. She sent a messenger back home to
explain her continued absence, then grimly settled into the task of
running Last to ground.

It was a dangerous proposition. She had no
way of knowing whether the people she hired or spoke to were
trustworthy; it was safest to assume they weren’t. But Alsanit
didn’t have to return home and speak to the Circle to know what
they would tell her. If she failed in this mission, her life was
meaningless anyway, along with that of every last Valrai. So what
did it matter, that she was risking it here?

Her guide turned out to be reliable, even if
several of the informants they approached tried to kill them.
Alsanit lost track of how much time they spent searching; away from
Valrassuith, she found it hard to maintain familiar standards of
time, and days and nights were of different lengths in every Shred
she went through. Instead she kept track of how many shells she had
left, and worried over how quickly she was spending them. Before
much longer, she would have to return home for more—and she had no
idea how much Last would charge for his answer, should she persuade
him to give it. Maybe more than all of her people had to give.

But they would find a way to pay.

When Alsanit’s shells were nearly gone, her
guide found him.

The guide’s final service for Alsanit
involved kicking in Last’s door. Then he was gone down the stairs,
off to enjoy the wealth he’d earned, leaving Alsanit standing in
Last’s doorway with Last’s knife at her throat.

“I’ve killed people for less than this,” he
told her, calmly, as if the information were no more significant
than directions to the nearest Shred boundary.

“Kill me, then,” Alsanit said. “It doesn’t
matter. I’m dead anyway. All of my people are.”

“Everyone’s dead,” Last said. “That’s
Driftwood. In the end, every person, every street, every world will
fade and crumble and die.”

“Except you.”

“Verdict’s still out. Who says I won’t die
someday, like everyone else?”

“You’ve lasted longer than everyone else.
You’ve cheated Driftwood so far. And I need to know how.”

For a moment he stood there, knife pressed
against the soft skin of her throat, and Alsanit truly didn’t know
whether he would do it or not. “It might be a mercy, to kill you,”
he whispered, as if talking to himself.

The sure knowledge that her world would die
without his help gave Alsanit a simultaneous calmness and
recklessness that made her words much more than mere bluff. “So do
it.”

The knife pressed more sharply.

“Or answer my question.”

Last’s hand trembled.

“Save my world,” Alsanit said, “or kill me
now.”

He did neither. He grabbed her by the
shoulder, shoved her to the floor, and left. Alsanit should have
chased him, but her legs were too limp. She sat on the tiled floor
of the room he rented in a Shred whose name she had already
forgotten, shaking and on the edge of tears, and knew her people
were doomed.

~ ~ ~

There’s a lot of crackpot theories out there
about me. One of my favorites, in a black-humor kind of way, is
that my world was the first one, the original core the rest of
Driftwood drifted up against. A special variant on that theory says
I was the first being of that reality, formed by the local gods out
of clay or corn or wood or shit or whatever, that I’ve been here
since the beginning, and will be here until the end.

It used to embarrass me, that people said
that kind of thing. It makes me into a demi-god, and I’m not; I
hate it when people treat me like one. But after a while, the
embarrassment wears off, and you learn to deal. It’s a creative
theory, at least, better than some I’ve heard. But no—my world
wasn’t the first one, and I’m not the first man.

Even the people who don’t buy into that
theory tend to treat me with a reverence that makes me
uncomfortable. I’d rather live my life as a guide, teaching people
how to make their way across the wilderness of the Shreds, until
the Shreds I know shrink down and slip into the Crush and I have to
learn some new ones. I’ve gotten over mourning the loss of those
worlds. They all die, in the end, so you might as well get over it.
Sometimes I get hired by scholars who want to know about realities
that are long gone, and then I get melancholy, remembering songs no
one sings anymore, friends and lovers dead for ages, restaurants
I’ll never eat at again. My memory goes back a long way: the only
immortality any of these places get.

But I don’t remember how Driftwood began. I’m
not that old. For all I know, it’s gone on forever, and
never had a beginning; maybe there have always been worlds out
there, having apocalypses and falling apart and eventually fetching
up against the ever-shifting face of Driftwood. Maybe Driftwood is
an agreement among the gods, a final mercy, giving their worlds a
chance to come to terms with death before it finishes
happening.

Or maybe Driftwood is their joke on us.

Part of me hopes so, and hopes that the gods
are getting a good laugh out of it. Nobody else is.

~ ~ ~

She stayed in Last’s rented room, first
sitting numbly on the tiled floor, later curling up and going to
sleep. When she woke, she looked around and wondered if there was
any point in staying. He had possessions here, yes, but a man who
had outlived the death of countless worlds probably did not attach
much importance to mere objects. There was no reason to believe he
would return.

But if there was no point in staying, neither
was there much point in moving. What would she do? Go home? She
could get more seashells, start another search, maybe find Last
again. But he would not give her the answer. So she might as well
go home and admit defeat to her people.

And then wait for Valrassuith to finish
dying.

She would probably die before her world did.
They had perhaps another two generations left—maybe more, maybe
less; no one knew what hastened or slowed the inevitable decay.

Except Last.

If that was all that going home held for her,
then Alsanit might as well stay here and die. It would hurt less
than facing her people with her failure.

Night came and went; it seemed longer than
night in Valrassuith, but perhaps despair lengthened it. Alsanit
sat with her back to a bedpost of carved bone, stared at the wall,
and wondered what she should do with herself. Commit suicide?
Starve to death? Set up a new life, exiled from her own world? The
question filled her with such apathy that when Last reappeared in
the doorway, she simply stared at him, dully, half-believing him a
figment of her imagination.

He looked down at her for a long moment. The
morning light coming in through the room’s one small window made
him shine slightly, like a god.

“I make no promises,” he finally said, in a
quiet, heavy voice. “Other people have tried this, and it didn’t
work for them. They must have done something wrong. But it’s the
best I can give you.”

“I don’t ask for promises,” Alsanit
whispered. “Just for hope.”

He nodded, slowly. “Very well.

“Lots of people try to stay in their own
realities, and never go anywhere else. Doesn’t save them. But you
can’t abandon your own world, either; it needs you to survive. So
you have to compromise.”

Alsanit waited, the words burning themselves
into her memory, blazing with the possibility of survival.

“Have someone—your own shoemakers, if you
still have any—make boots with hollow spaces in the heels. Take
soil, or small stones, from Valrassuith, and put this into the
spaces. Wear the boots at all times. If you do that, you bring your
own world with you, wherever you go. You’ll always be standing on
the ground of Valrassuith, no matter where you are. And this
may—may—save you.”

Hope gave Alsanit new life; she roused from
her stupor and began to crawl across the floor to where Last stood.
Tears of gratitude fell from her eyes.

Last stepped back before she could kiss his
feet. “Don’t. Please. Just go back to your people.”

“I will,” Alsanit whispered. “And—thank you.
Words are not enough, but . . . thank you.”

And carrying his words like the treasure they
were, she went to give her people hope.

~ ~ ~

The night after I saw Alsanit for the last
time, I drank myself into a stupor. If you want to solve problems,
that’s a shitty way to do it, but if you want to wallow in your
misery, drinking’s the way to go. My problem had no solution. All I
could do was wallow.

Alsanit wasn’t the first to ask me that
question, nor the last. I’ve sworn to myself time and time again
that I won’t answer when they ask, that I’ll just leave, hide, stay
away from them. And I try. But they always hunt me down. What else
can they do? I’m their one chance at salvation, their final hope
for saving their dying worlds. They can’t leave until they get
their answer.

So I give it to them.

No one ever wants to hear the truth. I’ve
tried telling them, and they refuse to accept it. They prefer lies.
So I tell them what they want to hear. I make up some interesting
falsehood, something that sounds plausible; maybe I take it from
the rantings of a streetside preacher who died four hundred years
ago, and to them it sounds new. And they smile, and weep, and thank
me; sometimes, like Alsanit, they try to kiss my feet.

And then they go away, and their worlds
die.

The lie I gave Alsanit is a special one. It’s
one I actually tried, along with all the people of my world, back
when there were such people, back when there was a world I
called my own. We put stones in our boot-heels and prayed it would
make us safe.

It didn’t save them. And it didn’t save me. I
kept those stones in my boots for seventy-five years after the rest
of them were gone, thinking they were the only things keeping me in
existence, until the day I got mugged in Ettolch and the mugger
stole my boots. Then there was nothing keeping me “grounded,”
keeping me on my native soil, and still I didn’t die, didn’t fade,
didn’t vanish.

I don’t know why.

That’s the truth no one wants to hear. I
don’t have the first clue why I’m still around. I’ve outlived the
normal lifespan of my race many times over; even if my world hadn’t
gone away, I should be dead. I tried all the theories that were in
fashion back then, but so did everyone else around me. They’re
gone, and I’m not. Maybe the answer lies in some subtle interaction
of the things I tried; maybe you need to spend precisely this
amount of time in your own reality and that amount of time outside
of it, while simultaneously eating specific food in specific
weights, and if you get the numbers exactly right, behold,
immortality.

I doubt it. But then again, what do I
know?

Not much. Except that I’m still here, unlike
everybody else.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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UNREST

Grace Seybold



PAPA SAYS often you will be looking for one thing and find
another, and Papa is very wise and often right, for I was looking
out for trolls in the pasture when I saw the soldiers instead.

We see soldiers often, because the road
between Kulosep and the Hado runs along the northeast edge of our
farm. The Kuloseppae are very tall and paint their faces in war,
and carry long spears. The Suhado wear helmets like birds’ heads
and their women fight. We are neither. We are Esh. We were here
before the armies came.

These soldiers were Kuloseppae and they were
off the road and coming across the field. I could have hidden but
three dozen sheep could not, and if all they wanted was provisions
and they stole a sheep because there was no-one nearby to buy it
from, Papa would be angry. Instead I rang the night bell, and stood
in place as they came.

“Where’s your father, boy?” one asked as they
stopped just past the sheep fence. His face was unpainted, which I
took as a good sign. We had not heard of a war, but one’s first
news might well be a night fire or a knife. So Papa says, and so he
listens to the wind.

“Coming, honored sir,” I told the soldier,
hoping it was true. For good measure and to seem eager to please I
rang the bell again. The sheep stirred uneasily, butting against
each other. I felt the same. Sheep are not clever as people are
clever, but they are not stupid as city people think. We Esh
understand these things. I felt the threat in the wind and the
dark, whispering in my ears like a hungry ghost, and I stood and
waited longingly for Papa.

He came out from the house soon, his coat
over his shoulders and a cudgel swinging from one hand. Once I saw
him kill a full-grown troll with it, smashing its ribs with his
first blow and then caving in the back of its head as it doubled
over. Now as he saw the soldiers his posture shifted a little,
became more shuffling and slumped. Just an old farmer, worried
about his sheep. We Esh have been here a long, long time.

I went back to watching the sheep, a few of
whom had decided to make a foray along the fence toward the trees.
As I was urging them back to the flock and away from where trolls
could be hiding, I heard Papa sob, once, as though trying not to.
They will take one of the sheep without paying, then, I thought.
Papa is a great bargainer, but he is wise enough not to argue too
far.

“Tekel,” he said to me when I came back
within earshot, while the soldiers grinned at each other, “you will
go with these men.”

I could not understand. The words were sounds
only, without meaning. Papa would not send me away, not ever. I had
misunderstood. I touched the fence, the back of one of the sheep,
my father’s sleeve, seeking reassurance in solidity. He moved away,
and the world shifted.

They told me then that they were a recruiting
party, and that the laws had been changed so that Esh and all who
lived between Kulosep and the Hado were now citizens of one or the
other. As citizens of Kulosep it was the duty of all able-bodied
males to serve a term in the army, but in their kindness they would
allow one man of the new citizens to serve for all his family.

“You’re lucky you’re not on the Hado side,
boy,” the speaker added. “They’d take you both and your mama too.
War’s coming.”

“Esh do not fight in wars,” I said numbly,
and they laughed again.

“Well, you’ll be the first, then, won’t you?
Come on, boy, say goodbye to your daddy and let’s get moving.”

Then I understood, and seeing my father’s
face knew I was right. If war was coming, someone would have to
keep Mama and my little brothers safe, and if I refused to go, they
would take Papa instead. And would I, Tekel, fifteen years old,
keep looters from our doorstep or lead our family to safety if the
farm burned? No, Papa must stay, and I must go.

Then it was darkness around me and a long
walk through the night, and finally a cleared place where other men
and other boys slept bewildered sleep. I wondered where we were
going, and if I would see the walls and towers of Kulosep tomorrow
or in days to come. I had never wanted to leave the farm, but if
this was to be my life, let it at least be filled with marvels. Let
me yield to fate and be borne up by it, like a plucked leaf that
soars far from the tree. It is no disgrace, to yield to fate.

We are Esh, after all. We understand these
things.

~ ~ ~

You’d think the damned greenies would teach
these poor kids not to sleep on watch, first thing. He was leaning
on his spear when I got up to the sentry-line, and I could tell
even in the dark he was a new one, because he was out on his feet
and didn’t wake up when I came up behind him. When you’ve been out
awhile you learn the trick of sleeping so lightly a dragonfly on
your shoulder wakes you.

Not that I ever sleep on watch. No sir.

Didn’t wake up even when I came up behind him
and dropped my wire over his head. Garotte’s a quiet way to kill if
you can manage it, that or a stab in the kidneys. Don’t ask me what
kidneys have to do with not screaming, but it works, ask
anybody.

Left him and the next one and the next all in
a nice pile under some bushes, after I took the trophies. That part
I hate, I’m not ashamed to tell you. Leave a soldier some dignity,
let the family have a body to weep over that looks like their boy
or girl, not one so hacked up they’ve got only the sergeant’s word
who they’re burying. You think when I die I want my mama looking
down at me and telling them “No sir, that’s not my daughter, I
don’t believe you?” But orders are orders and we were told to scare
the bastards, so we did.

No idea why they were out recruiting along
the highway anyways. That’s what they were doing, we knew it, we’d
been following them for days. I’ve been out with recruiting parties
before, yes sir, but the farmers between Kulosep and Hado-home were
supposed to be exempt. We’re not stupid; we know who grows our
bread. If the damned greenies had been able to offer them
something, or threaten them with something, to make them take sides
(and I’ve talked to Esh and I can’t for the life of me figure out
what that would be) we needed to stamp the whole thing out as hard
as possible.

So: the recruits died. By now the rest of our
squadron would have done their parts. Adadaro and Omibibiro were
sneaking into the camp itself to kill all the new boys who were
sleeping, while the rest, me included, took out those on watch.
That was most of them. It was part of their training, I get that,
but still stupid not to have somebody keeping an eye on them. But
by now I don’t expect greenies to be too smart. Tricky, sure,
they’re tricky as all hell, but stupid.

So back to our camp I went and what did I
find on the way but Madidiyu asleep at her post. Kicked her
awake and explained at great length how easily I could have
strangled her just like those poor Esh bastards whose tongues and
ears I had in my pouch. She was nearly in tears when I finished but
trying not to show it, and I pretended not to see. Wasn’t too long
ago I was a new girl myself. She had to learn not to be careless,
though. Careless gets you killed.

~ ~ ~

Bek eat you all. Bek eat blood-smell-man and
water-smell- woman and angry-short-woman and poke-Bek-with-
sticks-man. Bek strong hands. Bek big teeth. Bek break moving wood
cave run run eat you all.

Day, night, day, moving. Back and forth, back
and forth. Bek stomach hurt. Once Bek sick on angry-short-woman.
Other man all laugh. Bek no food, day, night, day. Last good food
just before all man came. Iron claw woman, hot salt blood, good
good. All gone now. Not even blood left on skin. Bek hungry. No
food. Man smell good good. Bek eat you all.

Sleep, blood-smell-man. Sleep,
angry-short-woman. Sleep long quiet no wake up. Bek break moving
wood cave. Bek sneaky quiet. Eat you all. Eat you all. Eat you all.
Then run run far away, never come back never. Never catch Bek
again.

~ ~ ~

How was I supposed to know it was a woman,
for God’s sake? They said it was a troll and I swear it looked like
one, all matted hair and hooked nails and those stinking hides they
tie on themselves to mask their own smell from prey. It tried to
bite me when I got near the cage, and the soldiers who brought it
in laughed.

“Be careful, Thibo,” their captain warned me.
“It killed one of us before we caught it. And ate her. Well,
bits of her.”

I was amazed they did catch it. Troll cubs do
command high prices, who knows that better than me? But you’d think
if it killed one of their own there’d have been a few of them
who’d’ve wanted to skewer it. Either they were better disciplined
than I gave them credit for, or they were shorter of coin than they
looked. I was betting on the latter, and revised my offer downward
accordingly.

Even then, the captain’s eyes lit up at the
amount I mentioned. I didn’t tell him I could get four times as
much from a certain man in Bannertown who trained troll cubs to
fight bears and such for show. I’ve never seen such a thing myself,
of course, but some people will watch any kind of barbarism.

The purchase concluded, they left the cub and
the cage and went off bragging to each other about how many
butterfly-girls they’d have tonight. I sent a boy to my warehouse
to fetch my cart, then sat down beside the cage to keep an eye on
it. People will steal anything in this city. The troll was still
muttering and growling to itself in the corner. Yes, a troll, I was
sure of it. All right, a she-troll, with dugs nearly down to its
waist, but I’ve seen she-trolls before and they do look like
that.

The boy came running back to tell me that my
foreman, Abiru, said the cart was at the smith’s and did I want him
to hire one instead? This on market day when there wouldn’t be a
cart for rent in the entire city. I thought about it for a moment,
then gave the boy a penny to watch the cage and went off to make
some purchases.

When I returned, it was with a waxed paper
packet of raw offal from the butcher’s, into which I’d carefully
poured a small vial of a certain sedative I knew to work well on
trolls. I’d used it before and the apothecary had assured me of
this batch’s strength. Once the beast was unconscious, the boy and
I could remove it from the cage and carry it home ourselves.

I pushed the meat through the bars, keeping
my hands well clear. “Good troll,” I coaxed it. “Nice troll. Eat
the nice food. That’s right.” The troll sniffed at it suspiciously,
then began stuffing the bloody organ meats into its mouth with both
hands. The sight made me want to vomit, right there in the street.
A crowd had gathered to watch by this time, and a few of the ladies
fainted at this new spectacle.

Gradually the troll’s frantic eating slowed.
It lifted its head, looking puzzled, then abruptly convulsed,
howling, and collapsed to the floor of the cage and began to claw
at its stomach and throat. I had never seen that happen before.

Then, by God, the caterwauling turned to
words, and I felt my own blood turn to water. “Hurts. Mama, mama,
hurts, help me, help meee—” The troll was tearing great rents in
its gut, its blood mixing with the mess on the floor. Trolls do not
speak. Their throats are made like dogs’ throats, and they don’t
speak. But I couldn’t have known, could I? It didn’t try to speak
before. All it did was growl.

I didn’t know. May God strike me dead if I
lie, I didn’t know.

~ ~ ~

Adondé vedu how I hate this warm
country and all who live in him. Many and many years I have been
here and in all this time I have not found one woman of honor or
one man of decency. Malu vedu it is enough to make one
mad.

The watchman who buys dreams from me, and who
thinks therefore that I am like one of the grubbers after coin to
whom he is accustomed, brought a prisoner to me some time past
noon. He was a murderer, said the watchman, a poisoner, condemned
to die and therefore easy to lose. Adondé vedu how he smiled
as he spoke, such as a rat clicking her teeth at bound prey. He has
been bringing me the forgotten dead for two years and more, and has
been as loyal as such men are ever loyal. Malé lisu how I
despise him.

The prisoner was sweating despite his
nakedness and the pleasant chill of my home. He was fat not only as
all in this rich land are fat, but more, a corpulence of soul. He
stank of terror. I would not have thought him capable of murder,
had I not known that all men are.

“I didn’t mean to,” he was babbling. “Please,
God, God, I didn’t know she was human. You have to believe me. It
was a mistake.”

“I not to judge you,” I said, and inside
myself I sighed. That was not what I had meant to say, but three
years is not time enough to learn this language who ties himself in
knots around my tongue. He is a legged snake, a leech such as swim
in the harbor here, sucking the blood from all hearts and leaving
lies. I tried again. “I am not the judge. Not the watchman. Not the
executioner. You understand?”

He looked at me, and there was hope in his
small round eyes, greedy hope grasping at life with fat fingers.
“You’re not going to kill me?”

“Yes, I am not,” I said. I crossed to one of
my chests and removed a silver key. She was long and delicate, and
the lock for which she was made was three thousand miles away
(malé lisu how I weep for Veduhin many-towered, and the sun
over Lisun Urach in the morning!) but when I touched her to the
man’s fetters they fell away. He stumbled, uncertain as a bird in
his first freedom, but no bird, even the most ungainly condor or
dying wing-shattered hawk, ever collapsed and blubbered and swore
fealty on foreign gods as this creature did. I have soared with
birds and though they do not have pride as we know it, nor do they
have—this.

“Sit there,” I said, and pointed him to a
chair, keeping my skin well clear. There was a worn rug on the
chair and he wrapped her convulsively around his lap as though I
could have some interest in his genitals. “Stay,” I said. “Do not
to touch things. I will come back.”

There were things I had to make ready, and
when I returned it was evening and the sun lapped at the far wall
of the room. The fat man was seated where I had left him,
pretending he had been there all day and not disturbed the contents
of the room, who quivered at the touch of a stranger and cried
their outrage to me. “Soon,” I soothed them, “soon, soon,” and
turning slowly in place I took the blessing of the setting sun
until he vanished. As always he left peace behind him, disturbed
only by the baffled presence of the murderer in the chair.

I do not explain myself to the people of this
warm country, ever, and so I said only, “Lie onto the table,
please.”

“What am I doing here?” he burst out.
“Listen, I’ve been waiting for you for hours here and you
haven’t even told me your name yet. Last thing I knew they were
telling me I was condemned to death for killing that unnatural
troll woman—” he did not, this time, add that he had not meant to,
“—and when that guard took me out of the judge’s chambers I was
damned sure that was it, but now I’m here and what I want to
know is why? Not that I’m not grateful, you understand,” he added
hastily. “But I need to know what you want of me if I’m going to
help you out somehow, if you take my meaning.” He winked at me. It
was grotesque.

“Lie onto the table,” I repeated. “Things to
need to be done.”

He was starting to be afraid again, and the
smell of fear made my neck twitch. “You said you weren’t going to
hurt me,” he reminded me, though I had not. “You said I wasn’t here
to be killed.”

“You will not die,” I said, which seemed to
reassure him. Malu vedu these rich ones lack
imagination.

But all that mattered was that he climbed
gingerly onto the table and lay with his face toward the ceiling,
as they always do. I have never yet seen one of them try to fight,
at the end. Two years and I have not. There is something in their
oily blood that makes them dogs, to cringe and lick the hands of
power.

I drew the bronze knife from out of her
wards, and began.

~ ~ ~

There should not have been pain. Pain is a
thing of the body, and my body was gone; where then did it come
from? I am Esh—I was Esh, and we know something of death, but I did
not understand this.

Near me the lights of the living souls shone
like guttering candles, fading toward their end. One was almost
spent; the other lifted a hand; the knife fell, the light began to
fade.

I reached for him and caught hold of him, not
knowing what I did. He curled around me, weeping as only the dead
weep. I held him as I have held orphaned lambs, as I once held my
little brothers and protected them from thunder and ghosts. In
memory it seemed we were all ghosts together, white and small. I
longed to stretch out a hand to them; but it was illusion, all,
all.

Eventually he quieted, and drew away from me.
The pain that had faded from me now returned with new force, and I
felt myself recoil and fade. Not now, I told myself with
what pale anger I could muster, not yet, and held on, and
stayed.

—dead, oh God, he’s killed me, I heard
as I came back to awareness. Oh God, oh God, he said he
wouldn’t, he promised—

He didn’t mean to, I answered,
look— and there above or below us a man whose light was both
bright and dark was shouting or cursing in a strange language that
nonetheless I understood, and cringed to understand. There is no
language in which the words of All-that-is cannot be spoken, so the
Esh know, and so every language is beautiful, but this, this—I
could not bear to hear it.

He promised, mumbled the other ghost,
and I knew what he meant, knew that the promise had been kept many
times in this room, over many years; the shadows of shadows were
burnt into the walls, screams of souls made to walk the borderlands
between here and there until they were stretched tight like plaited
catgut, and thrummed when plucked to sing with power. I can see
them, he said like an echo, or I said, maybe. That’s what he
would have done to me. Used me for his—for whatever he’s—

For power, I said, which was all of
it, really. Don’t think of it now. Don’t think I saved you,
I thought and was not sure if I was silent—because I didn’t, not on
purpose, it was only instinct, a drowning man’s grab that pulls his
rescuer under. Chance only, that I caught him and severed him from
his body, and freed him thereby.

Oh God, he whimpered, it’s not
fair, it’s not, I didn’t mean to, he had no right—

We will stop him then, I answered,
we will do right, for us who have been wronged, for all the
shadows. I do not think he understood me, but I knew that he
would follow.

~ ~ ~

Well, if I’m a traitor then so be it. You’re
not the first to call me so, and though I might wish you’d be the
last I don’t believe it’s likely. I will pretend not to care, I
will hold my head up in the streets and at the gate and I will
ignore their looks and mutterings. I have done what I have
done.

Tansy and Burdock came to me in the Gardens
of Memory, barefoot and clad in white robes, to tell me that the
war had started. Twins, they were reflections of each other like
the frescoes on the walls of our temple, the home of all the Bound:
Life and Death, one red-cheeked and joyful, the other pale, with
dark hollows under her eyes. I’d known them for years and still
couldn’t tell them apart by sight most days, but I knew Tansy would
have wept at the news, and Burdock would have danced.

“Rejoice, Dandelion,” Burdock intoned. “The
blasphemous Kuloseppae will soon be swept from the world.”

“Oh?” I said, pretending disinterest because
I knew it would madden her.

“Our soldiers have crossed the border and
begun to burn their towns and fields,” Tansy said. “It is said they
will be in Kulosep in less than a week.” She lowered her voice. “It
is said the magician aids them.”

That struck me as nothing else could have,
and I sank down onto one of the Garden’s marble benches. The
magician. No-one knows where he came from, though he has been
coming to Kulosep for as long as anyone remembers, and for the last
few years he has stayed here. He is the antithesis of all that the
Bound stand for; he is not evil, no more than we are good, but he
is unnatural. What he does is against the order of the world. He
rarely took a hand in the affairs of our country, keeping to
himself and his experiments, and even so the temple trembled
sometimes at his work. Small wonder, then, that I was shocked.

Besides, he is my father.

We pretend we have no parents, we Bound, as
though we sprang from the same ground as the plants they name us
for. Most of the Bound don’t know theirs, it’s true, so perhaps
that’s easier. What use, after all, to know that your mother was
So-and-so the dyer of Such-and-such Lane, and that she abandoned
you in the woods to be found or to die? (Or worse; there are always
stories of children raised by trolls or wolves, growing up
monsters. I don’t know that I believe them, but it could be
true.)

I was somewhat different. I knew my parents,
I remember their faces. My mother was a crusher at the quarry near
Stonegate, three hours’ hard ride from Hado-home. My first memories
are of dust, dust in everything: the fine yellow dust of the road
kicked up by the gravel-wagons, the white dust lying in the lines
of my mother’s face. Everyone coughed, all the time. When I came to
the city, later, I would lie awake in the dormitory of the Bound
children and wonder at the silence.

When my mother was young and pretty she
served awhile in a teahouse in Hado-home, and there she met the
magician. I don’t know why he came there then; he never did when I
was old enough to hear anything of him. But he was there then and
she was pretty, and she bore him a daughter soon.

I don’t think he ever meant me to live. But
his magic is the magic of boundaries and borders, of things
confused with each other: dawn, twilight, the breaths of birth and
dying. A baby trembles on the edge of possibility, and there’s
power there for the taking. My mother had word of this from some
friends of hers, sooner or later, and fled with me in her belly,
and her friends laid a trail of misdirection that took him five
years to unravel. When he found us at last I was a full person and
no more use to him.

He killed her for betraying him, of course,
and might have killed me for spite, but when I fled our burning
house—stone, but burning anyway—it was into the arms of a caravan
of Esh, making pilgrimage to one of their sacred places, and Esh
are old, and have their own magic. Somehow they hid me from him,
and in due course delivered me up to the Bound, who take in
orphans.

So; and so there I stood in the Garden of
Memory with the news of war burning holes in my heart. Tansy was
watching me with sympathy, and Burdock with confusion. I forced a
smile. “Well, let’s pray for our soldiers’ safe return, then,” I
said.

“And glory,” Burdock added.

“Glory will take care of itself,” I said.

I knew already, then, what needed doing,
though not how to do it. I’d long since decided that the magician
should die, but I had held off for years, questioning my motives.
The Bound teach that right actions proceed only from right thought,
and vengeance for my mother’s death, while it may have been
justified, could not be called right thought. Not according to our
rules, anyway. Now, I had another reason. It would be called
treason, to destroy what aided our soldiers in this latest of our
series of stupid, pointless wars, but I would not consider that.
Let them earn their glory honestly.

White-robed and hooded I made my way through
the streets of Hado-home, and hurrying tradesmen and laborers
parted respectfully before me. We Bound are known in the city; I
would not be impeded. We are mostly anonymous too, making few
friends outside our order, a fact I gave silent thanks for now.

I headed for the magician’s home, a walled
estate near the foot of Gods’ Hill, just inside the eastern gate.
It was a short walk, mostly on cobblestones, and I imagined I could
feel the ground thrumming under my rope sandals as I neared the
profane place. Nerves only; I have no magic.

The wall was well-built from local limestone,
and was easily twice my height. There was one gate, a solid pair of
iron doors worked with a tracery of vines and oak leaves. I put my
eye to the crack between them, but they were so well fitted that I
couldn’t see a thing. The whole construction spoke of understated
expense. Hardly surprising, from the rumors I’d heard about what
the magician did for money. Even if only a quarter of them were
true.

None of which helped me at the moment. Even
if I managed to climb over the wall without being noticed from the
street (highly unlikely) it was inconceivable that the magician
wouldn’t have spells of some sort protecting his property. I
thought briefly of hiding myself in a laundry basket or a
vegetable-cart, and other such nonsense, and then stood for awhile,
stumped. Finally I decided to return to the temple and ask
someone’s help—Tansy, probably, as she was clever and hated him as
I did.

I began to turn and then stopped mid-step as
a voice whispered out of the air no, no, wait—

“Who’s there?” I asked aloud, attracting a
curious glance from a passing ribbon-seller.

Thibo, the voice said after a pause,
but hesitantly, as though the speaker wasn’t quite sure and was
desperately afraid of being called on it. Thibo. I was—

We are his dead, a second voice
interjected. This one was stronger, surer. You must come. You
must stop him.

“The gate—” I began.

He will not see you. Come.

I followed it (followed what, exactly? I
don’t know) back to the gate and through it then, the twin portals
swinging inward at my touch. The grass beyond was level and
unbroken, and lapped at my ankles like a sea. Come, follow,
the voice urged, hurry, and led me forward, until suddenly
the house appeared before me and had always been there. There was a
murmur of approval from the air. Steadfastly I followed the two
voices, the strong one and the frightened one, through illusion
after illusion, until at last I stood at the bottom of a flight of
stairs, facing a copper-sheathed door.

The door was slick and cold to the touch, and
as I opened it a sudden reddish light poured over me, and I knew
with sick certainty that all that had come before was a trap, that
I was betrayed and had now been lost. I froze in place, terrified.
Then my sight shifted, and I realized that the light was only
sunset, filtered through leaded glass windows set high in the heavy
walls, and that the magician sat motionless on the floor of this
his workroom, eyes closed and unaware.

“What’s wrong with him?” I whispered, my lips
barely moving.

We do not cooperate, the strong voice
answered, sounding strained. He tries to make us. The other
was whimpering: oh God oh God it hurts make it stop I shouldn’t
be here I didn’t do it stop—

I had to hurry, but I couldn’t think what to
do. My eyes fell on a bronze-bladed knife, lying on a table near
me. Kill him, then, I thought, and reached for it, but was stopped
by a sharp No! from the strong voice, now tight with agony.
No, he’ll—just—his power is— It broke off with a peculiar
kind of grunt, and was silent.

Magic, I thought despairingly, what do
I know about magic? The magician’s shoulders were tight and
his fists clenched as he bent all his energy to the control of his
unruly spirits. Any moment now it would all be over. Time was
slipping away from me. If I couldn’t just kill him—and I did
understand what the ghost had been trying to say; if the magician’s
power came from boundaries and borders, liminal spaces, then how
much stronger would the nearness of his own death make
him?—then what was I to do? I knew nothing about magic. I had spent
almost my entire life in the temple, and there was no magic of his
kind on holy ground.

Holy ground—

Cautiously, I bent down and laid my hands on
the stone floor. There was no warning from the ghost this time, so
either I was doing the right thing or he had been wholly subdued. I
began to speak the holy words and I think it was only then that the
magician noticed me, as I began to try to consecrate the earth on
which I stood. I would make it pure and holy; I doubted few things
could be more anathema to a practitioner of border magic than that.
I don’t claim the supremacy of God in this; had I known a way to
make it entirely unholy, that probably would have worked
just as well.

He sent his shadows against me like a swarm
of biting insects, like a cloud of darkness, and in their whining
voices I could hear the strong one and the frightened one, two
notes in the chorus, under his control again at last. They still
fought against him, though, and that blunted their attacks, and I
was able to continue with the prayers and the rituals and all the
rest of what makes a place pleasing to God. I kept one eye on the
magician, whenever I was not blinded, but he never moved. I don’t
know why. Maybe the magic prevented him, or the ghosts; I don’t
understand magic and I don’t intend to. I will never be in such a
place again if I can help it.

The ghosts were fighting him as much as me,
and that was all that allowed me to keep going, that and the sheer
familiarity of the rituals that had been part of my life since I
was given to the Bound and that I probably could have recited
sleeping or dead. As a child I had chafed at the endless rounds of
prayers and resented the other children who had never known
anything different and so didn’t mind, but now the words flowed
from me like water and I was grateful.

It was dark outside when I finished and so
the light that poured through the room, dark gold and thick like
maple syrup, was all the more shocking. I had not been ready to
expect a miracle. The magician lifted his head and for the first
time stared at me, his face twisted with terror. His mouth shaped
words I couldn’t read, and then he stiffened and collapsed forward,
his face striking the stone. Blood seeped out around him, only a
little.

“What happened?” I whispered.

He had to choose a side, the strong
voice whispered, now barely more than a flutter of the air. You
cannot be both alive and dead in a holy place, and we—we chose for
him, dragged him with us. The light was fading, thinning.
Tell my family, Priestess, if you would. I was called Tekel,
before. They are Esh, near Stonegate on the Kulosep highway. Tell
them what happened. Please.

As though in a trance I stood and went out
from that place. The house was quiet now in the center of its green
lawn and its walls, only an ordinary house. I would come back, I
decided. I would go to the Esh family and give them the news of
their son (brother? husband?) and then I would return, and build a
chapel here, and spend my life in contemplation of this
miracle.

Or, more probably, I would be denied entrance
to Hado-home, or arrested as a traitor. Life is strange, I
thought, but I was more willing now to put it in the hands of God
than I would ever have been before. I looked back over my shoulder
one last time, and then headed for the city gate.

~ ~ ~

strange cub is gone. howl, weep, cry to the
hills and stones, they have taken strange cub away. followed them,
followed them far, but when they left the woods, safe trees broken
by scar of road, stayed. weep alone now, weep alone forever.

dark now and under hill silence of small
things, small fears running from tree to tree. hunger, blood smell.
could chase but why? not enough now.

down scar in backbone of hills one comes
riding. no smell of fear. only ones with claws of iron smell brave
and calm as she smells brave and calm. but she is alone and no
smell of metal. do not understand.

do not understand, should pass her by. should
stay in trees, find small wet delicious, fill belly, sleep. but
strange cub gone, last cub. others long dead, dead on riverbank or
by claws of iron or belly-tearing sickness. wander alone until
strange cub crying under tree. not food. iron claws never good to
eat. iron claw woman die near once, find strange cub soon
after.

kill iron claw woman now, other iron claws
bring strange cub back?

~ ~ ~

I have never told Daphel just how frightened
I am of the dark. I was born in the city amid lamps and walls, and
the wide blackness of the fields and woods is fearsome to me even
after thirty years of nights.

But Daphel is ill and Nicos and Tamevall are
not yet grown, and Tekel has gone for a soldier. If Daphel knew the
night frightened me he would get up from his sickbed and stand the
watch himself, and so I say nothing and sit here in the field, my
back to the lantern so as not to blind myself and the bleating of
the flock all around me. Two more weeks until the lambing is done
and the dogs will be enough to care for the sheep. I am so
tired.

A sudden movement in the dark jerks me fully
awake, and I stare out into the dark, lifting the lantern high
overhead, careful not to look directly at it. Nothing. Shadows. The
sheep mill uneasily, a few of them lifting their heads to smell at
the air. The dogs lie at my feet, asleep.

There it is again: motion at the edge of
sight, out near the road. A man-high figure creeping from tree to
tree. It could be a lone traveler, a refugee from the war maybe
(more and more common on our highway of late), but no man or woman
ever walked with that peculiar shambling gait. My skin prickles:
troll.

I nudge the dogs awake with my foot and take
a firmer grip on my quarterstaff. No reason to panic, or to react
even, not unless it comes into our field. We will have to get up a
hunting party with our neighbors eventually if there is a troll
nosing around who has lost his fear of humans, but it does not need
to be tonight. No fear of falling asleep now. I watch.

Then I hear the screams and am halfway across
the field before I know it, staff in one hand, lantern in the other
and both dogs yipping at my heels. Terrible screams from the road:
horse, rider. I swing the lantern in wide arcs, trying to frighten
the troll away, though they have been less afraid of fire in recent
years. They learn, Daphel says. They are almost people, that
way.

The troll turns and flees, arms dragging,
full of prizes. Horseflesh, I see as I come to the road: huge
bloody chunks have been torn from the horse’s belly and
hindquarters, and it thrashes in the road, screaming, still
horribly alive. I bring down the end of my staff solidly on its
skull. To ease its suffering, I tell myself, knowing it cannot
live, but I think I might have done the same even for a lesser
wound, just to make it quiet. I do not know.

The rider was a woman, white robes stained
now with blood—the horse’s only, I think at first, and perhaps she
has merely been thrown. Then I shine the lantern on her face and
see bloody froth at her lips, blood bubbling from the gashes along
her ribs: lung wounds then, and beyond my help. Trolls kill messily
but surely.

She looks up at me, tries to form words.
“Hush,” I tell her. “Rest now.” Her face is slack with pain. “It’s
gone,” I say.

“Too late,” she manages.

I nod. “Yes.” We are Esh; we do not lie to
the dying. “But I can make you comfortable at least. I’ll bring you
back to the house; you can sleep by the fire.” There is little
enough else that can be done; I have none of the herbs that ease
pain or send souls on. If by some miracle she lives until dawn I
will send one of the children for the healer then, and he can
smooth her passing.

She smiles, shakes her head. “No use.” Her
lips are blue under the blood. She knows. “Esh,” she says. “Tekel,”
she says, and dies.

Shaken, I reach for her arm as though to pull
her back, and feel rough skin under the robes: old scars, burns,
long healed. For some reason I am reminded of another traveler,
long ago, a little girl fleeing a burning house, running out into
our pilgrim-train. She would have become a priestess when she grew
up, I think. It is not impossible.

Tekel, she said, and I wonder what she shares
with my son. Perhaps he will come riding home along this road
someday, and wonder where this priestess is. We are borne up by
fate like leaves on the wind, and sometimes carried home.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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DRAGON’S-EYES

Margaret Ronald



“IT’S AN EASY QUESTION.” Skald leaned
across to adjust the boot. “All Michel wants to know is if you
speak the language. Just a yes or no will do.”

The man strapped to the table spoke through
clenched teeth. “Not that simple.”

“Really? That’s a shame. Well, I’m sure we
can make it that simple.” He turned and pulled out a drawer,
standing aside so the contents were visible.

There was a knock at the door. “Bronze Michel
wants to see you,” someone said through it.

“Me or him?” Skald asked without looking
up.

“You.”

“Be there in a minute.” He left the drawer
open and gave the man a pat on the shoulder. “I’ll try not to take
too long.”

The man on the table didn’t whimper—he’d got
a while to go before that—but the thin keening sound came close to
it. Skald closed the door and pulled off his hood, then began the
long process of strapping his blades back on and jamming his feet
into his boots. The last took longer than he liked; Skald couldn’t
bend as easily as he had at thirty, and he couldn’t straighten up
as quickly as he had at forty.

Bronze Michel was waiting down the hall,
weighting down the edges of a map on a long table. “Six-Blade,” he
said as Skald entered. “You took your time. Any luck?”

“Not yet. Why the interruption?”

“Close the door.” Skald did so, and Michel
upended a bag onto the map, spilling red and gold stones across it.
He picked up a few and let them fall through his fingers. “You know
what these are?”

“If they’re still what they were when we were
both razormen, they’re dragon’s-eyes.” He caught the flicker of
annoyance across Michel’s face; the man didn’t care to be reminded
of the days when he was little more than a young street tough with
ambition and a gift for bringing others into his net. “They’re
pretty, but useless. Can’t put them in jewelry, not unless you want
the nobles crying upstart on you; can’t wear them for the same
reason; can’t even sell them to a far-trader for more than a couple
of coppers.” Not that he hadn’t tried, but the traders hadn’t
considered them valuable. Only city nobles did, and Skald had long
since stopped caring about them. “Why? Planning on courting the old
nobility?”

“Hm? No.” Michel stirred the heap of stones
with a forefinger. They rattled together, light washing over their
clear, smooth surfaces. “Do you know why they’re called that?”

Skald shrugged. “Never bothered. Probably
same reason whores get called night blossoms.” He eyed Michel,
marking the man’s quiet concentration. “This doesn’t have to do
with your dragons, does it?”

“My dragons?” Bronze Michel shook his
head and tapped the stones, making a sound like bird bones
clacking. “No one’s seen a dragon within city limits for centuries.
Don’t you listen to any of the stories?”

“Not when you listen for me.”

Michel let the joke pass. These days, when it
came to dragons or anything else having to do with the old royals,
he lacked a sense of humor. “Dragon’s-eyes must be more than just
pretty stones with a pretty name, Skald. I’ve found out who brings
them into the city. I want you to learn everything you can about
where they come from.” He cleared away the dragon’s-eyes, tracing a
path along the map. “You’ll have to leave for a bit, but I’ll put
you in touch with a man in Wullfort.”

Skald bent over the map, examining the route
Michel had indicated. “North. There’s not much up north—just
knifegrass and yokels who think screwing a cow is the high point of
the day. Nothing good comes out of the north.”

Michel smiled, but only briefly. “The old
royals did.” Skald snorted. “And their dragons.”

“Yeah.” Skald scratched the back of his head
with rusty fingernails. “That’s why you’re sending me. Because of
this dragon obsession of yours.”

The smile returned. “I’m sending you because
I trust you.”

Their eyes met across the jewel-strewn map,
and Skald chuckled. “All right, then. Speaking of dragons, if I’m
leaving tomorrow, I’ve got some work to finish tonight.”

It took him more time to unstrap the blades
and pry off the boots, and by the time he was done, he found
himself thinking less of dragons and more of a hot drink. Work
couldn’t wait, though, and he pulled on the hood nonetheless.

The man on the table hadn’t moved, though
he’d tried to. Tear-tracks, some still fresh, cut across the lines
of his face. “Please,” he said. “I’ll tell you about the dragons.
Just let me go.”

Skald glanced at the steel “beggar’s boot”
clamped onto the man’s left foot, at the bulge of flesh above it
and the vise that could only tighten further, then at the open
drawer and all its tools in plain sight. He nodded. “All right.
Tell me, then.”

He leaned down, and the man whispered in his
ear. Skald straightened up with a sigh. “You know,” he said, “I
believe you. I really do. But the trouble is, Bronze Michel won’t.”
He took one of the little gleaming tools from the drawer and held
it up to the light. “So I suggest you come up with a lie, and come
up with it fast.”

~ ~ ~

The master of the wagon train was a woman ten
years his junior, though the years of traveling under the sun had
burned her to look his age. Nona also had enough scars to shame a
razorman, judging by the healing pink streak over one eye and the
fine network of short white lines across her entire left cheek. She
listened to his fake story, listened harder to the money he was
willing to pay for passage, and finally nodded. “We lost our one of
our drovers a few nights back, so you’re welcome to join us. But
I’m surprised that you’d want to leave the city. Most razormen
don’t leave even to be buried.”

Skald shrugged. “Live this long and you get
tired of the city,” he lied.

“Or it gets tired of you. Well, then.” She
turned toward the assembled wagons. “Keia!”

A girl scrambled over the backs of the
wagons, bounding down from the last with the grace of an athlete.
She gave the carved dragons over the city gates a hard look, as if
she found their squat viciousness lacking. “Yes, mother?”

“This is Skald Six-Blade. He’ll be coming
with us on the run to Wullfort.” She put her arm around the girl’s
shoulders. The girl was a younger version of her mother; her hair
was a shade darker, and her skin though tanned wasn’t yet scorched.
“Six-Blade, this is Keia. Maybe you could give her a lesson or two
on how fighting’s done in the city.”

“Nona,” Keia muttered with the
intonation common to all exasperated children. “I know all that
stuff already.”

Nona shook her head. “The Sisters won’t have
taught you this. Take a good look, girl: most razormen don’t make
it to thirty, and this man’s lasted twenty years more.”

Keia’s eyes widened at that. Skald nodded to
Nona, flicked Reap and Sow from their sheaths, and cut a pattern in
the air so fast it was visible only as afterimages of silver. He
snapped the blades back, bowed to Keia, and presented her with the
tuft of hair he’d cut from her head in the process.

It wasn’t really razorman work, he
acknowledged even as Keia laughed and Nona grinned. It was the sort
of trick that razormen did in the taverns before heading out to put
their knives to real use, the kind of trick that Skald still
practiced on his own. And practice or no, it had been a little
slower than it ought.

But it had gotten him a place and, judging by
the look in Keia’s eyes, a follower.

~ ~ ~

They saw their first dragon three weeks out:
a speck in the sky like a scrap of rust-colored silk caught by a
purposeful wind. Spring had followed them as they plodded north,
but the dragons didn’t seem to bother migrating just yet. “Or maybe
they’re coming south,” Keia told Skald as they rode in the last
wagon, Skald at the reins, Keia keeping him company.

“Dragons don’t come south,” Skald grunted.
Not even the sideshows and grotesqueries that made it to the city
every summer had a dragon; something about how quick they died in
captivity. He’d seen pictures, and every arch in the city had its
own heraldic dragon, but never one in the flesh.

Keia shrugged. “They did it once. Back when
the royals moved down to the plains.” She pointed. “There’s
another.”

“If you say so.” It wasn’t more than a red
dot at this distance, crouched just at the edge of the plain, where
the land began to dip into the hummocks and hills that would mark
the rest of their trip till they reached Wullfort and the Basin
above it. (How a basin could be above a city was something Skald
hadn’t yet figured, but he decided he’d work it out in time.) Keia
had described the route in detail as they trundled along it, in
between asking for more stories of the city and showing off her own
not inconsiderable knowledge.

“They won’t eat unskinned meat, you know,”
Keia said. “That’s how people knew they weren’t just animals.” She
stretched, then hopped off the wagon to walk alongside. One of the
riders ahead whistled through his teeth and tossed back a
waterskin; Keia caught it easily.

“I knew a man,” Skald said
without thinking where the story would lead, “back in the city, who
sold dragon-skinned leather, the scraps from their kills. If you
looked gullible or just couldn’t hear so well and thought he was
selling dragon-skin, he’d charge twice the price.”

“That’s stupid. The first time anyone told
someone about their dragon-skin, they’d learn they’d been
cheated.”

“Yeah, but he’d still have their money.”
Skald’s smile faded: that man had made a few other claims, ones
that had drawn attention. He’d be back at his stall by now, but
walking with a stick and scared to death of Bronze Michel. The
beggar’s boot was effective like that.

Keia was silent a moment, holding on to the
side of the wagon as if it was her guide. “Nona sells
dragon’s-eyes.”

Skald raised his eyebrows. “Really, now? I’d
always wondered where those came from.”

“From Nona.” Keia spoke with easy
confidence.

And that’s how they made it into the city.
That was probably Michel’s first step; the rest was up to him.
Skald flexed his fingers.

“Did you know that none of the old royals
could wear a crown unless it had dragon’s-eyes on it?” She
apparently took his silence for skepticism. “It’s true. I looked it
up at my old school.”

“School?” Dragon’s-eyes could wait, he
decided. It wasn’t as if either of them would be leaving the wagon
train soon.

“Nona left me with the Coldwell Sisters when
I was born.” She said it proudly, as if she were claiming kinship
to kings. “They have a school there, for all the lords’ bastards
and priests’ sons. Their library’s three stories tall.”

“So I guess you learned everything
there.”

Keia smiled a secret smile.
“Not everything.”

From a different girl, he’d have taken that
for a tease; from Keia, though, it seemed to hold another meaning.
Skald gazed at her, thinking of the children he hadn’t had, the
sisters he’d left. Would they have been as strange and alive as
this girl?

Keia noticed his interest and cocked her head
to the side, considering him as she’d considered the stone dragons
on the city gates. “Why does my mother call you Six-Blade? You’ve
only got four.”

Skald smiled. “Not quite.” He shifted the
reins so that he could gesture freely. “This is Reap,” he said,
touching the blade on his left forearm. “This is Sow. This—” left
hip, “is Wail. And this—” right hip, “is Moan.” He reached behind
his back and unshipped the small, cruelly curved blade that rested
there. “And this last is Mercy.”

“That’s still only five.”

“They did teach you well at that school.” He
sat back and drew up one leg and rested it ankle on knee, so that
one large boot faced Keia. “The sixth’s name is Surprise.” He
flexed his foot.

Keia stared at the crescent of steel shining
just past the toe of Skald’s boot. “Oh.”

“You’re lucky.” Skald
flexed his toes back into their usual cramped state, and the blade
retracted. It hurt more than it should have—he limped in the
mornings now, which he hadn’t two years back. “Most people only see
it after I’ve kicked them. And then of course there’s my seventh
blade, but you’re a little too young to see that.” He winked at her.

“Oh. Oh!” Keia laughed, loud and a little
shocked at herself. From her place several wagons ahead, Nona
looked back at them with raised eyebrows, but she was
smiling.

~ ~ ~

The story about Skald’s “seventh blade” made
it through the camp in a night, as did the rumor that Nona had
played the part of its sheath. This last wasn’t true, though Nona
had invited him to her wagon a few times to share a pipe of
bitterleaf. She had a filthy sense of humor and a surprising giggle
when startled into laughter, something that Skald tried to do at
every opportunity and succeeded at only a fifth of the time.

He gave little thought to finding out more
about dragon’s-eyes. Better to leave it untouched for now, he
believed, than to push too hard and incur Nona’s suspicion. So he
told himself, and enjoyed the journey, forgetting origin and
destination both.

It wasn’t until they were two weeks out from
Wullfort that he remembered, and that only because of the dragon.
One of his oxen had demonstrated the intelligence of its kind and
had wandered through a patch of knifegrass, lowing anxiously once
it realized what was happening. Skald cursed everything about the
north and bound the dumb animal’s cuts, but it was still lame, and
thus his wagon lagged well behind the rest.

They weren’t quite so far behind, though,
that he couldn’t tell when something had happened. Rafe, the one
with the lazy eye, even stood up in his wagon and tried to signal
to Skald, waving both arms like a deranged puppeteer before his
partner dragged him down.

Keia ran up to him. “Dragon’s hunting,” she
said, out of breath but still alight, as she was with any news of
dragons. “Nona says to stop and wait until he goes over.”

“What, so we can make an easy meal for
it?”

She shook her head. “They
don’t attack humans; they don’t like anything we’ve touched. All
the stories say so. And it won’t attack me.”

“Sure it won’t,” Skald said, or started to. A
huge buck, antlers still dangling scraps of their winter velvet,
charged around the side of the closest hill. Behind it came the
dragon.

It hung so low in the air that its claws
split furrows in the long grass, wings sweeping the air like bloody
sails. All down the train, oxen lowed and balked, and the drovers
flattened themselves against the boards. The buck screamed and ran
straight for the treeline—and for Skald’s wagon. “Keia, get down!”
Skald yelled.

She only stared.

Skald was almost ready to let the oxen bolt
and grab Keia instead when the buck faltered half a wagon’s length
from them. Two sets of black-stained talons, each as long as Wail
or Moan, sank into it, and the deer went down with one last
strangled cry. The oxen lurched and strained, but the dragon
ignored them, settling down to pare the skin from its prey like an
urchin with an orange.

The reins went slack in Skald’s hands as his
oxen froze. “Keia,” he whispered, “don’t make any sudden moves—” He
turned his head in time to see Keia walking toward the dragon.

She approached the dragon slowly, hands held
out as if in surrender. It was nearly skeletal, skin stretched over
long bones and tattered wings flapping like the gaunt-children in
the midwinter parades. It looked up and blinked at her through
milky, opaque eyes. “Hello,” Keia said. “It’s me.”

The dragon snorted, hot bloodied breath so
powerful it struck Skald in the face even from this distance. He
rose, still clutching the reins. “By all that’s unholy, girl—”

The dragon’s head snapped up to glare at him.
It hissed, sank its claws deep into the dead buck, and leapt into
the air. Keia ducked away from the carcass, and spots of blood
spattered over Skald as the dragon flew overhead. It disappeared
into the woods, still dragging its half-peeled meat.

Keia bounded to her feet. “Did you see?
Skald, did you see? They know me. They recognize me—”

“I saw.” Skald was suddenly exhausted, weary
to the bone, as if a score of evenings had settled on him at once.
“Go up to your mother. Tell her we’re fine. Get.”

~ ~ ~

Keia didn’t speak of her bravery, if bravery
it was, and the other drovers either hadn’t seen or weren’t talking
about it. Skald, though, couldn’t shake the dread he’d felt, and so
he went to Nona. To his surprise, Nona just laughed. “Good for her!
She knows dragons don’t eat humans; she’s not about to shriek and
run like a fragile city girl.”

“It was more than that,” Skald insisted. “She
was reckless. She deliberately put herself in danger.”

“I didn’t send Keia to the Coldwell Sisters
just so she’d learn to be a fainting idiot. They’re good teachers,
and Keia’s a good learner. She knows what she’s doing.” Nona sighed
and patted Skald’s shoulder. “Look, I know you mean well, but this
isn’t the city.”

Skald just shook his head. “It was a stupid
thing to do.”

Nona regarded his sour
expression and sighed. “Six-Blade, if you were any more protective
I’d think you were her mother. I just have more faith in her than you do.”
She squeezed his shoulder. “And she certainly shouldn’t fear
anything from dragons.”

He didn’t get far from Nona’s wagon before
noticing Rafe watching him. “Worried about the girl?” Rafe
asked.

Skald grimaced. “Yes.” It was an
uncomfortable feeling, not something he was used to.

Rafe grinned. “She’s no trouble. She’s her
mother’s girl, in’t she? And Nona’s never said boo to a dragon.” He
tapped the side of his nose. “Special that way.”

“Special.” Later he’d think it was his temper
that made him pry so clumsily; later still he’d wonder if it was
deliberate, if he didn’t really want to find out what he’d been
sent to learn. “Is that how she brings in the dragon’s-eyes?
Because she’s special? Special like the royals were, the royals and
their dragons?”

Rafe’s face closed down, and he lowered his
hand. “That’s nowt of my business, and less of yours.” He folded
his arms and leaned back against the wagon.

I could make you tell
me, Skald thought. You value your hands—two twists with the small screws, at
most, and you’d be squealing. I could make you tell me.

Something in his face must have hinted at his
thoughts. Rafe paled, pressing himself against the wagon’s side to
get further away from Skald. Skald blinked, and the lens of the
city slid away from his vision. He walked away without an
explanation, the weight of his blades dragging at his steps.

~ ~ ~

It only got worse. The
farther they traveled from the city, the more his old trade seemed
to distort what he saw, forcing the faces he’d learned over the
last few weeks to conform to the city vision. This one will break after a day, he
would find himself thinking as the other drovers hailed him.
This one will only need to be shown the
instruments. This one is strong, but he favors his left knee; use
the hammers first. This one will beg. This one will not break on
his own, but hurt any member of his family and he’ll tell you
anything just so you’ll stop.

Had he always looked at people in this way?
Or had he only learned to do so, to keep himself from seeing the
faces behind the men Bronze Michel deemed unnecessary? And there
had been so many of those—rivals for the razormen at first, then
the heads of those gangs, then others, and
others. . . . Were dragons even necessary for Bronze
Michel, now?

He thought of a man strapped to a table,
whispering his secret, the secret Bronze Michel would not have
believed.

Keia helped him, though she didn’t know it.
She told stories over the fire in the evenings, talking while Nona
smoked and nodded approval. In the firelight he couldn’t see how
thin Keia’s wrists were, how easily they’d break. And the stories
did distract him, enough that sleep could come.

Mostly stories about dragons, now that he
noticed it.

They made the long climb up to Wullfort in
time for the festival, and once there the whole train had stories
to match Keia’s. The mountain slope went up further, claimed one of
the drovers, up to the Basin, a crater a thousand leagues wide and
brimming with smoke. There the dragons held their yearly
parliament, and always they agreed to slaughter humanity, but they
always forgot about it within a week, and so that one week was the
only time dragons were dangerous to people. No, said another, the
basin used to be a lake, and the dragons people living on it, but
their tempers were so fiery that they burnt it all up. No, said
another, that was all rubbish, but the truth was dragons were
hatched here, and they killed any who came near the eggs. More than
enough dragons for Keia’s taste.

Keia had a story of her own, though, and one
that she held till Skald had settled in, as if it were just for
him. It was an old one, about how the first royal’s grandfather had
given his daughter to be eaten by a dragon.

“But the princess was smart,” Keia said, her
eyes flashing in the firelight. “So she put on twelve dresses, one
over the next. And the dragon, seeing her unfit for eating, told
her ‘Princess, take off your dress!’ And she said in return,
‘Dragon, take off your skin!’ And he did, and she did.”

One of the drovers grinned and nudged
another. Skald glared at them both.

“And so they did again, down to the twelfth
dress and the twelfth skin, but by that point the dragon had shed
all that made him a dragon, and was only a man. And they lay
together, man and wife, and in the morning the king gave his
kingdom over to them.” She leaned forward and stirred the fire.
“And from them came the line of royals, who united the plains and
ruled for centuries. And it was said that no one who lacked
dragon’s blood in their ancestry could hope to rule the plains ever
after.”

Skald thought back to the
city and Bronze Michel’s private obsession. He ruled most of the
city now, and even if the old nobility remained, it was one thing
to rule through them and another to rule in your own name. And so
he’d gone to Skald, whom he trusted as much as anyone.
Go follow up about dragon’s-eyes. Find out
whether the dragons really are migrating further south in the
winter. Get the names of those families with dragons in their
heraldry. Here’s the name of a man who claims he knows the secret
language of dragons; see if he’s telling the truth.

He winced outright at that last memory. Keia
turned her bright smile on him. “That’s why the dragon’s-eyes were
in the crowns, Skald. That’s a royal lineage if there ever
was.”

“Maybe,” he grunted. “Seems to me there’s no
great honor in saying your great-great-grandmother fucked a
lizard.”

Keia’s eyes went wide with shock and fury,
and wider still when the drovers burst out laughing. She leapt up
and ran away from the fire, but not so quickly that Skald couldn’t
hear her first sobs.

Enough of this.
Skald got to his feet and went to find Nona.
She’d set up a real tent, not a half-wagon as they’d used on the
road. A wide, flat chest served as a table, and Nona stood beside
it, inspecting a pair of heavy leather greaves, the kind that
fighters in the ring used if they weren’t forbidden armor. A blunt
dagger, its tip squared off like a chisel’s, lay beside them.
“Evening, Six-Blade. Hold this, will you?”

She handed him the greaves and bent down to
check the laces. Skald cleared his throat. “I think we’ve reached
the end of our deal,” he said.

“Have we? Oh, the passage to Wullfort. Yes,
that’s done.” She pulled out a rotting lace and grimaced. “I
wouldn’t mind keeping you on, though.”

“That’s kind of you.”

“Kind?” She snaked a new lace through the
greaves. “I don’t take on anyone who’s no good, and I’d rather keep
the best. Besides, Keia likes you.”

Skald grimaced at that, but let it go. “I
shouldn’t,” he said. “I have business in Wullfort, and once that’s
done, I’ll be headed back to the city.”

“Will you, now?” She set the greaves down and
regarded him. “And here I was thinking your business was with
me.”

Skald didn’t move. “And what would that
be?”

“Dragon’s-eyes. Or so I’d thought. Am I
wrong?”

He closed his eyes. The instinct of years in
the city told him to cover his tracks in the way only a razorman
could; the Skald of ten years ago would have done so already. “No,”
he said, opening his eyes again, trying to see her without the lens
of the city. “You’re not wrong.”

Nona nodded. “Ha. I wondered if that Bronze
man was getting ideas.”

He forced a smile. “You see things pretty
clearly.”

“I have to see things as they are, Six-Blade.
You start seeing things that aren’t there, you miss the stuff
that’s there.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “For example, I
know where you keep that seventh blade of yours.” Her grin
narrowed. “It’s in the other boot, isn’t it?”

Skald stared at her, then laughed. “Yes. Yes,
it is.” He flexed both feet, and the two Surprises gleamed in the
lantern light. “Usually people only see one, or if they’ve seen it
in the left they assume I switched it to the right. They’ll tell
themselves anything so that they don’t have to admit to missing
something.”

“Thought as much.” She shrugged. “Well, you
can tell your man in the city that if he wants dragon’s-eyes, I’ll
bring them to him same as to any other. I’ll even give him a
discount. And if you change your mind, I’ll be here this time next
year.” Her smile curled, became very like Keia’s secret one. “I’m
always here for the Spring Festival. Luck.”

“Luck.”

~ ~ ~

Despite what he’d said to Nona, Skald didn’t
leave the wagon train right away. He stayed in his own small tent
for a day, long enough for Nona and Keia’s noon argument. Nona wore
the long greaves that he’d seen the night before, and anyone who’d
ever been a parent or child could follow the conversation: why
can’t I, you said you’d, it’s not fair. Nona finally tousled Keia’s
hair and walked off, up the slope away from the walls, ignoring
Keia’s protests.

He didn’t go into Wullfort, saying his
goodbyes instead, trying to keep the last of the journey as a
shield. But word moved faster than he did, and when he returned
late in the evening there was a note tacked to the center post of
his tent. It was from a man in Wullfort, a man very like a younger
version of Bronze Michel. It expressed interest in “a man of such
skill” coming to town, and suggested a few clients he could “see
to.” It named a place, and a time, and a price.

It didn’t name him as Skald Six-Blade; that
name belonged to a razorman, one who might have the sins of
razormen to his name but no more than that. And he wasn’t a
razorman to the gangs of Wullfort, not now that he was close to
threescore years; his edge was gone, and in the slums and gardens
of the city you lived or died by that edge. This man wanted him for
his other trade, the one with drawers full of little bright tools
and tables with straps at the corners.

Could he have one trade and not the other?
He’d kept his blades clean, he’d never brought them into his work,
left them outside the door when he put on his hood. It should have
meant more than it did.

Skald folded the letter into five parts, so
that ill luck couldn’t find its way out, and tucked it into his
shirt. When he left his tent, he saw a flicker of movement on the
hill. Keia.

He watched her a moment, then went back and
took the long leather leggings from his pack. They weren’t as good
as ringfighters’ greaves, but they had turned aside knives and
teeth and worse. A moment’s work fastened them on, and he checked
all of his blades before setting out.

He followed her over the moonlit ground,
watching the flicker of her lantern. He wasn’t much of a woodland
tracker, but Keia wasn’t bothering to hide her tracks.
Unfortunately, his skill at being silent didn’t help when a stick
found its way under his foot and snapped in two.

Skald cursed, and Keia, halfway up a rock
spur, spun and lost her footing. Her cry of surprise told him all
he needed to know. “Don’t move!” he called. “Keia, don’t move.”

“Hell with you,” she said, but there was a
thin, high edge of pain and panic to her voice, and she stayed put.
She had fallen on her side with one foot tucked under her, in the
midst of a patch of silver-edged grass, limned by more than
moonlight. One tuft brushed her elbow, and a thin line of blood
followed it.

“You’ve fallen in knifegrass,” Skald said.
“See those edges? The grass makes a little knife, and it’s
serrated, so it cuts quick. Stay where you are and I’ll come get
you.”

She made a high-pitched noise, but didn’t
argue. He wrapped a leather strap around one hand, trying to judge
just how much knifegrass he’d need to push out of the way.
Knifegrass and cow-screwers and dragons, that’s all that you found
in the north. . . . Bronze Michel had tried to
transplant knifegrass to his garden, all along the inside wall, but
it’d died in the next hot summer. . . .

He waded into the grass, the blades sawing at
his leggings, and helped Keia onto his back. As soon as they were
onto safe stone, Keia kicked him, and he let her slide down. “What
are you doing here?” she demanded.

“Following you.”

“This is none of your business! I have to—”
She caught herself. “My mother’s up there. I have to see her.”

“Up there?” He glanced over his shoulder, to
the long slope rising up to the crater. “You know, if people tell
you that no one ever goes to a place, maybe you ought to figure out
why first. That’s all knifegrass up there.” He nodded to her
clothes—festival wear, unsuited for even the lightest of hikes.
“Those’ll get torn to ribbons in five strides.”

She glared at him, but her lower lip
trembled. “I have to go up there.”

Skald regarded her a moment longer. “You’ll
do it whether I say yea or nay?” She nodded. “Then I’ll take you up
the path.”

“You will? I—” She stopped. “You can’t tell
anyone. Not a living soul.”

“I promise,” Skald told her.

He carried her up the slope, through the
knifegrass. Below them, Wullfort was a blot on the hillside, lit
here and there by faint gleams of torches, people up too late or
too early. Moonlight gave way to pale dawn, and then to the first
gleams of real dawn. The last stretch up to the basin wasn’t steep,
but it was thick with knifegrass, so thick that blades began to
find their way between the lacings of his leggings, scoring his
legs with fine red lines.

Smell had never been the best of Skald’s
senses, even before years of city smoke. So it wasn’t until they
reached the very edge of the basin that he caught the hot bloody
reek of dragon. He stopped dead, and Keia slid from his back with a
cry of joy.

Fluttering gaunt wings and scaly hides filled
the entire basin, a bowl scooped out of the hilltop maybe a
thousand feet across. The closer dragons, gray and milky-eyed,
turned slowly and without curiosity to look at them; on the far
side of the basin, past a wide swath of knifegrass, a cluster of
bright red and brown dragons twitched away, watching the sky like
rabbits in an open field.

And between the clusters of dragons,
knee-deep in thick knifegrass, Nona stood above a fallen
dragon.

It writhed against the grass, shreds of gray
gossamer peeling away from its wings. Nona bent over its neck,
pinning it down with her knees. She raised her hand, and the
blunted dagger caught the first of the dawn light.

“No—” Keia choked, but Skald caught her by
the shoulder.

Nona brought the dagger down at the dragon’s
eye with a sound like bones breaking. She pried at the dragon’s
muzzle, then brought the dagger down again, and again. With each
stroke, the thick plates of skin creased and folded, glittering
like a freakish mask. It twitched beneath her, until the shreds of
skin clinging to its limbs had fallen away to catch and tear upon
the knifegrass.

Nona struck a last time, tucked her dagger
away, and carefully stroked the dragon’s snout. Under her hands,
the hard scales fell away to reveal bright new ones. The dragon
closed its eyes and stretched like a cat, and Nona got to her feet,
still holding thick fragments of horn and scale, rounded like
stones.

“Dragon’s-eyes,” Skald said softly. “I’d
wondered.”

Keia pulled away from his grasp. “Nona! Nona,
I knew it—”

“Stay where you are.” Nona held up a fistful
of dragon’s-eyes and crossed the knifegrass to reach her daughter.
“They’re skittish just after molting. It’s not safe to come too
close.”

Skald, not wanting to risk skittish dragons
whether they’d molted or not, followed more slowly. Nona nodded to
him. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Didn’t expect to come up
here.” It was what Bronze Michel called a bloodless answer;
information gained too easily, and therefore suspect.
I believe you, but he won’t. . . .
I suggest you start lying. He looked away,
out at the dragons, and for the first time in weeks let himself
fully remember what the man on the table had told him, before he’d
left the city. The dragons had a
language.

“Well, then.” She stripped off her gloves and
turned to face her daughter, shutting him out. “So, you found your
way up here.”

“I did.” Keia fairly glowed.

“Good for you. I’d planned to do this after
molting, but we can talk now.” She nodded to the waiting dragons.
“They know where to come for the molting, even if they don’t always
do it. You can see a few have gone a while without it—like that
one, with the horns. They can get most of the old skin off, but it
always takes someone else to get the rest. Lucky us, we get to
help.”

Keia wasn’t listening. Even though Skald had
compared her to his nonexistent daughters all through the trip, for
the first time he saw something of himself in her—the young
razorman, new to the city, not listening to anyone who told him
what could happen there. Not listening, and learning anyway.

She shook her head, smiling at the dragons as
if sharing a secret with them. “That’s not why I came.”

Nona stuck her gloves in her belt and shifted
the dragon’s-eyes from one hand to the other. “No?”

She beamed and bowed, ceremoniously, as if
some ritual had begun. “Nona—mother—I’ve come to meet my
father.”

Nona blinked at her. “Your father? The tinker
outside Fenworth?”

Keia shook her head. “You don’t have to
pretend any more. I can be trusted to know—I made my way up here—”
She glanced back at Skald. “Skald, go away, you shouldn’t hear
this.”

Nona still looked bewildered. Skald settled
onto one of the boulders that dotted the basin. “She means a
dragon.”

“What?”

“You guessed!” Keia laughed and gave Skald a
quick hug. “I knew it—I knew you understood, even after what you
said—”

Nona looked from Skald to Keia to the dragons
and back. “Keia, girl, that’s not how it is. Maybe it was once, a
long time ago, I don’t know. But it’s not—”

Keia turned back to her mother, the first
hints of doubt breaking on her countenance. “You sent me away,”
Keia said, almost pleading now. “You sent me away, but I still
figured it out. I knew you always come to the Spring Festival here,
and that’s when the Dragon’s Parliament is—and look, it’s here! And
I knew there was more to where dragon’s-eyes came from, that you
had to know their secrets to find them. And I was born at
midwinter—” She caught her breath. “You had to be part of it, part
of the great story of the dragons and the old royals—”

Skald thought of the
Coldwell Sisters’ school full of fosterlings, all with some great
tale behind them, some history illuminating the road before them.
Of a young girl among them, who knew only that her mother ran a
wagon train. No glory there. No mystery. And out of the stories of
dragons that had so infested the land, she’d made her own legend,
her own truth, her own special
destiny. . . .

And he looked at Nona, who
was so good at seeing what was really there. So good that she
couldn’t understand how what wasn’t
there could have power. “Nona,” he said, getting
to his feet.

“I don’t understand,” Nona said. “You don’t
think—Keia girl, I come up here each spring to help with the
molting. In return I get these.” She held up the dragon’s-eyes, red
and gold gleaming through her fingers as if lit by their own fire.
“There’s only a few places they come for the molting, and there’s
only a few people who know how to help.”

“But there’s more to it. There has to be.”
Keia flung her arms out toward the dragons, as if to draw them all
close to her. “Why else would they come here, why else would
dragon’s-eyes be royal?”

Nona shrugged. “If there was a reason, I
never knew it, and neither did my old master.”

Keia’s face crumpled. “That’s it? That’s all
there is—just some cheap trade?”

Like razormen are just
glorified thugs. Skald took a step
forward. “Nona, Keia, I think maybe—”

“It’s a long and proud tradition.” Nona
reached out to her daughter, hands still brimming with horn and
scale.

Keia knocked her hand away, scattering
dragon’s-eyes across the grass. “No! No, you’re wrong—I’ll prove
it, the dragons know me, they recognize me—”

She turned and darted toward the bright
dragons, heedless of the knifegrass. “Look, I’m here, I’ve come!
It’s me, Keia Dragonsdaughter—”

“Keia, no! Not that way!”

Skald was already on his feet, running after
her—but he was too slow, or too old, or maybe, maybe, had too much
of a sense of self-preservation to follow her with all his
speed.

The newly-molted dragon reared up away from
her. Keia didn’t see, or saw it as something else, a greeting
maybe. It lashed out—Skald caught a glimpse of claws, this time
white and clean—and Keia fell.

Nona’s scream caught as if snagged on those
claws. Skald clutched her as she ran past. “No, no, stop. Let me do
this.” He shoved Nona back and walked forward, arms
outstretched.

The dragon blinked once, sluggish as its
unmolted fellows, and withdrew its claws. It nudged Keia’s limp
body with the tip of one claw. The slim jaws parted as if to utter
a malediction, but all that emerged was a confused, warbling
hiss.

The dragons had a
language, the man strapped to the table
had told him. They had a language, a long time ago. But
every time they killed a human, they lost another few words, and so
eventually they forgot how to speak. They’re just animals now. It’s
the truth, the truth, I swear it.

Skald hadn’t believed him then, in spite of
what he’d said. But he knew it to be true now. He crouched by
Keia’s body, as he had when pulling her from the knifegrass. Her
eyes were open, still wide with conviction, and he closed them.

The dragon hissed again,
almost but not quite forming words. I know
you, he thought, and raised his eyes to
meet the dragon’s gaze. I know how it
works. You do something awful, maybe because you’re angry or you’re
scared or someone told you it was the only way. And then you regret
it, but not enough to keep from doing it the next time.

He got to his feet, Keia’s
body in his arms. So you keep doing it,
and regretting it, and the rust builds up and the blades thin under
it, and one day you forget you ever could speak.
Skald’s reflection in the dragon’s eye blurred,
and he didn’t think it was the dragon’s doing.

He turned, crossed the grass, and laid Keia
at its edge, then turned his back while Nona knelt beside her
daughter. Her chest hitched twice, and she turned away, toward the
dragons. “Get out!” she screamed. “Go, go, get out!”

The dragons flinched, a ripple spreading out
from her. One by one, they turned and flew or crawled out of the
basin, trailing shreds of skin and scale, straining wings that were
too new to fly. The last few, graying and thick-plated, waited in
futile hope, then dragged themselves away through knifegrass. In
the shadow of departing dragons, Nona stroked her daughter’s brow
and cried, and Skald turned away, not wanting to hear.

After some time, because Nona was a pragmatic
person even in grief, she began gathering stones for a cairn. Skald
helped without speaking, then as the cairn grew, took a seat beside
it. Wail and Moan were easy to unstrap; Reap and Sow less so, and
the lack of Mercy’s pressure against his back was like an ache.
Cutting the toes from his boots took longer, but in time the two
Surprises joined Keia, and he stood, an old unarmed man with
nothing.

Nona returned to his side. “I thought I was
doing it all the right way,” she said without preamble. “I thought
she’d learn from the Sisters, and I could teach her what I knew,
and it would be right. . . .” She covered her face.
“What do we do, Skald? What do we do, when all our work comes to
this?”

Skald set the letter from Wullfort on top of
the blades and laid a last stone over it all. “The same thing the
dragons do,” he said. “Shed our skins. Shed our skins, and move
on.”

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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KREISLER’S AUTOMATA

Matthew David Surridge


I.

WHENEVER THEODORE SMILED AT ME I might almost have imagined
him an angel. When he leered at me then in the hall of mirrors, on
that day of October in the year 17—, I understood certain grim
truths about angels previously obscure to me. “Tonight, Ernst,” he
said, “you will take her; despoil her of her virtue, ravage her,
leave her without a hope in the world. It is all arranged.”

“No!” I cried. “It is monstrous!”

He chuckled and led me through the array of
glass. “The Prodigy will play before the court tonight at the
palace of Count H—. You’ll watch the performance, then find your
way to a certain bedchamber. Olympia shall be awaiting you therein.
You’ll ask her a question of my devising. No more than that! Speak
the words, she will be yours. Helpless.”

I said nothing. “I know the greatness of your
want,” he said. “I am your friend, am I not? I understand it all.
Lust, desire; and then, she is beautiful.”

“Yes,” I murmured. “Yes, she is.” I could not
imagine her beauty, could not frame it in my mind; I was helpless
before the question it implied, that same question Theodore now
demanded of me and which I dared not answer—what would I not do, to
touch that grace? We walked on, watching ourselves watching
ourselves.

The mirrored hall was the only entry to a
wide fairground not far from the city of V—. A week before, the
country field had been waste wilderness; then walls of iridescent
metal had been raised, by whose agency none knew. A gatehouse was
built in the center of the walls, and mirrors set within the
gatehouse. Reports had spread that a fair was in preparation.
Yesterday visitors had finally been allowed within the walls,
following which the most peculiar rumors had spread, catching the
imagination of polite society. Theodore and I had made the short
walk to see the truth for ourselves, and to speak on weighty
matters. “Do you know much of her history?” Theodore asked
suddenly.

I shook my head.

“I have learned a fair piece, I think,” he
said. “Some of her past. She has been a mystery since she came to
court. But not to me. No longer to me.”

Together, we exited the hall of mirrors.

We confronted a clock-tower from which
depended a banner bearing the words Kreisler’s Automata and
the image of a black bird clutching a gear. Beyond was a clockwork
city-in-miniature, its structures built not of masonry or timber,
but of iron and copper and stained glass, jade and amber and
turquoise; they glittered even in the dull grey light of day. The
city’s inhabitants were automata: mechanical men and mechanical
women, shaped like residents of all the far times and places of the
globe. Wandering Turks, Chaldean astrologers, robed Confucian
scholars—we set off walking among them, and they paid us no
mind.

“There is a crime in her past,” said
Theodore.

“I will not think evil of her,” I told him.
He smiled.

“As all men say of women they do not know
well,” he observed. “But there it is. A thing dark enough that even
to hint at it would bring about her expulsion from court.
Therefore, merely a question put to her alone shall serve to
establish your knowledge. Your dominance. And that is what you
wish. Is it not?”

I stared at the automata around us, very like
living ensouled mortals, but also like waxworks, like mannequins,
like ambulatory nutcrackers. Their flesh was brass, their eyes
quartz, their expressions and fashions painted things. Mostly they
were content to counterfeit the habits and motions of animal men,
going about their business as normal townsfolk might, except that
none of them spoke or made a sound; only, occasionally, one might
see them pause, and tilt their heads, as though listening to a
music too profound for human ears.

“I cannot believe what you say of her,” I
said at last. “About Olympia there is a glory which lives forever.
A glory I wish I might. . . .”

“That’s a fairy tale,” said Theodore. “Glory.
What do you care for glory? You’re rich.”

I could not immediately answer him. Yes, I
was rich; but that was chance and birth. It seemed to me that there
was more to be hoped for, to be won or known or dreamed of. And:
“Olympia cannot be bought,” I said. “Therefore the value of my
wealth is less than absolute.”

Theodore laughed. “Do not say that she cannot
be bought,” he told me. “Say only that you have not yet found her
price. But it may be that I will be able to assist you in that.” I
said nothing to this remark, suspecting a philosophical difference
between him and I that was beyond my capability to enunciate.

Some of the mechanicals we passed interacted
with visitors in a limited fashion. Before a vast
tournament-grounds where automated knights jousted, I played a game
at chess with a black king; I lost badly, for lack of
concentration. We passed the atelier of an artificial painter who
was the very image of a master from the Italian Renaissance, and he
offered to limn us, displaying for our edification works of his
devising; the precision of their perspectives unnerved me. We
walked through a bordello of fabricated queens, of Helen and
Semiramis and Cleopatra and Beersheba, and observed their curious
interactions; I was educated and saddened, and found myself
imagining things I dared not dream of but desired still. The whole
of the fair was marvelously strange, built with a craft beyond any
science I knew. But I had heard so much in recent years of the
progress of rationality and of understanding. Who could say what
was to be defined as impossible?

I wondered what else might be built, there in
that artificial paradise. Could a new Olympia be constructed, her
body put together piece by piece, a machine made for beauty? I, a
new Pygmalion, might then have my Galatea with the blessing of the
Queen of Love; but no, I was not so far deluded—her identity was
hers alone, and what I craved was beyond my power to copy, merely
to adore.

At the heart of the clockwork city Theodore
and I found a palace which, like a mad Gothic cathedral, seemed
built of arches and colored glass and curious fluted columns. From
within came the sole sound we had heard produced in all the city, a
rapid music in a minor key played by a harmony of many instruments.
We entered to find the main hall of the palace was a theatre filled
by a synthetic orchestra. There were dozens of automata, each with
its own instrument; a parliament of mechanical musicians, sitting
in ascending rows on our left hand and on our right. Past the aisle
diving the facing rows of players was a vast pipe organ on a raised
dais, its body bone-white, the pipes coiled round the keyboards
like swollen serpents. A black-cloaked figure, the focus of all
other musicians, played upon the organ. And before the dais, in the
aisle, a man was dancing.

This was no automaton. He was skin and bones,
his waistcoat absurdly tight, the boots at the end of his spidery
legs tattered, a long-stemmed pipe waving in one hand. His skull
was shorn at back and sides, a wild lock of dark hair fluttering
over his brows. His nose was long and sharp, his chin pointed under
in-curving cheeks, his ears lobeless. He was twice my age, perhaps,
fifty or more. And he whirled toward us in a spray of limbs, his
half-mocking smile upon his lips, and as the music ended he
completed his dance with a bow: “Master Theodore! Master Ernst!” he
cried. “Welcome to the Tick-tock Fair, welcome to Kreisler’s
Automated Amusements! And welcome to the clockwork cynosure at the
heart of my domain of improbabilities, welcome to the Palace of
Wheels-Within-Wheels! Welcome I give you, yes, and welcome
again!”

“Who are you?” demanded Theodore. “How do you
know our names?”

The strange man danced back a step, and bowed
again, a deep ironic bow. “I am Johannes Kreisler, conductor and
enabler of all you see around you. I know your names, for there is
little within this realm that I do not know.” He shot out
his arms and black birds fluttered from his jacket; unliving
automata. “All the devices of my kingdom provide my wisdom.”

Theodore’s lips quirked into a smile. “Why
did you make all this, all these things? And how?”

“How?” repeated Kreisler. “Smoke and mirrors!
Why? It is in my nature. Do not look further into my tricks; to men
of my kind it is forbidden to reveal our secrets. Further questions
you must pose to him.” And he pointed a quavering finger
toward the cloaked figure at the hideous white organ.

“Who is he?” I asked.

“My crowning achievement!” Kreisler said, his
mocking smile flitting about his lips. “He is the Clockwork King.
Ask him anything at all to do with the past, the present, or what
is to come; ask him any secret of God or woman, and he is so
designed that he must answer you with the truth!”

“How is this possible?” Theodore asked.

Kreisler tilted his head. “By my art,” he
said. I did not trust him. But Theodore laughed.

“Well, Ernst!” he said. “Have you anything to
ask His Majesty?”

“I have not.”

“Then I shall pose him a question.” Theodore
strode down the aisle between the rows of silent unmoving musicians
and climbed to the dais and the complex coils of the organ pipes.
He bent to speak to the Clockwork King, and as he did the King
raised his cloaked head to face my friend.

“The King is the heart of this city of
automata,” Kreisler whispered to me. “Him; and the organ. The key
to this great work.” Then Theodore gasped.

He had straightened up from the Clockwork
King, and raised a hand to his face. A moment he stared at nothing,
and I began to run toward him. He shook himself, and strode stiffly
down the aisle to meet me.

“What happened?” I demanded. “What did you
ask him?”

“No, that must remain between His Majesty and
myself,” Theodore said. “But go, Ernst. Ask a question. You’ll not
be disappointed.”

He waved me on toward the dais. I paused,
watching him, but he only waited for me to move. In the end I
turned and made my way to the cloaked machine. As I approached, it
raised its head to me, and I looked into its face with surprise. I
had expected a skull beneath the black hood, picture of death. But
its head was a round mirror. I wondered if that was, after all, the
truth of death. Then my image in the glass of its face wavered and
vanished; and for a moment in a fever I saw the face of Olympia. I
started. The thing turned away from me. I leaped toward it,
stepping in close to whisper into the fabric of its hood where its
ear might have been.

“Shall I do what Theodore suggests?” I
whispered. “Shall I ask Olympia his ruinous question?”

And the Clockwork King gave me the answer I
knew to be true.

~ ~ ~

II.

Beyond the long windows the night was dark,
but in the castle of Count H— there was light shining through the
thousand crystal shards of immense chandeliers. It glinted from the
polished marble floor, from the delicate oils of framed portraits,
from a golden pot worked with a relief of snakes eating each
others’ tails. All the court had come to see the Prodigy, and we
sat in the elegant hall in our elegant finery upon elegant chairs
and conversed in elegant echoing whispers.

Except myself. I did not speak. Olympia was
not there. And in thinking of her I was too dreadfully calm for
speech.

There was a stir; a child with a toy sword
was making his way toward the clavier set before us. Heads under
heavy periwigs tilted to see him. He wore a lilac jacket cut to his
size, bravely trimmed with double gold braid-work, above a moiré
jacket of the same hue. His eyes were large and quick; and he
smiled as though we were the most natural scene in the world for
him. He bowed to us. This was the Prodigy, named the Beloved of
God.

Then he sat before the clavier. He set his
hands on the keys. He began to play a wild barcarole. And deep
within me I felt a shiver.

He played like an infant god. His speed,
precision, and dexterity were beyond any I had heard; more than
that, his music held a passion such as no child ought ever to have
known. But who other than a child could have known such emotion,
unmediated by adult sense or reason? Yet, yet, the more he played,
the more I understood, the more he made me understand how alive
this music was to pattern, to meaning. Here was paradox, all ardor
in all order, played upon a toy by a child!

As he played on, a small saintly smile upon
his face, I felt myself break into a sweat, my limbs a-tremble,
fingers dancing upon my knee. His art raised and perfected my
passion within me; and yet the clarity of his skill heightened also
my intellect so that I could the more perfectly comprehend my love,
and love therefore with a more perfect and complete emotion than
any I had ever known. Again in that, a paradox: for my reason was
in abeyance, as though I were in communion with a Power which
opened to me the deepest recesses of my soul; and there in the most
profound part of myself I found the image of Olympia. I cannot say
truly how long it lasted, seeming at once infinite and a transient
moment, like the wink of an angel.

But the music did stop, and I drew a labored
breath. The court around me applauded politely and returned to
their whisperings behind their fluttering fans. The performance
continued as the Prodigy performed tricks. He played with a single
finger. With the keyboard covered by a cloth. He called for the
audience to provide him with musical phrases and from them
elaborated complex fugues. It was all much stranger than the
clockwork city.

But then the performance ended. I knew it was
time, then, to seek the true Olympia. What did I after all feel?
Hope, dread; it was a monstrous joke that the one cause could
inspire both emotions at once. Olympia, I thought.

I arose to go to her, but it seemed in my
agitated state that I was hemmed in by idiot conversation. No,
Countess, I really had no opinion whether the Fischer von Erlachs
or the Hildebrandts were the greater family of architects. Yes, a
pity that the Russians could not be counted on in the war, and
surely the Prussians would take advantage of our lack of unity.
Indeed, I had been to the fair-ground of the automata, and though
there were some points of interest the overall effect seemed to me
quite trivial. No, sir, I am not Theodore; it is a common error,
for we are of an age, and have a similar bearing. . .
perhaps a small resemblance in some minor
features. . . .

Then I was through them, and done, and I
found my way to the bedchamber I sought.

I entered without a knock, and found her
regarding herself in a full-length mirror; not intent upon herself,
but upon something not obvious to my sight. I watched her twice
over, in reality and in the glass: her hair more golden than gold;
her face an irregular pearl in the fineness of its curves, and its
luminescence; her body at once the summation of earthly promise and
the gateway to heavens beyond hope. Yet hope I did. “You are here,”
I said aloud.

She turned to me, wordless.

“I have a question for you,” I said.
“Olympia, I have a question.” Olympia; how I felt the
pressure and movements of my own lips, forming the syllables of her
name. In such foolish trivia does love make of us a satire on
ourselves.

“Ask,” she said.

“Olympia,” I said, “I love you, and am of
good birth, and hope to attain a fair inheritance. Olympia, I ask
you, will you be my wife?”

“No,” she said. I trembled, and felt myself
struck by lightning.

“Then—” I said, faltering, “then—”

I rushed to her, and took hold of her wrists,
though she tried to draw back. Her flesh! There was a
crashing in my ears. I could not blink.

“I must ask you something,” I said, and
halted.

“Will you?” she asked; and in the neutrality
of her voice, the banality of it, I found a source of anger which
drove me to demand of her that which Theodore had given me to
ask.

“Who was it,” I asked, “who provided
Claude-Adrien Helvétius with the heresies published in his terrible
book De l’Esprit, that was condemned by the Sorbonne, banned
by the Crown of France, denounced before the Parlement of Paris,
and finally burnt in public?”

She laughed, an easy silver laugh. She drew
her arms back from my nerveless fingers. “Never trust another man’s
question, even if he’s the very image of your self. Your friend
Theodore bent his efforts to discovering my secrets, but found no
more than I wished. The heresies of Helvétius were Helvétius’s
alone. Now, for your presumption, I must require something of
you.”

“Anything!” I cried. “Olympia, I will do
anything for you. Ask it.”

She said: “Kill Theodore.”

I drew back. She strode by me without a look.
“How could I do such a thing?” I whispered.

She paused at the door. “But you must.”

“Will you be mine, if I do?”

“I am not to be bought; especially by an act
of murder.”

“Then—”

“I am not without knowledge myself.” She
smiled, sad and impudent. “I know who first debauched the Lady G—,
now the court’s most notorious whore. I know who tampered with the
firing-pin of the dueling-pistol of the Count F—, so that it
misfired and caused the Count’s death. I know who waylaid a
messenger bound for the Bishop of C— so that certain gambling debts
could not be paid and the respectable curate was compelled to
eternal damnation for the sin of self-murder.”

“Theodore, all of them,” I said.

“I mean to expose him.”

“Can I do nothing to save him?”

“You may slay him,” she said, and left the
bedchamber.

I could think only of how wrong had been the
advice of the Clockwork King.

~ ~ ~

III.

I staggered home in a daze, the castles and
churches of V— whirling half-unseen about me. Theodore was waiting
at my house.

“And?” he asked as soon as he saw me.
“And?”

“You were misled, Theodore,” I told him. He
stood as I walked past him to the high hearth which was the
centerpiece of the sitting-room; the green stone fireplace, the
mirror above it a solid slab of glass and quicksilver, surrounded
by wood worked into serpent-shapes and grinning gnomic faces. Upon
the mantle were a pair of empty brass candlesticks with marble
bases. I picked one up. It was very heavy.

Theodore took a step towards me. “What do you
mean?” he asked.

I inspected the candlestick, searching for a
flaw. There was none. “Theodore. . . ah, but how long has
it been that we’ve known one another? As long as I can remember, it
seems. . . . But no, no. I recall it now, years ago
when I met you, I was a student, you became my shadow; lengthening
to gain for me all things by all means, shrinking to insignificance
when unneeded; you have done well for me, allowed me to make my way
in the world, and what then if you have done evil? For it was only
when I met you that I became fully healed of my childhood
delusions.”

“Ernst, what do you mean?” demanded Theodore.
“I know nothing of these delusions.”

I turned to him, clutching the candlestick in
my right hand while my left played about its base. “When I was a
boy I fell ill, once, and lay in this room; I remember fixing upon
the reflection above the mantle-piece, how it seemed, then—when
every sane part of me was overwhelmed, leaving awake only those dim
forms which lurk in the depths of every mind—that the mirror showed
the way into another place, a fairyland in which the vain material
things of this world were metamorphosed, made strange, become the
implements of all glory, art, desire. Even once I had recovered
from the fever I believed in this other world; until I met you, and
then it all seemed the most obvious madness. But now. . .
now I think that what I saw in the glass was, after all, a
reflection; a reflection from inside my soul. It is a true world,
Theodore, awaiting our entry; if we have the courage.” My hand
traced the heavy brasswork of the candlestick, and for a moment I
said nothing.

“Ernst,” said Theodore. “You must tell me
what transpired between you and Olympia tonight.”

“She knew of your inquiries after her
secrets,” I said. “She’s laid you a false trail. More: she knows
about the Lady G—, the Count F—, the Bishop C—. And she will reveal
all.”

“What!” Theodore cried. “That—that—then you,
what did you do?”

“Do?”

“What did you say to her?”

“What was there to say?” I swung the
candlestick through the air so that its base fell heavily into my
left palm. “Nothing could dissuade her.”

“What will you do now?”

“What, indeed,” I murmured. I held the
candlestick in both hands for a moment. Then I set it down upon the
mantle. “Theodore—you must go. You must flee the court.”

“Flee,” he repeated. “I’ll see her
dead first.” I snatched up the candlestick and whirled around. He
was gone; I heard my door slam. He was gone.

I went to my bed, and at once the cruel
Sand-man flung his grains in my eyes, and I slept, and dreamt:

I chased the Queen of Elves through a deep
and shadowy forest. Though I ran as fast as I could she was always
out of my reach, dancing to the music of a wild barcarole; her face
was the face of Olympia. At last I came upon the ruin of a city.
Every black bird that fluttered from stone to stone and every rat
that crawled among the dust and every wolf that skulked in the
shadows was an automaton. And their master, coiled around the
spires of a broken palace, was a dragon pale as leprosy, pale as a
skeleton left unburied for a hundred years, pale as the horse of
death. The Queen of Elves ran into the city with a laugh. Her
actions were not determined or mechanical but born of freedom; and,
enticed by her liberty into madness, I ran after her.

I chased her through an ancient graveyard
where a ghost watched us and brooded; I knew that this was the
ghost of the man that had betrayed this city to the dragon, and he
had the form of Theodore. I chased Olympia past a fallen monument,
which had once been a statue of a gnomish figure with a brass crown
and the ironic grin of Johannes Kreisler. I chased her at last into
the dragon’s palace, which was also a cathedral, for things blur
into each other in dreams. I reached out to catch her. Then the
dragon roared, with the sound of an organ bellowing a tremendous
note, and the building began to collapse. Masses of stone fell as
walls of iron and copper and jade and amber rose to replace them.
Olympia, the Queen of Elves, danced up the falling stones to a
heaven which returned my gaze upon me.

I awoke, realizing that the art of the future
could be made only by those that the present deemed mad.

From beyond my window I heard screams, and
distant gunfire. I looked out, and saw flames in the streets; V—
was burning. In the city there was an army on the march.

The automata had invaded the city.

~ ~ ~

IV.

The thought of Olympia came to me, and I felt
then again the rage of emotion she inspired: love, yes, and
loathing for her murderous command, for that agony of indecision
I’d felt while holding the candlestick. I desired her, more than
ever I’d desired any thing I’d known, her, her voice, her figure,
her teeth, her hair, her name, the lightning that was in her eyes
and beyond all other lightnings. I, her slave, knew I must find
her, and save her from these automata, and then perhaps she might
love me. So I went out into the city, driven by her image.

I ran through the empty streets, avoiding all
signs of motion, all sounds. The castle of Count H— was dark. I
hammered at the door till a servant with an ancient blunderbuss
shouted that the party of the court had fled to the Hofburg, the
Imperial Palace. I dashed on.

Automata filled the streets. They were
searching for something, I thought; turning men and women out of
houses, gathering up pistols and swords, taking prisoner confused
bands of rake-hells and late-night celebrants of dubious deeds and
other squires of the night’s body. In everything the actions of the
automata were perfectly planned and supremely rational, without a
single wasted motion. I saw some mechanicals familiar to me:
Chaldeans, Confucians, and Semiramis now bearing a rifle over her
shoulder; and there were other things, too, gryphons and unicorns
and blue-skinned multi-armed Indian gods. Stranger somehow were the
automata in the guise of ordinary men and woman, such as might
almost have been everyday citizens of V—. But for the fact that
they did not speak. And their curious habit of tilting their heads
to the side at a certain angle, as though listening for a silent
music.

Once, I saw a collection of faceless
mechanicals working in an improvised outdoor foundry, shaping
molten metals into copies of their own forms with automated
caresses. I thought in terror of the rate of replication of the
mechanicals, each of which on its own might make another self,
their population doubling at will, never suffering loss due to
accident or age, growing in perfect powers of two; then I thought
of Olympia, and how Olympia and I could become one out of two.

Nearing the Hofburg I heard a voice crying
“Help! Help! Help me, for your living soul!” I whirled, to see a
bedraggled Kreisler staggering down a narrow street toward me.
“You! I know you!” he said. “Theodore! No—Ernst! Ernst, you must
help me, Ernst. The Clockwork King has gone mad!”

“What has happened?” I called to him in a
whisper. He flung himself upon me and gabbled into my face.

“The King! It’s all the King! All these
others, mere extensions of his will! The King will conquer us all,
for the sake of my question! And then—why, then the world is over,
and there will be nothing under heaven but automation.” And he laid
his head upon my shoulder in a swoon.

I dragged him to an alley and did my best to
revive him. When he began to show intermittent signs of
consciousness I hauled him to his feet and set out with him for the
Hofburg. Near any automata, I let my stride become as aimless as
his own, and we passed as two drunkards. But meanwhile he had begun
to gasp out his story, in whispers.

“I made him,” Kreisler told me. “The King was
my dream, and I made him a thing of the waking world; I made him,
with his terrible organ, an organ of generation of thought, a
device to answer every question, and I asked him my question, the
question that consumes me, for I am an artist, Ernst, a poor one it
may be, but an artist I promise you, and I asked him: Where is the
art that shall perfect the world?

“Art, Ernst, art the product of every desire,
for lovers forge by their own heat within the furnaces of their
brains the images that they desire, and in this they are the emblem
of the artist, whose art must have at its base desire, desire to
make a thing, to change the world, just as the lover must have his
loved one and change what he loves by the addition of himself—and
where is the love, the desire, that shall change the world so to
perfect it? My question, Ernst, the only question that matters!

“But from that, this! He means to answer my
question, creating himself the art of perfection, automated
sterility! He made the other automata, his army! They are not
thinking things like him, merely his hands, his tools, guided and
controlled by the profound notes of his organ—his tools, with which
to remake the world. Now, now he begins to carry out his true
plan!”

“And you,” I whispered back, “did you know
nothing of this? Did you not see?”

“I saw nothing. I believed myself the King’s
master. I cast myself as the master of the fair he had created.
Until tonight, when I was outcast by my own creation.”

“But why do they begin here? Why now? Why in
V—?”

To these questions Kreisler had no
answer.

Then we were at the Hofburg, where we found a
direly confused situation. Barricades had been raised, and some
battered automata twitching on the street before them demonstrated
that the palace was in a state of siege. The defenders allowed us,
as living creatures, entry; at which point I discovered, firstly,
that the greater part of the city was under the control of the
automata, which were advancing from all sides, and secondly, that
while such soldiers as were left maintained a stout defense of the
Hofburg, the members of the court continued a frantic revelry in a
hall deep within its walls. With conquest inevitable, what else was
left?

I left Kreisler with the soldiers, to
instruct them as best he was able, and ran to find the court. They
were dancing to the frantic tunes of an improvised orchestra,
mismatched instruments howling in the hands of semi-skilled
players, while the aristocracy danced, their suits and dresses
disheveled, the whole of them maddened, frantic with the awareness
of oncoming death.

“Olympia!” I cried. “Where is the lady
Olympia?” They paid me no mind, though I shouted and shouted, and
pried a flute from a musician’s hands and beat him about the head,
and interrupted the couples at their play. “Has no-one seen
Olympia?” I demanded of them all; and no, no-one had, or yes,
someone thought somebody had; but they had not; but they had heard
that she had been seen; she was in the palace, or she was not; but
if she was, then she was not with the rest of the court. She must
have run into another wing, to hide.

The Hofburg had been built out from a
Medieval core, like an oyster forming an irregular pearl around a
fleck of grit. After a hundred years, it had developed into a grand
edifice with any number of hiding-holes. But I was determined, I
would find Olympia, I would uncover her secret place. So I wandered
down empty, cold halls left dark by the exigencies of the siege.
“Olympia!” I cried, again and again, “Olympia! Olympia!”—until I
would break down in laughter at myself, seeking out of love a woman
I hated with a passion. Then the thought of her fired my limbs,
until I trembled and broke off my laughter and set out to seek her
again. What did it matter if V— burned and the Empress and all her
court were massacred? I cared not two straws for any of them. But
Olympia, Olympia must be saved.

I came in time to the great library of the
Hofburg, and made the shadows therein echo with her name. I walked
through the great ink-and-paper scented darkness, a hundred feet,
two hundred, and still more stretching away before me. I stood
between two globes, one of the earth, one of the sky, each half a
man’s height in diameter, and once more I called out:
“Olympia!”

“She’s not here,” a voice replied. “She’s
nowhere in the Hofburg.” A hand reached out of the darkness and set
the earth whirling, wobbling on its axis. I stepped back, up
against the stars. Theodore stepped forward, his sword drawn.

“You’ve searched for her?” I asked.
“Why?”

“I mean to kill her, of course,” Theodore
answered. “It’s the perfect time for it; always commit your murders
under cover of an attack by a hostile army. One corpse more or less
won’t be looked into.”

“You can’t,” I said.

“Can’t I?” asked Theodore. “I don’t
understand. Why not?”

I lunged forward and grabbed the wrist of his
sword-arm. “I love her.”

“You want her. There is a difference. I told
you, I understand these things.” He tried to pull his arm free. I
would not let go. “Ernst, the woman threatens my standing at court;
threatens my life. How else should I deal with this? I’ll kill her.
That’s only logic.” He wrenched his arm free, losing his sword in
the process. I snatched it up. “Take it, then,” he said. “There are
others.” He smiled at me, and strode away into the shadows.

I tried to follow him, but was quickly lost.
I walked among darkness for a time, Theodore’s sword in one hand,
flute in the other; until I heard high echoing voices, and followed
them to a gothic chapel where the Prodigy was playing with three
young Archduchesses close to his own age.

“Hello,” said the Prodigy as I approached.
“Have you come to watch over us?”

“I suppose so,” I said, sitting in a pew.

“I was about to tell a story,” he said. “It’s
one of Nannerl’s tales.”

“Please, go ahead,” I told him. He began, his
story punctuated by distant rifle-shots or cannon-shots shaking the
stones of the old church. “Once upon a time there was a man,” he
said, “who went walking through a forest at night. The man was
great and noble and clever. But his shadow hated him. It wanted to
lead him to his doom. The beautiful Queen of Elves saw this from
the other side of the mirror, where the Elves have their
kingdom.”

“What mirror?” asked an Archduchess.

“Any mirror. In fact, the man had a mirror in
his traveling-pack,” said the Prodigy.

“How can Elves live on the other side of a
mirror?” asked a second Archduchess. “That’s stupid.”

The Prodigy said, “It’s not stupid at all.
Because they’re magical, and like to hide things, the Elves make
spells so that whenever we look in a mirror we only see ourselves,
flopped around backwards. But really on the other side of any
mirror is Elfland. Anyway the Queen of Elves decided to help the
man. His shadow had become a wraith, which was leading him down all
sorts of wrong paths, and before long he would be drowned in a bog,
or killed by a pack of wolves. But the price of the Queen passing
through the mirror from Elfland was that the curious King of Gnomes
could come through as well.”

“Didn’t the man notice?” asked the first
Archduchess.

“No, because the wraith had made the man drop
his pack-pack with the mirror in it, because it was filled with
flint and tinder, and clothes, and things which could have helped
him in the forest. I forgot to say that before. Now the Queen of
Elves made the man fall in love with her, and together they
prepared to kill the wraith. But the King of Gnomes had gone
looking for treasure, and he had woken up a big dragon. The dragon
swallowed the King in one bite, and then it took the man prisoner
and made him its slave!”

“What did the man do?” whispered a third
girl.

“In the dragon’s hoard—that means
‘treasure’—he found a music-box with mother-of-pearl sides. And
inside the box was an angel, which made the most beautiful music in
the world, nothing like a regular music-box. The man set the angel
playing, and it played and it played, it played such wonderful
lullabies that the dragon went right to sleep! Then the man snuck
into the dragon’s study, where it kept a set of books with all the
knowledge in the world—because dragons, you know, are very old and
wise—and he found the wraith that used to be his shadow there, and
the wraith tried to distract the man, but the man killed him, and
in the books he found the One Question that he had to ask the Elf
Queen, and he asked it, and she fell in love with him, and she led
him through to Elfland on the other side of the mirror and she
married him and they lived happily ever after.”

The Archduchesses thought about this. “I
guess it makes sense,” one of them said.

“I think it’s stupid,” said the second
Archduchess. “It’s a stupid story.”

“Is someone coming?” asked the third
Archduchess.

Someone was coming. “Kreisler!” I
called out.

“You?” he called back. “Here? Then you’re
safe?”

“Of course I’m safe,” I said. “Why? What’s
happened?”

“The automata have overrun the Hofburg
defenses,” Kreisler told me. “V— is lost. We must flee.”

“No,” I said. “No, not at all. I know exactly
what we must do.” Save Olympia; and to do this, it seemed it would
be necessary to save V—. And now I knew exactly how that would be
done.

I pointed to the Prodigy. “We’ll need your
help.”

~ ~ ~

V.

Kreisler was skeptical of my plan, but
nevertheless helped in its elaboration for the lack of a better
alternative. The Prodigy listened to what I wished him to do, and
agreed. He thought it sounded like fun. Kreisler did not.

We found our way from the Hofburg and made
our way carefully through the streets of the city. We were two men
lugging a heavy chest between us. For the eyes of the Clockwork
King were everywhere, flitting through the air upon a mechanical
bat, or prowling the darkness upon a mechanical cat; and so we had
found a large box for the Prodigy to hide in, safe from the King’s
eyes. We appeared to be two refugees, bearing all their possessions
between them.

“What’s our route to the fair-grounds?” I
whispered as we stumbled through the street.

“I don’t know!” Kreisler whispered back.

“What?” I demanded.

“If I knew our route, he could predict
it! Not knowing, improvising, we become invulnerable!” Kreisler
laughed shortly; I thought, the man is mad. “The Clockwork King
thinks we are weak, for he sees us all as divided in our minds
against ourselves. But it is our division that gives us strength,
for it is the parts of ourselves we hide from ourselves that make
our art, the images of our beloved! And he, he does not dream
. . . .” He laughed again; I thought, if madness
will save Olympia, then I must needs go mad.


In any event, a skip soon returned to
Kreisler’s step. His familiar sardonic smile crossed his thin lips
as we approached his fair-grounds unmolested. He guided us through
the city of the automata, all silent now and deserted, for its
people had gone to war. And so we came to the Palace of
Wheels-Within-Wheels.

We entered, to the strains of the mechanical
orchestra. Underneath their music I could hear the low roar of the
coiled organ, accompanying them, directing them. All fell silent as
we walked into their high hall. The Clockwork King himself remained
hunched over his organ; but every other glassy eye in the peculiar
theatre turned to examine us.

“Now,” I said, and we set down the chest, and
opened its top, and the Prodigy sprang up. “Now, play!” I commanded
him, and he set to his lips the flute I had seized from the
musician in the Hofburg, and played a pitch-perfect repetition of
the orchestra’s own music. Then he went further, and improvised a
clever twist, turning the phrase back upon itself with a precise
flurry of notes. The meaning was clear: it was a challenge.

What did V— have that the Clockwork King
should select it, of all the cities of the earth, for his first
conquest? What had the automata been searching for with such
thoroughness in the city? What but the Prodigy, the answer to
Kreisler’s question?

After a moment, the flautist of the
mechanical orchestra raised his flute to his lips. He played a few
notes, seeking to compete with the Prodigy’s improvisation. But he
could not; in a moment the Prodigy had joined the tune, and then
exceeded it, playing faster, better, and then directing the music
with a skill the automaton could not match. The flautist dropped
his instrument, and stood motionless, head slumped forward, arms at
his side. The Prodigy had won his first duel.

Then the others followed. One by one the
other musicians of the orchestra attempted to duel with the
Prodigy. One by one he overwhelmed them, improvising upon their
tunes with a mathematical clarity greater than their own, at the
same time making clear their soulnessness, their lack of emotion.
While his own fervor only grew. Listening to him, I felt my own
emotions rise in me, my own love, my own ecstasy, my vision of
Olympia.

Until at last all the mechanical men were
defeated, standing silent with their heads bowed. There remained
only the Clockwork King himself, sitting at the heart of the
mechanical organ, the bone-white organ of no generation but
entropy. He played no music, gave the Prodigy no challenge.

“Now what?” asked the Prodigy.

Then in a sudden movement the Clockwork King
brought his hands down upon the organ keyboard; there was a crash
of dissonance, and Kreisler, who had been staring in rapture at the
Prodigy, blanched. I ran up to the Clockwork King. He made no move.
I still clutched Theodore’s blade, but even so, what could mere
human flesh do against the solidity of his artificial body?

Yet I did not offer to strike him. Instead I
thought of Olympia, whose behavior the Clockwork King had so
entirely failed to predict when I had seen him last. Her image
filled my mind. I recalled her scent, the curve of her lips, the
sheer animation of her which tore my heart with lust; and I asked
the infallible seer of all the created universe “What is the
question you cannot answer?”

The King stood, and swayed in the silence. He
was built to give an answer to every question; it was a need, a
part of him as much as the need to love is a part of every human
being. But to this query he dared not reply. Ah, and yet he had to.
He had to, just as I had to love Olympia and had to kill Theodore.
Though to answer was to admit to his imperfection, to bring on his
own destruction. Unable to resolve this contradiction, he fled from
me.

The Prodigy scampered forward at once and sat
before the pipe organ’s keyboards. Kreisler was with him. Together
they began to play, calling the automata back to their city. Just
as we had planned. And I, I ran after the Clockwork King, driven,
as ever, by the thought of Olympia. For I had more that I would
know.

“Who is Olympia? Where is she now? Is she
still alive?” I shouted these questions as I ran into the darkness
of the palace. The Clockwork King was stronger than I, physically
so much more dangerous. Only, I had my questions to protect me, and
his failure to understand Olympia. “Why did you lie to me
yesterday? Why did you fail?” I chased him, quite mad,
hurling questions, demanding answers owed me.

Did she have other lovers? To whom had she
granted her favors? Or was she yet virginal? How could I make her
want me the way I wanted her? What things did she desire now, and
what men? What gave her most pleasure in her mind? In her body?
What should I do to win her love?

Beyond the music of the organ there began to
come the crash and thunder of shells exploding. The army had
followed the retreating automata, and now as we raced past the
windows explosions flashed in the distance. The violence inside my
mind was made real, rage and lust and need, the lightnings in my
mind. “What does she cry out in her moments of ecstasy?” I
shouted.

I paused. The Clockwork King had led me into
a darkened chamber. Then a fire flickered in a hearth; and it was a
familiar hearth. I froze, seeing, impossibly, my home. The
sitting-room in which I had lain ill years before. In which I had
contemplated murdering my best friend. And everything in it was
reversed, as though I had crossed through into a land on the far
side of the mirror. At once I felt again the fever of my childhood,
felt thought recede, felt nightmare overtake me. “Why are we two
and not one?” I muttered.

A shell exploded outside; I understood three
things at once. I understood that the mind of the Clockwork King
was so powerful as to deduce the circumstances of my earliest life,
and that nothing of me was unknown to him. I understood that he
knew what would happen on this night, knew that Kreisler and I
would bring the Prodigy to him, knew that I would ask the fearful
question and chase him even so far—and so he made this room, to
confuse me. But also I understood that for all his knowledge of
what would come, he had found no way to evade it.

Had I understood these things rationally, I
would have realized that he was, therefore, limited. But this was
not the case. I screamed, and ran to the mantle-piece, and took up
one of the candlesticks upon it, and threw the candlestick at the
mirror. The glass shattered into a thousand shards, and I threw
myself up and through the space behind it, shouting “Why do
I not want it to end?”

And on the far side of the mirror was an
odalisque, a harem-room, filled with women, young, beautiful,
veiled and nude, all turning to look at me as I fell into their
home, spitting froth from my lips, bleeding from the mirror-glass
that had cut me on my way. For a moment I thought that this was
where the Clockwork King satiated his clockwork lusts, and I felt
it keenly that he should have for his plaything whatever he might
pretend to desire while my own desire was so far from my grasp.

But then I saw that among that harem were all
the women of the court, and the Empress chief among them, in the
guise of Venus. Not all the women of the court: Olympia was not
there. But every other woman, and in their arms all the males of
the Imperial court, disporting themselves as they pleased, the
reality their dances had symbolized. As though I were seeing the
hidden desires of everyone I knew being acted out before me, and I
had no way to go but forward. I rose and began to cross the harem
of the Clockwork King, and all the faces of all the men turned to
me, and then I saw that they were all my face. It was I in the arms
of every woman, it was I disporting myself for the amusement of the
Queen of Love, yes, it was I too who was her lover, who was the
male principle of this dissolute council.

A darkness passed before my face; I felt
myself stagger. My fever. My wounds. Sight and sense returned
before I fell to the ground. I pushed on, howling out my questions:
“Who am I, that I should love? By what right do I love, what have I
done that I should deserve it?” No-one there dared to stop me as I
drove myself on, and stumbled into a long dark passage.

When the passage opened out again, I seemed
to be inside a ruined mausoleum. There was broken stonework to
every side, statues toppled and wrecked. A heap of fallen stones on
the far side of the room served as a stairway up which raced the
cloaked figure of the Clockwork King. Light came from a fire
outside of the room, set by a fire or gunpowder explosion, flickers
and flashes, and in the voluptuous shadows I seemed to see the
worst of the automata, the gryphons and unicorns and foreign gods,
all come home at the command of the roaring organ far below me; but
they were moving at their own will, I saw them, reaching for me,
and I could not say what was real and what was hallucination.

“Why must Theodore die?” I cried, staggering
through them. “How will I kill him? Why does she mean more than
him?” They receded before me, and I reached the pile of stones and
started to climb after the Clockwork King. “Who would I not
kill for her?” I shouted. But there was no answer.

Then there was fresh air upon my face, and
the warmthless light before dawn. And the sounds and smoke of
war.

I had chased the Clockwork King to a rooftop
garden, a thick mechanical forest where evenly-spaced metal trees
shadowed iron sod. The King staggered away from me, and I jumped
upon him. He fell, spread out beneath me. We rolled over together,
and brass arms fell upon my back, crushing me up against him.

“Why does no-one see the truth of Olympia but
me?” I demanded. Roughly I tore the hood from the mirror that was
his head. “How can I touch her, break her, to make her feel me?”
His arms, embracing me, ground my ribs against each other and I
could not breathe. Bleeding, feverish, drooling, my fingers
scrabbled over smooth glass. “Why does love mean pain?” I
gasped, and shattered the mirrored head of the Clockwork King,
which was after all only a close-fitting helmet, and underneath was
a human skull.

The skull said: “Can a shadow weigh desire in
a scale, or a serpent measure art by a cord?” And then the
Clockwork King fell back, and did not move, done in by the fatal
question he could no longer keep from asking. His dead arms bound
me, and for a time I lay atop him, drifting in and out of
wakefulness, gunfire and organ music surging in my ears. I thought
it odd that the question he could not answer was not, after all,
unanswerable; then it seemed to me that he could not answer the
question not because he did not know the answer, but because he did
not dare to provide it. To ask it was to answer it. To answer it
was to admit his ruin. Thus I had killed him with a question.

Then I was being pulled free of the corpse of
the Clockwork King. I screamed as my flesh was torn again. But I
opened my eyes, and I saw the glory that preceded the dawning sun,
and saw who it was that had freed me, and then knew I was mad, mad
beyond hope of return. “You,” I said. “Here.”

“Yes,” said Olympia. Did I love her? Or did I
love only the image of her in my head? At that moment those two
things collapsed into one. “I followed the automata when they
retreated from the city,” she said. “For I am being chased.”

Behind her, climbing up the stone stairway
from the Palace of Wheels-Within-Wheels, came Theodore. He had a
new sword in hand, twin to his old one, which I still, somehow,
held. “Ernst,” he said. “Stand aside.”

“No,” I said. He stepped forward, left hand
out.

“Let us be reasonable,” he began.

I stabbed him through the heart.

He blinked, and stared at his own blade
projecting from his chest. He whirled away, wrenching the sword
from my hand. “Ah,” he said. “The Clockwork King . . . he
said that I would perish here.” He fell to his knees, and then upon
his side, and died looking no man in the eyes.

For a moment in the mechanical forest Olympia
and I stood, silent. The powerful throb of the organ music made a
strange harmony with the shelling and gunfire at the edge of the
fair-ground. I took Olympia by the shoulders. “He is dead,” I said.
“He was a thief and a killer and a seducer and maybe a rapist and a
traitor, for all I know; but he was close enough to my soul as to
be a part of me; and now he is dead.”

She said nothing. I stared at the light of
dawn playing upon her face. Then I kissed her.

We fell to the ground, which was no longer
metal but true forest land, and there were trees above us with
birds singing to the accompaniment of the great organ, and
fireworks exploding all around us, and the sun shining; and we were
there together, and loved one another.

When I returned to myself it was past noon.
Some noise had woken me from a sleep or daze. I sat up. I was still
upon the roof of the palace, its metal soil, its artificial forest.
What had happened? What had really happened, and what had been
dementia? The Clockwork King was dead nearby. So was Theodore. But
the metal of the place was unchanged. And Olympia was nowhere to be
seen.

I looked over the edge of the palace. Living
soldiers, wearing the colors of the Empress, were demolishing the
city; having shelled it from a distance for some hours, they were
now evidently brave enough to approach to complete its demolition.
The automata, such as were intact, were everywhere immobile. I
watched the soldiers awhile, feeling the pains of the past night;
then I descended into the palace.

The Prodigy was asleep, curled up upon the
seat of the organ. I woke him. He claimed he had played the organ
all night, until he fell asleep; he thought that Kreisler had
climbed into the pipes of the organ and never come out again. “He
said something strange before he did, though,” the Prodigy told me.
“He said, ‘Now I see the answer; I see the way by which the answer
will come; sanity is, after all, madness, and our words are too
small for the truth.’” I shook my head, and we left the palace.

Outside, the soldiers glanced at us, and went
about their chores. We clearly were not the enemy. It was a grey
day; high clouds had rolled in, and a thin rain fell.

I left the Prodigy with a colonel, to whom I
gave instructions to see him carefully back to V—. I trudged
through the city of the automata. Its every proud tower had been
thrown down. Its jewels were scattered about in the mud underfoot;
most of them quartz and pyrite.

I came to the gatehouse with the hall of
mirrors. The hall was dim, lit by the dull light from outside,
bereft of mystery. Only glittering shards upon the floor, throwing
slivers of me back to myself, recalled what it had been.

Then I saw, in one corner, a single mirror
untouched. Whole. And madness rushed full upon me again, and I put
my hand upon the glass.

I said, “Can a shadow weigh desire in a
scale, or a serpent measure art by a cord?”

And at what I saw then, I gasped aloud.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE ALCHEMIST’S FEATHER

Erin Cashier



I HAVE ALWAYS DONE as I have been told, and most of my
actions have not been kind ones. I know because the Alchemist did
not always tell me to forget and so, trapped inside my jar, I was
cursed to remember.

I dreamt the dreams of dolls, and those were
the times I could see the past most clearly. I remembered the time
I crept inside a true man’s workplace to hide false evidence. And
when I delivered a botched love potion into a poor serving girl’s
tea and hid behind a jug of milk to watch as she retched black
blood and green bile across the floor.

Tonight as I dreamt, I became aware that
these were horrible things. They did not bother me at the time, and
they do not bother me now, but I am aware of them in a way that I
have never been before. And in the morning I realize one of my
fingers is gone.

~ ~ ~

“I need more time,” the Alchemist protests,
when the Prince’s latest emissary visits.

“You always need more time.” The emissary
walks around the room with a curled lip and an arrogant eye, then
picks up my jar and shakes it hard. I rattle around limp inside as
I’ve been told to do.

“I’m getting closer.” The Alchemist holds up
a small feather for the emissary to inspect. “This is a crow
feather—”

“The Prince wants phoenix feathers. We can
pick up crow feathers on any street in Vienna.”

“It is a process. You cannot just skip to the
end and create a phoenix!”

“What use are crow feathers to the Prince?”
The emissary takes the black curl of proof with his free hand.
“I’ve seen better tricks on street corners.”

“This is not magic—it is alchemy!” the
Alchemist protests and pounds a nearby table. Implements jump and a
cloud of charcoal powder billows. “I cannot just paint feathers and
make up a pretty story. Is that what the Prince wants?”

“The Prince wants the real thing,” the
emissary says, shaking my bottle roughly for emphasis. “But he
would like it quickly. He’s paying you a lot of money. For your
sake, and the sake of that rodent you call a servant, you’d better
hurry.”

“My supplies are low—”

“You’ve got all you’ll get. Your next
shipment will be your last. Either you can do it soon, or not at
all.”

The Alchemist tilts his head and raises an
eyebrow. “If the prince hadn’t put his sword into every whore in
Vienna he wouldn’t need them so badly.”

“Treason does not become you, Alchemist.
Finish it before his wedding day so that his ‘sword’ might be
healed.” The emissary flicks the small feather at the Alchemist and
it floats to the ground on a jagged path. He holds my jar tight and
makes a show of thinking about its destruction before snorting and
setting it down on the table, intact.

~ ~ ~

A night passes. Things happen. I am told to
forget and I must obey.

~ ~ ~

“Play with the girl,” the Alchemist commands,
releasing me from my jar at dawn. There are bread crumbs in his
beard and bits of bacon in his teeth. He spills me onto his desk
where the small black feather is now mated with a white one, both
of them aligned side by side atop a research book full of symbols I
cannot understand. I drop off the edge of the desk with a fall and
a tumble, in the nature of small things, landing in a crumpled pile
before picking myself up and setting off to find Maria.

Maria smiles at the sight of me, as I clamber
up the end of her bed. I walk the hills of her slight body and she
pinches her nose.

“You’re the smelliest doll ever, Alrun,” she
informs me, and I know it is true because I’ve been given a nose.
The lab was a sulfurous stinking place; not even the thickest cork
could keep the scent out of my jar. “Shall we go outside now?” she
asks and I nod.

Her stomach growls. “I’ll grab the crust, if
he’s left any,” she says to herself and places me upon her
shoulder.

With a rind of bread in tow, I sit on Maria’s
shoulder as she trots along the path to reach a glade where our
cabin’s smoke is unseen. In a fashionable city, no one would ever
tolerate the stench that rises continually from the three fires he
keeps lit. We’d been in a fashionable city, once. We’d had gold
once, too. But those times are past. I have forgotten most of them
because so much time has elapsed—newer memories crowd out the old
ones in my small and wooden head.

That, and perhaps the things that were made
to be my eyes were not so very good. I was ill-made, and I am
falling apart at a prodigious rate. Today, another finger is
lost.

“Shall we dance, Alrun?” Maria asks and I
nod. She holds me out, one of my hands in each of her thumb and
forefingers, and she twirls me around in the white-gold sun,
singing a song of her own creation. She has a voice like the birds
she sometimes protects me from, when a curious sparrow becomes too
interested in the shiny bits that are my eyes or the gummed string
that is my hair. She sings and spins until both her body and throat
are tired and then winds down to set me in the pocket of her
lap.

I am quiet while she weaves me skirts out of
grass and makes tiny wreaths for my hair. She places one of these
upon my head and I reach up to help her adjust it so that I can see
past an ivory petal of a flower and she gasps.

“Another finger gone! I didn’t—”

I gesture that it wasn’t her doing.

“You’re sure?” she asks, and I nod strongly.
“I wish you could tell me what happened.”

I don’t know what happened. I have been told
to forget. Even if the Alchemist had carved lips for me, that could
not change.

“I can make you new ones, I think.” She picks
up pieces of twig and whittles them down with her fingernails,
pinching off wooden strands.

I watch her silent concentration. How many
girls have there been? Three, at least. Before that, I hadn’t
bothered to count. But there was always one, a little girl, aged
just eight or nine. What has become of the rest of them? I cannot
remember these things, either.

But I think I like this one most. I don’t
know why, precisely—maybe it’s because Maria has given me a name,
something the Alchemist himself has never bothered to do. However,
if the past is any indication, there will come a time when she is
forgotten to me too.

And this, strangely, hurts. I stare at her,
trying to imprint her particular face on my mind, to hide it
someplace he could not take it from me. I see her truly now. The
dirt that seams where her hair and skin meet, the bruises along her
upper arm from his fearsome shaking, the cracked nails that even
now become moreso as she embarks on the serious task of creating
new fingers for me. She smiles, showing teeth like lines of the
chalk the Alchemist uses to draw symbols on his bench, and passes
me her efforts, two splinters of the right size and proportion to
replace the fingers that I’ve lost.

I try to attach them but they fall off and
down into the grasses below. Neither of us are Alchemists, it
seems.

“I’m sorry about that, Alrun.”

I shrug. I am neither sorry nor sad. Not
about this. Maria is just a girl, and I am only a doll.

~ ~ ~

We return later that night when it is too
cold to stay out any longer, once the wolves begin to howl. The
Alchemist is in his lab, and slightly fresher bread is out for
Maria to gnaw on. She releases me from her skirt pocket and I creep
alone back towards the laboratory and the jar that is my home.

I roll underneath the crack at the floor of
the door. “I see you, homunculus,” the Alchemist says without
looking. “Come here.” He points to an empty hearth. It is not like
any of his hearths to ever be empty.

I make my way across the room, past the
decanters and condensers that are his craft and obsession, until I
reach the hearth’s entrance.

“Inside with you,” he says and I am compelled
forward. “And into the jar.”

I do as I am told, like always.

~ ~ ~

I wake to find another finger gone. I am down
to just my forefinger and thumb, and it will be very hard to climb
up Maria’s bedding if this continues. But she’s already awake and
waiting for me when I come into her room.

“Alrun!” she says, and sinks down to my level
on the floor, taking her blankets with her. It has snowed during
the night and for all the fires in the laboratory, the rest of the
cabin is cold. “Alrun—last night was freezing,” she begins, as she
takes me up to her chest. She moves her lips to be near my
delicately carved ears. “Alrun, I crept out last night, to sleep
near the door to the laboratory, where it’s warmer. And as I lay
down, I could see between the slats of the door, Alrun. He’s got a
bird in there somewhere. A peacock. A baby peacock.” The next sound
I hear is that of her licking her lips. “Do peacocks taste good?
I’m sure they do. Have you seen it?”

There was a peacock feather that morning on
the desk, the same size as the other two, the crow and the unknown
white one. I recognize the peacock’s colors from their pictures in
his studies, green and purple and black. Maria takes my thoughtful
silence for negation and sighs. I settle in between her ribs
through the thin shift she wears. “I was hoping it wasn’t a
dream.”

I nod. This is something I understand now,
too. My recent dreams have the feel of memories. I genuinely hope
they are not.

~ ~ ~

Maria naps. She sleeps more these days. I
vaguely remember the others, sleeping more, near the end of my
memories of them. I find myself wishing that I had made more of an
effort at the time to remember. What will happen to Maria, when she
is gone? Will those memories fade as well? What can I do to not
forget?

I creep into the lab. The Alchemist is asleep
across his desk, his verdigris-stained quill tossed to one side. I
use him as a ladder and come to the place where his beard meets the
manuscripts he drools upon. I spread the locks of his hair and find
the proof beneath it, a feather no longer than the span of my palm.
I take it and return to her and place it at the end of her bed. My
Maria does not dream, and here is her proof.

~ ~ ~

That night, I am compelled anew. The
Alchemist places me into the jar himself and piles his mixtures
around me, red, white, black, green.

“There. Now. It begins,” he says, and I have
time to wonder, what? before it is over, and I wake to find
myself inside my jar again, looking out at the world through its
blurry glass. I wish that everything were so blurry for me. I know
I have had dreams of past ills done. I have no need for the clarity
of my nights.

Only my thumb remains.

~ ~ ~

I am playing with Maria when we hear wagon
wheels crunch in the snow outside.

“Alrun!” Maria gasps. “Food!”

We fly from her room to hide at the door of
the entrance to the cabin, where the Alchemist is speaking to two
men. They hold a jar between them, huge and glass. There is no food
in sight.

“It is not wide enough!” the Alchemist says.
His hands are covered in red powder and he strangles the top of the
jar with both his hands, leaving scarlet handprints behind.

The first and smaller of the men shrugs.
“It’s been made to your specifications, just as we were told.”

“No, it has not. The top. It is not wide
enough!” The Alchemist is angry. I feel Maria shrink away.

“Take it back—”

“The Prince said to tell you that this is
your last chance,” the first man says.

“No—I ordered a jar as big as—”

“This is what you get,” says the second man.
He’s quite a bit larger than the first, and larger than the
Alchemist as well. “This is all you get. He said that, too.”

At this, the Alchemist flies into a rage.
Maria creeps back down the hall to her room and we hear the sounds
of his anger, pots clanking and dishes breaking. He is as volatile
as the substances he seeks to create. But he never gets angry in
his laboratory, so the kitchen is where his wrath explodes. The
kitchen, and on my poor Maria. I leap out from her pocket, fall to
the ground, and then crawl out through a deserted rat hole—rats
having given up on finding food here long ago—to the outside world.
I hear the men mutter to themselves as they climb back to their
riding perch.

“You shouldn’t make him mad.”

“What, he’ll curse us? Bah.”

“He’s a powerful man.”

“Who lives in a cabin in the woods two long
days from the city. I’ll take my chances.” The larger man clucks at
the horses, and the wagon starts off.

“I wonder what he needs the jar for?” asks
the first.

And the answer of the second, if it is an
answer at all, is cut off by distance.

~ ~ ~

I return to find Maria, curled up upon the
floor.

Did he? Was—he? I look around the room, and
then I look again to her.

She smiles at me wanly. “I tripped, Alrun.
It’s my own fault.” She pushes herself up against the rough wood
planks, and then gasps in sudden pain. Her hand curls into her
chest like the head of a baby bird, before she opens it to inspect
a fingertip.

“A splinter.” She holds it out to show me. I
make a motion to take it from her with my remaining whole hand, and
she nods.

The splinter is long enough to be one of my
absent fingers, and it takes two tries to pull it free. A drop of
blood wells up in its path.

“My mother used to kiss my cuts.” She stares
at her own blood idly, remembering home or food or what I do not
know. I walk forward and raise my hands up to her finger, my one
hand whole, the other missing all but its thumb.

She proffers her wound to me, and I pretend
to kiss it, with lips that I do not have. I can feel the blood
stain the wood of my face, leaching into the dry pores, filling the
cracks and crevices with her.

“You’re a good friend, Alrun,” she says, when
I release her finger back to her. She stares at the white dot of
her missing skin and picks me up, cradling me gently. Realization
seeps into me just as her blood did. She—she is a good friend, too.
I wish I had lips now, for the first time, to tell her that.

“I left a mark on you.” Maria frowns at me,
and it stabs me in a way that I have never felt before. She licks
her thumb and smudges it fiercely across my face. “He’ll be mad at
me, you know.”

Why would he anger? I have marks enough upon
me. I am a creature of sticks and twine, and pieces of me will not
stop falling off.

“I took his key. While he slept. Tonight,
Alrun, I’m going to break into the pantry.”

I shake my head. Would that I’d been given
lips, with which to kiss and with which to warn—

“I’ve got to, Alrun. I’ll die soon, without
more than bread crusts to live upon.”

I shake my head more, and more, and more,
till it is in danger of spinning off, and I gesture with my hands.
I tug at her skirt and would pin it to the floor were I able.

She holds me up, and kisses me softly with
lips both cracked and dry. “I love you Alrun. I wanted you to know
that.”

“Homunculus!” the Alchemist calls, and I feel
the compulsion inside me to go to him, even though I want nothing
less. “Into your jar!”

Maria sets me down upon the ground. “Go to
him. Remember that I love you.”

This, the Alchemist cannot compel me to
forget. Nothing can.

I climb into the jar and it feels small it a
way it never has before.

~ ~ ~

I watch the Alchemist toil for hours,
preparing for another invocation of Chemia. He grinds and he mixes,
he pours and he boils, dancing around the hissing arrangements of
glass tubes and burbling molten metals he orchestrates for
himself.

“Come to the hearth, little man,” the
Alchemist says, and I do as I am told. He takes me up and tosses me
into the glass jar I have visited each of these nights, not the
larger one that the prince shipped in before.

He arrays himself before me, him and all his
tools. Piles of powders, red, white, and black, a brass cauldron of
liquid green, and last but not least, cupped in his palm, a pinch
of something yellow.

With his free hand, he picks up a stick,
grabs fire from the furnace behind him, and lights the nearest
pile. Black smoke rises and invades my lidless jar.

“Crow,” he commands. And like every other
time he has told me to do something in my semblance of a life, I do
as I am told.

I know.

The sticks I am comprised of bend and snap.
They fold in upon me, pulling together behind my back, and I am
covered in a wave of smoke, no, these, these things—they are
feathers. Hundreds of tiny feathers grow. The place I have instead
of lips lengthens and a beak emerges, still seamed shut, but I can
see it there, between my eyes, until this changes too, and I am
limited to seeing only things on opposite sides of my head. A dish
of liquid mercury, to my far right. And tongs, to my left.

He lights the pile of white and a cloud
erupts.

“Swan,” he commands.

The black feathers recede, and white ones
take their place. My arms lengthen as does my neck—soon the jar is
too small for me, and I am pressed against it, trapped inside.

I sorrow.

The Alchemist pours the liquid green down
upon me. Where it touches me, it burns. “Peacock,” he commands. My
neck shrinks in length, but my tailfeathers grow and grow and grow.
I am a creature of verdant green and striking purple. My heart
soars with all the colors I possess.

I hope.

And now the final powder is lit, a burgundy
as fine as ground blood.

“Pelican,” he commands, and my tail
disappears. Instead, my beak grows to an enormous length. I fold
inside the jar, head bowed as if in prayer, until my beak pierces
my own chest.

I bleed.

At last he reaches forward with his cupped
hand. He sprinkles the yellow that he holds there down upon me. It
fills my nose and covers my eyes.

“Phoenix,” he commands. A surge of power runs
through me. I am smaller now, but this jar cannot contain me. I am
the size of the earth, I am the potential of all things bound into
one, and just when it seems my heart cannot swell any larger—

The Alchemist reaches in with his tongs,
quick as lightning. He yanks off one of my feathers, and I see that
it is burning, like he holds not a feather but a flame. He plunges
it into the mercury bath beside the jar and it sizzles, releasing
noxious smoke.

And then the fire, my fire, seen at first
only as an abstract in the feather that he held—it reaches me. I
wish for lips anew, with which to scream and beg and plead. For a
creature of wood, there is no worse fate than fire. My life, my
hopes, my dreams, are all consumed in pain.

After a life of being told to forget, I now
know what it is like to be forgotten.

I will myself to remember, even as I feel
myself turn to ash. I will remember this feeling. I will remember
all of them.

I realize that I am alive, really, truly,
alive—just as I realize that I am dying.

~ ~ ~

My jar shakes, opens, and I am released from
it.

“Bring the girl here,” the Alchemist
commands, taking up his mortar and pestle again. The larger jar is
set upon the empty hearth. I know that I wanted to remember things.
What were they, and why?

“Bring the girl here,” the Alchemist repeats.
He looks up to stare at me. “And, last night—forget.”

The intention to follow his command flutters
in my chest, only—I do not feel half so bound to him as I once was.
And instead of the urge to forget, my will to remember redoubles.
Memories, not dreams, but what I think are memories, rush back to
me. Searing pain, but before that—life. I was alive. I think I am
alive, still.

I walk across his desk and see a small yellow
feather. I know what happened was real—the feather proves it. The
Prince’s price can be paid and we will grow fat on its commission,
and then—but this feather is small. I walk past it as though I did
not see it, off on the Alchemist’s mission. But I know that it is
not what the prince wants—he wants big feathers, from a larger
bird, and there is only one reason why we have had these little
girls with us for so long.

The doorways of my mind open up and
everything that I was told to forget wells forward. The times when
they were trapped, half of bird, half of flesh, cawing his defeat
until the Alchemist threw them, whole, into the furnace. The times
that progress was made, only to have them fight so hard they broke
the jars, because they’d been made of stronger stuff, not
half-starved like my Maria. The times that they’d died before any
of the transformations occurred, coughing out their lungs from
fumes, or swelling, green and bloated, from ill-mixed acids.

All of their deaths return to me, everything
I’ve ever done or didn’t do, every decision by action or inaction I
have made, landing like a flock of birds inside my mind.

I am alive now. Memories are my price.

~ ~ ~

“Alrun,” Maria says, after I wake her. She
clutches at her stomach and shakes her head. “Alrun, I’m so tired.
I don’t feel well today.”

I ignore this and grab Maria’s nearest hand
with my remaining good one, and try to draw her up from her bed.
Snow is piled high outside, I can see icicles hanging from the
roof, and yet—I have to get her away from here.

I cannot stand to have him pluck her sweet
fingers away, one by one, to burn her over and over.

“Alrun—is he asleep? I stayed up all last
night, after I ate dried pork and cheese. And now I’ve got a
stomach ache. He’ll beat me for sure, but if I return the key,
maybe he won’t realize it for a day or two.”

He’s not asleep. He’s grinding powders in the
next room to transform you into a phoenix. He’s going to make you
burn. I shake my head, in answer and dismay.

“Can you return the key for me? Maybe then he
won’t be so mad. He’s never mad at you.”

I hold up my hand that should have no
fingers, just a stumped palm, as evidence of his anger. But I see
that now that my fingers are returned to me and only my thumb is
gone. I flex them in amazement. Maria, however, has no will to
count. She takes my gesture as a sign of the effort I cannot make.
“I could tie it to your back, perhaps?”

I can see it in her face now, so clearly. How
and why had I missed it before? Her cheeks are pale, her eyes
sunken in, and the line between the bruises he’s given her and the
ones she’s gained from lack of food—even I who am so recently born
can see the death in her. I would tear my heart out and offer it to
her, were it meat enough to save her life. But—now I know. There is
a way.

I take the key from her and loop it about my
shoulder, tucking it beneath my arm. And then I gesture for her to
follow.

~ ~ ~

The Alchemist picks her up and folds her into
the jar. It is a tight fit—had he not starved her for so long, I do
not think she would have made it. She lifts a hand in protest and
fear sparks inside her eyes before she sees me. I put my finger to
where lips would be if I had them, and silently she nods.

He calls out their names, one by one. Crow,
Swan, Peacock, Pelican.

It is different with her than it was with me.
She’s flesh through and through. She has lips.

She cries. She screams.

The Alchemist waits for a moment. This might
be the only time I’ve ever seen him afraid.

“Phoenix,” he commands, and she changes.
Plumage bursts from her like an opening flower, yellow feathers
streaking out and down. Her strength is returned to her—she screams
now not with pain, but with power. The world is hers to set alight.
The Alchemist takes up his tongs.

I run forward, unshouldering the metal pantry
key, and hit it against the glass as hard as I can. She bites at
him with her beak from inside the jar.

“Homunculus! Stop it!”

I strike and strike and strike again. He
swats at me, knocking me back, and she still fights, until the jar
teeters, tips, and falls with a crash of glass. Where the broken
glass touches her it melts away, rolling off of her like tears. She
streaks upwards in flight, through the rafters. Her fire catches on
timbers and wood begins to split. Sparks shower down, landing atop
papers. Years of research turns to ash, and smoke fills the
room.

She is free. As am I. I run beneath the door
and to the rat-hole, leaving the burning cabin behind.

~ ~ ~

I think I know where I will find her. It
takes me a long time to walk there on my own. I am light enough to
walk atop even the freshest snow, but it is almost dawn when the
distance is covered. And she is there, my Maria, in the clearing,
just as I knew she would be.

She lies on dry earth now, scorched from
where she fell, like a comet to the ground. Beneath her shift she
is whole and plump, like ripe fruit, and she sleeps.

I walk up to her face and touch along the
line of her full lips, and she smiles in her dreams before
waking.

“Alrun—are we free?”

I nod. I think we are. She picks me up. “I
feel much better now. What happened?” She looks down at herself and
then around. The early snow is melting. We can walk to the main
road and wait for a rider to pass. I’ve been there. I know where to
go.

“I wish I knew what happened,” she says,
cradling me. “I wish you could tell me.”

I shake my head. Even if I had lips, I would
not utter a word.

~ ~ ~

I think the Alchemist lived. I think some
days he tries to call me back to him still, because I can feel his
will flutter in my chest. But there’s a different feeling there now
as well—my own volition.

So I serve another master now. I serve my
Maria, by choice.

And she never asks me to forget.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE MANSION OF BONES

Richard Parks



THE TWO GHOSTS APPEARED with the rising of the moon. At
first they were nothing but mist, each hovering over the pile of
stones on either side of the path that marked where the gate towers
of the Fujiwara compound had once stood. Large sections of
crumbling wall remained, but the gate itself had long since
fallen.

So much of the atmosphere of sadness and
misery of this place filled the senses that one might easily make
the fatal mistake of overlooking the ghosts entirely, if one—unlike
me—wasn’t expecting them. Beyond the opening I could see the grassy
mounds that contained the ghosts’ handiwork—piles of broken,
moldering human bones. They were sobering reminders of how easily
Kenji and I could join them.

At such times I was all too keenly aware that
I had not had a drink in over a week. I waited for the ghosts to
finish their manifestation while Kenji, blissfully ignorant, waited
on me, but I would not be rushed. Only now, with the two wretched
spirits before me, did I finally understand the full extent of my
mission here. Even so, I did not yet see what path I would need to
take to complete that mission, and our lives were in the
balance.

“Don’t you feel it?” I asked. “The
unrelenting sadness of this place? It sinks into my bones like the
cold of winter.”

“Lord Yamada, you’re a moody sort in the best
of times, and I know you don’t like ghosts,” Kenji the scruffy
priest said. “I’ll exorcise them if you wish, but you’ll have to
hold the lantern.”

I sighed. “First, no one asked you to do so.
Second, you charge exorbitant rates for such services.
Third. . .tell me again why you’ve insisted on
accompanying me? I didn’t believe your story about wanting to see
the countryside, you know.”

Kenji smiled a rueful smile. “If you must
know, matters are a bit unsettled for me in the Capital at this
time. Therefore I felt it prudent to make this journey with
you.”

“You could contain the abundance of my
surprise in the husk of one grain of rice, with room to spare. Who
was she?”

Kenji looked at the moon. “The wife of a
minor palace official. You wouldn’t know her.”

“Neither should you.” I thought of saying
more on the subject, but dismissed the idea. It was pointless to
scold Kenji. He was what he was, and even a reprobate monk with
both the appetites and the piety of a stray cat had his uses. “I
hope you brought your prayer beads. We may yet need them.”

“So I surmised. What have you led me to?”

I started to remind Kenji that I had led
nowhere; he had simply followed. I did not, since that reminder was
pointless too. We were three days from the Capital along the
southern road toward Nara, safely through the bandit town of Uji,
and now outside a ruined compound that, I was reliably informed,
had once belonged to the former provincial governor, Fujiwara no
En. “Former” as in nearly one hundred years previous to the rein of
the current Emperor Reiza.

“My client insists there is an object
somewhere in this compound that once belonged to her family. I have
been engaged to reclaim it. That is all you need know.”

“So your client is a Fujiwara. And the
ghosts?”

“Rumor, but a very consistent one, which
fortunately I believed. Now please be quiet for a little
while.”

There’s not much you can tell about a ghost
if its preferred manifestation is little more than a vapor, but I
was given to understand that these two normally presented
themselves in a more substantial form. After a few more moments, it
was plain to me—and especially Kenji—that this was the case.

“They’re women!”

I sighed. “Your morality may be suspect, but
your eyes are still good.”

The figures were still vapor from the knees
down, but from the knees up, they had the appearance of two very
pretty young women with long black hair and cold, dark eyes. There
was menace and suspicion in those eyes, but also a sadness almost
beyond bearing. Now I knew the source of the melancholy I had felt
the moment I came near to this place. I had seen ghosts times
beyond counting, but I found that I could not look into these
pitiful faces for very long.

They were clearly aware of our presence, but
they said nothing, merely hovering over the twin sets of ruins,
watching us.

“The Chinese say that ‘to make love to a
spirit is to know the ultimate pleasure,’” Kenji said a little
wistfully.

“They also say that to love a ghost is to
die. Is that a price you’re willing to pay?”

Kenji sighed again. “Such is the nature of
the bargain that one wouldn’t know the correct answer to that
question until it was too late. Still, they are lovely.”

“Were, Kenji. They are dead and have been for
most of the past hundred years. And unless you want to join them,
stay where you are, keep quiet, and leave this next bit to me.”

I rose just high enough to slip forward about
ten paces from where the old gate had stood, and with my back to
Kenji, I produced the token my client had entrusted to me. As one,
the two ghosts bowed respectfully and faded to mist and then to
nothing. “It’s safe to come forward now,” I said, rising. Kenji
soon joined me.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“I showed them my client’s credentials, which
I am not at liberty to reveal to you, so do not ask.”

Kenji scowled. “Then I’ll ask this: what
would have happened if we’d attempted to enter the compound without
those ‘credentials’?”

“We’d have been ripped limb from limb by
those two charming rei, which I can assure you are far more
dangerous than they appear. Look over there.”

I pointed to the thick clumps of grass that I
had already noted, now drawing them to Kenji’s attention. When
Kenji peered closer he saw what I saw: the graying skull and leg
bones of a man.

“What happened to him?”

“The same thing that happened to those two
over there. . . and there,” I said, pointing out more
unburied bodies. “Or do you still wish to pay court to those two
charming guardians?”

“I think not,” Kenji said, “but why did we
not wait for daybreak? Both ghosts’ and demons’ strength is
diminished by the sun.”

“Not nearly enough, I think, but in this case
rumor also has it that there is a demon guarding the item I was
sent to retrieve. In which case, only that demon’s presence will
reveal where the object may be found. If the demon hides from us,
so does our objective.”

Kenji just shook his head. “And a demon as
well. I’m beginning to think I should have taken my chances with
that lady’s husband.”

We passed through the empty gate. I noticed
Kenji keeping an eye on the ruins, but there was no sign of the two
ghosts. Not that I believed for a moment that they had departed. If
the stories I’d heard were true that wasn’t possible for them, but
they did not show themselves or interfere, and for now, that was
all I wanted. I had gotten a much closer look at them than Kenji
had, and there’s only so much pain and sadness one can bear to see
on the face of another person, living or dead.

The compound was—or had been—a rather large
one, befitting the status of its former master. The main building
was once a massive structure, but now it was little more than a
roof and pilings on a rotting platform; the left and right wings
that had once run perpendicular from the main house and connected
to it with covered walkways were little more than two long mounds
of rotten wood and vegetation. One or two of the outbuildings stood
as well, but little else. I knew where the garden had been, of
course, as the placement of the garden was a fixed feature at such
stately homes, but it was impossible now to differentiate it from
all the other weeds and trees that had grown as they willed in the
past century.

“You’re not going into that, are you?” Kenji
asked. “Forget the demon; the roof’s more likely to collapse and
kill you, if you don’t break your leg falling through a hole in the
floor first.”

Kenji had a point, but I didn’t see much in
the way of alternatives. I kept my hand near the hilt of my sword
as I approached the house; Kenji followed close behind and held the
lantern high, though the light did not reach very far into the
gloom of the house. The moon shining through the gaps in the
ceiling gave more, and I used it as I stepped on the great stone
leading to the veranda that encircled the decaying mansion.

I passed the threshold into the deeper gloom
of the interior, and the air was thick with the scent of rotting
wood. Even so, I quickly realized that there was one great
advantage for us in the dilapidated condition of the house—there
was, almost literally, no place to hide. Most of the sliding
screens that had once been used to divide the interior space of the
mansion had long since either collapsed or gone to tatters. Except
for the shadows not covered by either our lantern or the shining
moon, there was nothing hidden.

We located and entered the nurigome,
the family’s inner sanctum where treasures were likely to be kept,
but found nothing. After a slow and careful round of the interior
with Kenji holding the lantern, and even raising that lantern
toward the rafters, we could see that there was nothing lurking in
the house save for an ordinary rat or two and several moth-demons
and other nightflyers too small to be a threat. The floor creaked
ominously but otherwise held.

Kenji looked unhappy. “I know I’m going to
regret asking this, but what about beneath the house?”

That had occurred to me as well, but the area
beneath the floorboards was little more than a crawlspace, and it
would simply be impossible to explore it properly without the risk
of setting fire to the entire structure, a chance I was not yet
prepared to take. “That’s something that very well might have to
wait until morning, if no other signs present themselves.”

“Are you sure that what you’re searching for
is within the house?” Kenji asked.

“I’m only sure it’s within the compound. It
could be anywhere; the house simply seemed the sensible place to
begin.”

“There’s far more to this tale than you’re
telling,” Kenji said.

“Did I not say as much?”

We stood together near the center of the old
house. Due to its state and the bright moonlight, we could see the
approaches to the mansion in all directions. On the far side of the
mansion was an outbuilding I hadn’t been able to see clearly
before, but in the gloom it was hard to tell much about it. The
rats had fled, so there was nothing stirring anywhere and no sounds
save our own voices, the creaking of old wood, and the chirp of
crickets. Not even the ghosts were in sight.

“You can’t tell me what we’re looking for or
who your patron is. Fine. What about the story of this place and
those two ghosts? That’s history, not a confidence.”

I shrugged. “It was during the Fujiwara
Regency, if you must know. A time of great unrest and uncertainty.
As a member of that clan, Fujiwara no En, the governor of this
province, was recalled to the Capital to support the Regent. He
took his household and most of his bushi with him. The item
I’m seeking was left behind.”

“And the two ghosts?”

“Also left behind. Two trusted female
attendants of Lady Fujiwara remained with some of the older
servants to maintain the house, as no one knew then that the family
would not be returning. I think you can guess what happened
next.”

Kenji looked glum. “Uji.”

For more than a hundred years the town of Uji
had harbored bandits that preyed on travelers on the southern road
to the old Capital at Nara. This was not to say that all members of
that village were thieves, but a significant portion were and had
remained so by family tradition from ancient times until the
present.

“Just so. As the local Governor, En could be
depended on to make a show of force on his departure, but I’m
afraid he had no more tactical sense than the average locust. His
procession passed through Uji, so the entire town knew of his
absence. A dozen or so of the worst lot decided to seize the chance
and joined forces to attack the compound directly. They quickly
overpowered whatever guards remained, if any, and ransacked the
house. They found little save some rice, furnishings, and ordinary
cloth and did not believe the two attendants when they told them
there was no gold or any other valuables. In their anger and
frustration, the bandits murdered the remaining servants, then
brutalized the two unfortunate women before slaying them as well.
Or so the story is told.”

Kenji nodded. “So they died to defend their
lord’s property.”

“Actually, they died because their pitiful
excuse for a master didn’t properly consider their safety, and
because the bandits were foolish and greedy enough to believe that
a Fujiwara would have left anything of real value behind, despite
his haste.”

“Your opinion of the Fujiwara clan and this
man in particular is duly noted. Nevertheless, he left the item you
seek.”

I smiled. “True. But remember—he did mean to
return. Regardless, now this is a cursed place, and the attendants’
miserable, wretched spirits guard in death the compound they could
not defend in life.”

“There is some justice in this, that those
bandits and thieves would pay the price for the past crimes of
their village.”

I almost laughed. “You think these poor fools
were from Uji? Hardly. As the primary cause of the curse, they know
better. Those bones we saw are the remains of outside
treasure-seekers drawn by the stories of this place, and that is
the common fate of all who enter here.”

“Except for us. We survived,” Kenji pointed
out.

I smiled again. “So far.”

I know it was wrong of me to savor the look
of fear on Kenji’s face, but some temptations are not to be
resisted. I didn’t have long to enjoy it, however. As I was
glancing out toward the rear of the house, I saw a shadow that did
not belong.

The moon was still high, and I noted the
shadow cast by the house and another by the outbuilding that still
stood in the near courtyard about ten paces away from what was left
of the far wall, but there was a third shadow, roughly man-sized,
that had apparently been cast by nothing. It had been approaching
the house, but I think my attention alone had stopped it. Now it
stood, wavering, like the surface of a cold, dark stream.

“A spell of protection, if you please,” I
said. “There’s work to be done.”

Kenji took his prayer beads from around his
neck. “Spells? Do you think I am some sort of Chinese
yin-yang magician? I am a monk, and I invoke the protection
of holy writ. You also know I do not work for nothing, Lord
Yamada.”

“And you also know that if I die, you
die,” I said. “How does that weigh against the needs of your
purse?”

Kenji sighed and scratched his shaven head.
“Heavily, as you damn well know.” He began to chant. It might have
been a passage from the Diamond Sutra; I was not pious enough to
know one book of Buddhist scripture from another, but Kenji,
despite his flaws, knew nearly all of them and could recite the
appropriate passages at will. Which he was doing now. The shadow
moved away from us toward the outbuilding as we stepped out onto
the rear veranda, always keeping the structure to its back, or such
I judged its back to be. It was hard to be certain with something
so close to formless.

I drew my tachi. “Follow me.”

I stepped down into the wild meadow that had
once been part of the rear gardens of the compound and advanced
steadily toward the shadow, which continued to retreat, wavering
and reforming, until it finally began to take a more solid shape.
Kenji never paused in his chanting, but if the thing decided to
attack, I was far from certain that either my sword or Kenji’s
sutra would be enough to dissuade it. Even so, I believed I
was close to discovering what I needed to discover to complete my
mission, and I wasn’t about to stop now.

We were finally close enough to the
outbuilding to see what neither Kenji nor I had been able to see
before. The structure was neither a storage building nor a separate
studio of the type some noblemen occasionally built after the
Chinese fashion. It was a shrine, strongly built of stone with
glazed tiles for the roof, which explained why it was still
standing.

Our shadow stood in front of the shrine, but
it wasn’t a shadow anymore. A child of about twelve years of age
stood before us, normal in almost all respects except that, like
the two female spirits, his legs ended at the knees and were
replaced by what appeared to be a trailing mist. Kenji was startled
out of his chanting.

“Lord Yamada, who is that?”

“If I am not mistaken, it is Yamada no
Kasuke. My elder brother.”

“Your. . . ?”

“Come, Kenji-san. We are leaving.”

I put my sword away and turned back toward
the house. I set a quick pace. It took Kenji several moments to
catch up with me. “Wait, I don’t understand! Where are we
going?”

“Away from here. I must think about
this.”

“Your brother?!”

“My brother.”

On my way into the house I had noticed a
small bronze plaque with the wisteria design of the Fujiwara clan
spiked onto one of the posts bordering the veranda. The plaque was
no wider than my hand. I paused to pull it off the post, and the
nail broke off as I pulled it loose. I tucked the plaque into a
fold in my overjacket and kept walking, Kenji on my heels, until we
had left the ruined compound far behind.

~ ~ ~

Kenji and I reached our temporary lodgings at
the small temple south of Uji just before dawn. The monk on the
night watch seemed very surprised to see us. His surprise did not
surprise me.

“Our master will wish to speak to you,” he
said.

“We will be pleased to meet with him at the
noon meal,” I said, “if that is agreeable to him.”

When we returned to our room, I first checked
to make sure that our belongings were as we’d left them, especially
a large strong lacquered box fitted with a carrying pole. All was
as it should have been. Kenji noted my attention.

“Did you suspect the good monks here would
rob us?”

“I suspect that they’re not used to seeing
someone make a foray to the Fujiwara compound and return in one
piece,” I said. “No doubt property suddenly lacking an owner could
be considered a temple donation. I think this has happened before
now.”

“Well. . . .” Kenji looked
like he wanted to argue, but there was something else on his mind.
“Lord Yamada, I didn’t know you had a brother.”

“An older brother. It’s not something I’d
normally discuss. He died of a malady when I was seven. Such things
happen.”

“Well, I can understand your reluctance to
confront your own brother.”

“When the moment is right I will do what I
must, Kenji-san. But matters must unfold as they should.”

He scowled. “Meaning what? And why would your
brother’s ghost be lurking at a Fujiwara mansion that was abandoned
decades before his birth?”

“Both are good questions,” I said. “Which
must remain without answer for the moment.” Kenji started to speak
again, but I cut him off. “Remember, Kenji-san, your coming was
your own choice, not mine.”

Kenji just sighed. “What now?”

“Rest. Tomorrow evening will come earlier
than either you or I might wish.”

~ ~ ~

We took our mid-day meal of fish, rice, and
pickles in a place of honor with the abbot at the communal hall. He
was a hale and quite jovial fellow, only slightly plump and no more
than about forty. His priest-name, he said, was Rencho. There were,
by my count, only seven other monks present, most younger than the
abbot but cut from the same cloth, which made sense as the temple
was a small one with no great reputation, and they were doubtless
all native to that area. All were out of earshot. I did not think
this a coincidence.

“I am pleased to see you both safely
returned,” he said toward the end of the meal. All the talk before
then had been news from the Capital and pleasantries. I had
wondered when he would get to the matter at hand.

“Buddha is merciful,” said Kenji.

“Not always,” the abbot replied. “You might
recall that our brothers warned you about that place. We call it
‘the Mansion of Bones.’ Many travelers have come to grief
there.”

“Yet we have returned, as you see.” I paused
to finish a bit of pickled radish.

“That place is cursed,” Rencho said.
“Everyone knows that. I have no reason to doubt
you. . . .”

“Other than the fact that no one who enters
that cursed place ever returns,” I said, trying not to smile.
“Perhaps this will be more convincing than a traveler’s tale.” I
reached into the fold of my overjacket where I’d stored the bronze
plaque and produced it for the abbot’s inspection. “While I cannot
prove that this old token is indeed from the Fujiwara governor’s
compound, I think you’ll recognize the probability that it is.”

“Indeed,” said Rencho as his eyes opened
wide. “I think it must be.”

I put the plaque away. “Our business at the
compound is not yet concluded, but my friend and I must travel in a
different direction after tonight, so we will take our leave. Our
thanks for your hospitality.”

“May the blessed Buddha guide your steps,”
said the abbot.

Kenji looked thoughtful but, for once, said
nothing at all.

~ ~ ~

As night fell, we once more approached the
haunted compound. I carried the large lacquered box in a bundle on
my back.

The ghosts were out of sight, but they were
there. If I had been blind, still I would have felt their misery. I
did not know how the evening would unfold, but I found myself
breathing a silent prayer for success, for their sake as much as my
own.

“We’re being followed,” Kenji said, keeping
his voice a whisper. “The monks?”

I nodded. “Led by His Holiness Rencho the
abbot. I did wonder when you’d notice. Or the fact that they were
also eating fish today, as we were. Monks cannot do so without
breaking the dietary strictures of their order, as you of all
people should know.”

Kenji dismissed that. “And you should
know by now that some monks grow tired of rice and pickled
vegetables,” he said. “I know I do. What made you suspect
them?”

“I didn’t, to the extent that I knew they
would follow us tonight. I thought they were in league with the
bandits, rather than being bandits themselves. It seems I was in
error.”

I couldn’t attempt to judge how the monks
were armed without letting them know they had been detected. Kenji
had his staff and I had my sword, but chances were we’d be overcome
by sheer numbers if it came to an open fight.

Kenji sighed. “Threadbare indeed are these
times, when monks turn to lawlessness.”

I grinned. “Rencho is no more a monk than I’m
a Lady of the Court. I wager the real monks were either killed or
driven off long ago. What better disguise for bandits than monks in
a temple? As long as they are discreet in their activities, they
have a secure base of operations. This ‘Rencho’ must be quite a
leader, to keep that lot acting civil and at least mimicking the
forms of piety.”

Kenji was off on another stream of thought
entirely, despite our situation. “Wait a moment. They know what
little we have. Why are they following us at all?”

“I showed Master Rencho the Fujiwara
mon, remember? He expects us to fetch out the treasure
tonight. Surely we would not leave without it?”

“Are you’re telling me that there is a
treasure here?”

I sighed. “Whether there is an item of
intrinsic value or not is irrelevant. The point is: those men
following us do believe there is, and all the ones who died
trying to find it before us did believe it.”

Kenji’s knuckles were white on his staff.
“What do we do now?”

“We fetch the treasure, of course. Master
Rencho expects to ambush us and take it when we try to leave. I
would hate to disappoint him.”

“As simple as that? Assuming there is a
treasure, you don’t even know where it is!”

“Of course I do. My brother told me.”

Kenji just stared at me. “If this is how
insane you get when you’re sober, the first thing I’m going to do
if we get out of this mess is to buy you the biggest saké cask I
can afford.”

I grunted. “No more than enough to toast the
Emperor’s health, I wager. And my mind is as clear as an autumn
sky. Allow me to demonstrate.”

Kenji followed me through the echoing old
mansion, though now we entered the ruin only because it was the
shortest path to our true goal. We walked carefully on the rotting
floor and out onto the rear veranda. My brother was waiting for us,
standing between us and the small stone shrine. I took the bundle
from my shoulder and set it carefully on the grass, then drew my
sword and advanced on the image of my brother’s ghost.

“If you want to live,” I said, “leave
now.”

Kasuke stared at me and didn’t move.

Kenji walked up beside me, his priest’s staff
in front of him. “And you call yourself sane? How dare you threaten
your brother? And how do you plan to kill him if he’s already dead?
That’s a trick beyond even you.”

I sighed. “Kenji, you asked last night why my
brother’s ghost could be in this place. After some reflection, the
answer is obvious—there is no reason he would be. He had no
attachment to it, or even knowledge of it. Therefore, this is not
my brother.”

I addressed Kasuke’s image. “You are skilled.
You’ve stolen my memory of Kasuke and fooled my eyes into seeing my
brother so that I would not attack you. It was sound strategy. It
has failed.”

I took another step and the image retreated.
“Leave,” I said. “I will not warn you a third time.”

My brother’s image was gone in an instant.
There was a nearly overpowering stench, and then in its place stood
an eight-foot ogre with red skin, black hair, and an iron cudgel.
The monster roared and raised his club to strike. To his credit,
Kenji did not flee. He did, however, take one step back and started
chanting a sutra. I assumed it was one of protection, but I
didn’t even blink.

“So be it.”

My blade was in motion before the cudgel even
began its descent; I took two steps forward, made my best judgment
of my foe, and chose my target. Fortunately, I chose well. One
stroke and the fight was over. I did not congratulate myself on
either my bravery or skill, as I knew I owed the victory to
neither. All that had been required was to keep a clear head, and
so I succeeded because I had not been drinking. The idea depressed
me. I wanted very much to be drinking.

The ogre in its turn was gone. What lay on
the ground dead from my sword cut was a little wizened creature not
much larger than a monkey, with a human-looking face but the teeth
and horns of a devil. A very small, weak devil. I started to clean
my sword before Kenji stopped chanting. Apparently his eyes had
been closed the entire time.

“Lord Yamada, what. . . ?”

“A youkai. Just some little
shape-shifting monster with more skill than sense. I suspected as
much as soon as I saw what appeared to be my brother’s ghost. As I
said, my brother has no business either here or with me. Yet what I
saw wanted me to believe it was my brother. So I took some time
yesterday to ask myself why that was.”

Kenji stared at the pitiful little creature.
“I retract my remark about your sanity. . .for the
moment. What was your answer?”

“The answer was that I would never attack my
own brother, alive or dead. What do you think you might have seen
if you had been closer to this creature when we first encountered
the thing yesterday?”

“I don’t know,” Kenji said, though of course
he was lying.

I smiled. “I do. It would have been the image
of something you couldn’t—or wouldn’t—fight. Quite clever, really.
A skill that could potentially drive off even the most powerful
attacker, if it was fooled. I wasn’t. The image of the ogre was
simply a last resort.”

“But why the ogre at all? Why did it not
flee, knowing its ruse had failed?”

I walked up to the small shrine building. “I
think the poor creature had become attached to this, rather like a
miser with its hoard. As those pitiful ghosts guard the compound,
this creature guarded this shrine. That’s how I knew what I sought
was here.”

I opened the door to the shrine. The
moonlight caught the glimmer of gold. “Please fetch my box, Kenji.”
He did as I directed, and I reached within the shrine and removed
what lay within, placing it in the lacquer box. Kenji watched with
more than usual interest.

“Kannon? A golden statue of the Goddess of
Mercy?”

“That was what I was sent to find.”

Kenji let out a low whistle. “No wonder
people have been getting themselves killed to search for this.”

I laughed. “Rubbish. No one had any idea what
was here. They just knew that something was, and the
guardian ghosts by their presence appeared to confirm this. Let’s
be on our way.”

Kenji scowled. “Lord Yamada, aren’t you
forgetting something? ‘Master Rencho’ and his murderous monks are
out there waiting for us.”

“I have not forgotten. Let us greet them,
shall we?”

Kenji sighed. “I retract my retracting. You
are definitely insane.”

I didn’t feel inclined to argue the point.
Yet, despite his misgivings, Kenji went with me when I approached
the open gate where the door of the compound had once stood. I
judged the distance as best I could and stopped about twenty paces
from the dark opening. In the weak lamplight I saw a faint glow
from the top of each ruined gatepost.

Loyal servants of the Fujiwara, I ask of
you one last duty. For what I am about to force you to do, forgive
me. It wasn’t a prayer, exactly, but it was the best I could do
just then.

“Master Rencho. So good of you to come to
meet us, but as I said, we will not be returning to the temple
tonight.”

There was silence for a moment, but after a
while a familiar figure appeared out of the gloom and stood just
outside the gate opening. “Clever man, but you will not be
returning anywhere unless you hand over what you’ve found. My men
have the compound surrounded!”

I smiled. “Master Rencho, you and I both know
that you have less than a dozen men. This compound is too large for
you to cover all the gaps in sufficient force. My companion and I
could slip out at any one of a score of places, and you couldn’t
stop us.”

He laughed. I heard cruelty and murder
reflected there. “No, but we would see where you emerged. We know
this area. We would track you down before you got very far and make
you regret our exertions.”

That part was doubtless true enough, if he
had in fact dispersed his men. I was gambling our lives that he had
not yet done so.

“No need for threats, Master Rencho. Kenji,
your lantern please.”

I set the box on the ground on its side with
the lid facing Rencho, and placed the lantern in front of that just
off to one side so that the glow illuminated the box without
blocking their view of it. “Behold your prize.”

I opened the lid, and the lantern threw back
the shine of gold. “Kenji, run!”

I was already away, and Kenji followed me,
nearly blind in the dark. “Lord Yamada, what are you—”

He didn’t get to finish. A roar had gone up
from the front of the compound as several men rushed through the
gap between the gateposts. So much for my insanity. Real monks
would never have fallen for my trick. Bandits, on the other hand,
were as predictable as the change of seasons. The gleam of gold
drew them through the empty gateway, forgetting the curse,
forgetting everything save their greed.

Also forgetting, as I knew they would, the
two wretched but very deadly ghosts.

We heard the first scream before we could
even turn around. I instantly regretted the backward glance I took
then. The two formerly winsome ghosts were in the full power of
their wrath. Their black hair struck blue sparks against the night;
their white limbs had grown long and ended, not with delicate
hands, but enlarged talons. Their teeth were as long and pointed as
icicles, and they were, quite literally, tearing the bandits apart.
They took down those few who had the sense to try to flee first,
and then they turned on the rest.

“Kenji, hurry!”

Before we could get back, it was almost over.
As one, the two vengeful ghosts turned on the only survivor, who
happened to be Master Rencho, lying whimpering on the ground not
five paces from the golden statue. Kenji started muttering a
sutra as best he could, but he was winded from running, and
I knew it would be too late. I had no choice. I reached into my
robe again and drew out, not the plaque, but my original safe
passage.

“In the name of the Emperor!”

Loyalty had kept us safe so far. I prayed it
would again. There was a moment when I feared that it wouldn’t be
enough, that all was lost, but the two ghosts stopped a mere pace
or two from their victim.

I approached them, holding the symbol in
front of me. “You know my authority. This man is my prisoner,” I
said as I advanced. “Do not harm him.”

The ghosts resumed their usual appearances,
along with the sadness that had come with it—the sadness I had
felt at our first meeting with them. It was more overwhelming than
even their fury, and I was not certain how long I could bear it. If
I was right about what I was about to do, then none of us would
have to bear it, ever again.

“It’s over,” I said to them. “The last item
your master left behind has been recovered and will be returned to
its rightful place. This I promise as a faithful servant of the
Emperor. Your duty is discharged.” I kept my own doubts out of my
mind and spoke with the certainty of command, of right, and then I
held my breath.

“Onegai. . . .
Please. . . .”

It was the first time either of them had
spoken. Both women reached out toward me, not in threat but in
entreaty. At first I didn’t understand what they were asking, but
then I realized what they wanted and I remembered to breathe again.
I took the Fujiwara mon from my robe and held it out. “Go in
peace and take this token with you, as proof of your devotion.”

They both put their hands on the bronze, and
it floated away from me. In another moment they and the plaque had
vanished.

“I guess we won’t need your services after
all, Kenji-san.” I walked over to Master Rencho and kicked him,
hard. “Stop your gibbering, man.”

The pain seemed to bring the man’s mind back
into focus. Now his mind appeared to be focused on the tip of my
tachi, which I was currently pressing into the hollow of his
neck. “If I spare your life, will you promise to return to your
temple and become the monk you’ve pretended to be? The temple will
need new residents.”

He licked his lips. “I swear.”

“Then go.”

Master Rencho didn’t need a second
invitation. He scrambled past the bloody rags that were all that
remained of his followers and disappeared into the night.

“Now you’re trading insanity for
foolishness,” Kenji said. “Do you honestly believe that creature
will mend his ways? Most likely he’s running back to Uji to find
more men!”

“Likely? I’m counting on it. He will return
in force, but not nearly soon enough to catch us. We will travel
east through the woods until we reach the Iga barrier, then north.
We can pick up the east-west road in a day or two without
difficulty.”

Now Kenji blinked like some night creature
that had been thrust too suddenly into the light.
“Counting. . . ?”

“Master Rencho knows we’ve found the
‘treasure’ because he saw it with his own eyes. Unless I misjudge
the man, within hours the entire village of Uji will know. Within
days, the entire province and beyond will know.”

“And?”

“And they will return to this place looking
for us. We won’t be here, of course. Neither will the ghosts.”

Kenji looked around, frowning. “Are you sure
they’re gone?”

I was. There was no trace of their heavy
melancholy about the place now. What sadness remained, as always,
was my own.

“Quite sure. So the good people of Uji will
be free to tear the remnants of this place apart, for all anyone
cares. They won’t find anything. And no one else will come here to
die. Or for any other reason.” I closed the lid of the box and
picked it up.

“The Emperor sent you, alone, to destroy
those bandits?!”

I smiled. “Hardly. I was sent to retrieve
this item just as I told you. Nor did the Emperor send me here. I
was, however, acting in his name. Not the same thing. You weren’t
supposed to know that, by the way. If you tell anyone, I will kill
you. I mean that.”

Kenji looked serious. “I know you do, so if
it’s my death to speak, then I will know the full story of what I
am not speaking about,” Kenji said. “Who sent you?”

“Princess Fujiwara no Ai.”

For a moment Kenji just stared at me. “The
Empress?!”

I shrugged. “Yes, but more to the point: a
direct descendent of Governor Fujiwara no En.”

“Lord Yamada, everyone knows that Princess Ai
is proud, vain, and of most disagreeable temper. Are you telling me
that she sent you out of the charity of her soul to lift the curse
on this place?”

“Of course not. She knew of the statue’s
existence, doubtless from a family tradition, and she engaged me to
try and fetch it. I fear it was my idea that the statue’s removal
could be the means to break the curse. Princess Ai could not have
cared less. For my part, the plight of those two wretched spirits
perhaps clouded my better judgment.”

“Then what you showed the two
ghosts. . . ?”

“. . .was the Imperial mon,
the symbol of the Emperor. Against such authority, even their
original master would bow. As attendants still in faithful service,
they did the same.”

I removed the golden image from the box and
casually tossed it to Kenji, who let go of his staff as he
struggled to catch it.

“Lord Yamada, are you really insane—” He
stopped. He held up the statue, feeling its weight, or rather lack
of, in disbelief. “This isn’t gold!”

I smiled. “No, it’s gilded wood. A fine
carving well-protected by the stone shrine, but a simple devotional
image and no more.”

“And the rumors of treasure?”

“Rumors only, probably fed by the presence of
the ghosts, who were obviously guarding something. No one
knew of the statue, save a few members of the Fujiwara family, the
two unfortunate ghosts, and that pitiful youkai. But, thanks
to Master Rencho, soon everyone will know of it. They will tell
stories of the marvelous golden statue plucked from the ruins of
this place. They’ll know it’s no longer here and thus not seek it.
And even if rumors of treasure persist those who come here will
find nothing, suffer nothing save wasted time. I have completed my
mission. And the curse on the Mansion of Bones is lifted. In all
respects.”

“And the bandits?”

“At first I felt guilty for tricking the
ghosts into dealing with them for us, but that was foolish of me. I
was forgetting that the bandits of Uji were the physical and
spiritual descendants of the people responsible for the ghosts’
suffering in the first place. What I did was no trick.”

Kenji scowled at the carnage around us. “No?
What would you call this then?”

“A reward for devotion beyond the grave?” I
smiled a grim smile. “No, Kenji-san. I call it justice.”

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE MATHEMATICS OF FAITH

Jonathan Wood


THEY LOCK ME AWAY with
everything I could need except an exit. As they brick up the door
of my Pater’s apartment they tell me that if I prove my own
blasphemy to be truth then that will be consolation enough, and I
see the laughter in their eyes. My Mater stands with them,
imploring me to rescind my work, to claim failure, and to embrace
the incorrect.

“A prayer,” she begs, “a single prayer and
they will forgive you.”

But I refuse, my lips sealed. The truth does
not compromise. It can be ignored by others, it can be buried under
lies and mysticism, but it still will be, and I will not partake in
its obfuscation.

I am fortunate that my Pater lived
comfortably. I have been permitted to keep all that he willed to
me. My own belongings are lined up along the central hallway, as I
requested. The rooms have, of course, their own supply of water,
which in turn feeds the vegetable garden. Certain lab animals in my
possession will breed fast enough to allow for occasional
consumption. I certainly will not starve, unless it be for
company.

My first task is one of organization. Most of
my Pater’s furniture remains (except for his dining set, which is
unsuitable for laboratory purposes) and a couple of his other
accoutrements: his gramophone is superior to mine, for example, and
I also find a projector and several boxes containing decks of
filmcards, which I hope will pass some of my more lonesome
hours.

I decide that my Pater’s former bedchambers
will suffice as a storage room for now. It is undeniable that I
will need to sleep, but I am not yet able to regard that
disease-ridden deathbed as a place to rest.

I awake early on the morning of the first
day, ready to resume my experiments. I spend the morning reviewing
my notes and writing a summary in a fresh journal:

Life is equal to the sum of behaviors we can
perform and the time we have allotted to perform them. Let us call
life L, time T, and behavior B. Thus, L=f(B,T), where f(B,T) is the
relationship between behavior and time. If L=TB, then T=L/B and one
could simply increase T by decreasing B. However, experiments with
severed spinal cords and brain lesions have proved this
implausible.

Experiments involving the forced activity of
several species have also shown L=T/B (and therefore T=LB)to be
equally unlikely.

Therefore, f(B,T) must be a more complex
relationships. I now suspect that increasing or decreasing some
subset of B, designated bx, will
extend T. Identifying possible values of bx is the next step I must take if I am to discover
how to increase T indefinitely, and achieve immortality.

A day’s research reveals the most common
behaviors of my subjects to be: breathing, eating, digesting,
urinating, excreting, sleeping, walking, fornicating, procreating,
dying, decaying, mewling, being trod upon, blinking, and staring.
The latter seems to be the most prevalent. I then draw up a
schedule whereby I can experiment by enforcing or depriving my
subjects of one of these experiences (excepting death and decay)
and recording their subsequent life span and susceptibility to the
forces of entropy.

It is around this time that I learn to use my
Pater’s projector and begin to make my way through his decks of
filmcards.

It would be a compliment to describe the
majority of these stories as facile. The action is stilted in the
extreme, men and women adopting ridiculously stylized poses in
order to simulate the extremes of emotion. I can only assume this
is to ensure that even the most dimwitted of audiences is capable
of following the limited action, which almost invariably consists
of a woman dressed in so many layers of flimsy garb that she
appears to have been attacked by particularly vicious fog, falling
in love with one man and being preyed upon by another. The desired
lover is universally handsome and well-dressed. The undesired lover
is either swarthy or unhealthily thin. Undesirables are also
frequently identified by an elaborately groomed moustache. The
desired lover is unaware of the dangers posed by the undesired
lover until the last moments of the action, when the poorly clad
woman is at his less-than-tender mercies. Everything is then
quickly resolved by the means of a swift blow to the jaw.

Still, they pass the time.

My Pater’s collection of filmcards is so
extensive that is only after several weeks that I find a deck that
has any merit whatsoever. It is after the death of a promising
young guinea pig, whom I had dubbed Mathilde, which has put me in
something of a fugue. I view these black moods as one of my most
profound weaknesses. They are symptomatic of doubt and I must not
doubt the truth, only forge towards it. Doubt clouds the mind and
leads to such fallacies as religion and a love of the fantastical.
However, seeking solace, or at least distraction, I turn to my
Pater’s filmcards.

I pull a deck at random, lower the gas lamps,
slam the cards into the projection slot, and begin to
disconsolately crank the handle. Immediately the dynamo begins to
turn in the projector and its lamp-glow lights the screen. A moment
later a woman’s face fills the space.

I cannot accurately describe what it is that
the woman’s face causes to happen inside the confines of my skull.
However, the outward effect is that I stare. There is something
captivating about the turn of her eyelashes, the downward slope of
her cheekbones, the prominence of one earlobe appearing from behind
a thick swash of hair. There is neither sadness nor joy in that
face; she simply stares.

This look so affects me that I pay little
attention to the opening scenes of the film. It seems to match the
norm, except that the woman’s dress is less ethereal than most, and
closely mirrors the garb of a priestess. As if to make up for this
concession to realism, the villain is even more stereotyped than is
usual. He is emaciated in extremis; dressed purely in black, with a
battered top hat that exaggerates his height, and a long, waxed
moustache that he twirls incessantly.

It is only after the first quarter of the
narrative that I notice further oddities. For a start, the desired
lover has yet to appear. Secondly, the nature of the villain’s
advances is portrayed in a startlingly graphic manner. While I do
not see him physically touch the priestess, his desire is portrayed
to an extent that tests the limits of taste.

At the narrative’s halfway point comes a
scene that shocks me so much that I momentarily stop turning the
projector’s handle. The villain has so engineered events that he
and the priestess would be left alone. The scene closes with him
advancing in a menacing manner that would seem parody were the
priestess’s fear not so palpable. The next scene shows her hair and
clothing in disarray as she weeps into her hands. This is not the
exaggerated bawling that I have seen played out so many times
before, but real tears of tragedy that slip between her fingers and
seem to soak the very wall onto which her image is projected. I
tell myself that my conclusions must be mistaken, but in the very
next scene my fears are confirmed: she shows the clear profile of a
woman in the early stages of pregnancy.

My jaw hangs. The scene had been artfully
constructed so that nothing was truly seen, but still the actions
implied are so shocking as to test the limits of belief.

After a moment’s pause I begin to turn the
projector’s handle with renewed haste.

The priestess, unable to hide the pregnancy
for long, is locked away in a similar manner to myself, for her
presumed sins, for her infant conceived without the sanctity of
marriage. I wait, watching, my heart in my mouth, for her hero to
appear and to rescue her. For ten long minutes I watch her pace
empty rooms, watch her belly swell, watch as no-one comes to save
her. Her only companions are two canaries, one little more than a
chick.

The final scenes leave me breathless. The
priestess’s condition enters its final stages, and, though she
hammers at the portals of her sealed chambers, no-one comes to her
aid. The artist responsible for the narrative cuts his scenes
faster and faster, becoming more and more metaphorical. We see her
eyes tighten in pain; a shot of the two birds, both young and old,
silhouetted against a gas flame; the woman’s hand clenching her bed
sheets; the gas flame flickers; the woman’s hand relaxes; the young
canary sitting alone on its perch, its older companion nowhere in
sight.

The film closes on the face of a newborn
child. It does not cry or fuss as would most of its peers. It
simply regards me from the screen with the same expressionless
visage that its Mater had held at the outset of the tale.

My heart pounds. This is it? The hero has not
come. The villain has not been punished. And the priestess? She
dies in childbirth. The shot of the lone canary seems to carry the
message clearly and yet I cannot quite believe it. I remove the
filmcards from their exit tray and replace them in the feed slot. I
turn the handle again. The poor woman’s fate plays out before me
once more and this time it is undeniable: she dies alone, her
persecutor unpunished.

I am obsessed by the narrative. My work
suffers. I forget to feed my animals and several of the mice turn
to cannibalism (I am aware enough to note that this in no way
increases their lifespan). I find myself leaving my study to watch
the priestess’s fate over and over. My once dreamless nights are
now haunted by the woman’s staring face. It is not exactly that she
is beautiful, because she is not, but rather it is some tragic
empathy inscribed into her features that fastens my gaze.

There is also the matter of our parallel
fates. I cannot help but notice that we are both unfairly
imprisoned in the same manner. We both go on with no hope of
rescue. And then? She dies, her suffering invalidated, her only
heritage a doomed infant.

In the end it is the newborn’s empty stare,
its hopeless fate, that stimulates me to resume my studies, to
redouble my efforts even. This response would provoke my Mater to
call the narrative a sign from the Gods, but that is her
foolishness. It is inspiring happenstance, coincidence.

The days turn into weeks, which themselves
stretch out to one month and then another. As time passes, I cannot
help but notice that I have become more lonesome. I start to mutter
to the animals. It begins with harmless pleasantries, but soon I
begin to catch myself delivering speeches and lectures to my
uncomprehending subjects.

“All experiments so far have resulted in
death and, hence, failure,” I find myself telling a blinking rat.
“There may yet be a particular behavior that I have not yet
investigated that extends lifespan, but it is not one that occurs
naturally. Therefore any behavior that does imbue additional years
to one's life must only occur rarely and possibly it is unnatural
to many of my subjects. While these behaviors—swelling, growing
extra limbs, self-consumption—should, at some point be examined,
their very nature makes them difficult to simulate in a laboratory
environment. I therefore intend to start investigating the
possibility of a third variable that modulates the relationship
between behavior and lifespan. As to the nature of this
relationship—”

The rat turns and scurries away and my words
dry up.

I am unsure how to feel about this new
permutation in my own behavior. There is, of course, the chance
that it will improve my lifespan, but I have investigated
vocalization to the best of my ability and it seems to have little
effect on my subjects.

Whatever it demonstrates about my mental
health, this conversation does open a particularly rewarding new
line of research and once more the joy of experimentation fills my
days.

One evening, after several such days I
collapse, exhausted, into a chaise. I have given up staring at
notes and metaphysical equations and have resorted to playing with
Klaxon, one of my more gregarious mice. He is scampering over my
hand, up-and-down my sleeve, listening to my occasional mutterings
when my thoughts turn to the well-worn track of the affecting
narrative of the priestess.

So, allowing Klaxon to find a comfortable
spot on my shoulders, I fetch out the projector and the deck of
film cards. I set things up, place my glass of wine on a nearby
table (a rare indulgence these days given my limited supplies), and
settle back, one hand ready to turn the projector’s handle.

I have just passed the half-way point, the
priestess having been shoved, wailing into her cell, when Klaxon
loses his grip. Why, I cannot say, but he falls from my shoulder.
Fearing for his life, I make a snatch at his tumbling form. In my
haste, I knock the half-full glass of wine from where it stands and
send it spinning through the air to crash into the projector. There
is a spark as the wine hits the projector’s still glowing light
bulb. There is a brief flash of light, and then the bulb dies.

I curse Klaxon soundly, try turning the
projector’s handle to no avail, and throw up my hands. With no
imports to my eight-room kingdom, light bulbs are amongst my most
precious resources. I do not deign to find Klaxon and instead go in
search of my electrical supplies.

The smashed glass cleared away, the bulb
replaced, myself reassured that the projector’s gear-works are dry
and will not rust, and that the filmcards are dry and unstained, I
count my blessings and begin to turn the projector handle and
resume my evening’s entertainment.

I am surprised to see the woman’s face close
up to the screen. I left the cards as they were—half in the
feed-slot, and half in the exit tray from which I will collect them
at the end of the viewing. How can I have returned to the first
scene? Then I notice that her expression is unfamiliar to me. She
peers at me perplexed, her brows knit in confusion. This is not the
blank stare that haunts my dreams. The woman turns around and walks
away from me. As she distances herself from the screen, I, once
more, see the familiar environs in which she is held captive. She
turns back to look out once more, her confusion written even more
plainly on her face. My own expressions mirror hers. I cannot
fathom where this new scene has come from, how I can have missed it
before.

Then an inexplicable phenomena occurs.

“Hello?” The voice is hesitant; light, tinny,
as if coming from a great distance.

“Hello?” The word comes again.

I stare around wildly. It is so long since I
have heard a voice other than my own that I am almost astounded to
simply be exposed to one. But the potential source of the sound is
what really has me. I instantly drop the handle of the
projector.

A hallucination. A hallucination is the only
possible explanation. But what was its cause? Is my imprisonment
finally telling? Is my isolated mind beginning to crack? Have I not
been sleeping enough? Did I bang my head recently? Could it have
been something I ate?

A quarter hour of contemplation later, I am
still without an answer, and the depression is back, stronger than
before. It becomes harder and harder to blame the hallucination on
anything except my own weakening psyche and I find myself
transfixed by the idea of my own self ranting and rambling around
the rooms, wasting away, the image of my Pater as the disease ate
his health and mind.

I resume watching the narrative out of sheer
obstinacy, out of a desperate attempt to not succumb to the shadows
in my mind. Again, I watch the priestess, forlorn and abandoned,
pace her chambers. But, after a few minutes, oddities begin to once
more slip into the narrative. The priestess will go through her
familiar actions but, every so often, she will turn to the screen
in a way that seems unfamiliar to me, stare at it, as if deeply
troubled, and then turn away. I crank defiantly at the handle of
the projector.

Her pregnancy is far along when the voice
comes again, and this time there is no mistaking. The priestess
stops her pacing and turns to fix me with those sloping gray
eyes.

“Hello?” she says.

I watch her lips move.

“Hello? Can you see me?”

I set my jaw and continue to crank the
handle. She stares at me, rubs her eyes and shakes her head.

“Dear Gods,” she says it to herself but I
hear her quite clearly, “am I losing my mind?”

I close my eyes as I turn the handle to the
narratives end. Even as events proceed along their predestined
path, she questions me, questions my existence, her own, what is
happening to her. I never answer. It is worst at the end. As she
births the child and works her way to the end of her life, I hear
every scream.

I am barely in control of myself as the
screen goes blank. I cannot let go of the projector’s handle and
continue to crank it round and round, clack-clack as it searches
for filmcards that are not there.

When I finally let go, it is to return to the
decanter at my desk. I throw decorum to the winds, not caring for a
glass, and tip its contents down my throat.

The rest of the evening is a blur. I wake,
aching and stinking, still dressed, clutching a half-empty bottle
and surrounded by the ruins of several others. My first business of
the day is to void my stomach, hugely and noisily onto the floor.
Once this is done, I lie on my chaise, curled like a fetus, waiting
for the madness to take me.

It is late in the span when I finally rise.
Nothing further has happened, except that the volume of my subjects
has risen as they clamor to be fed. I go through the actions like a
marionette, trying to work out if it is still I who controls the
strings.

Night has fallen before I turn to the
projector once more. By now I am mostly convinced that it was all a
dream, a terrible dream, but I still approach the projector with
fear. I am a scientist, though. I must pursue the truth no matter
how distasteful its message. So I remove the filmcards from the
exit tray and put them back in the slot. Hand trembling, I begin to
turn the handle.

After a quarter hour, I am almost laughing
with relief. Everything is as it should be. Everything is normal.
The actors and actresses act out their parts, their actions
captured forever in the myriad holes of the filmcards. I know the
truth and I am glad that I stood fast to its pursuit.

I do not even hold my breath, count my
heartbeats, as the priestess is pushed into her prison.

The door closes behind her.

She peers around in a way I have never seen
her do before.

My heart in my mouth, I continue to turn the
handle.

Again, she turns to the screen. Again, she
peers out at me. Again, she says, “Hello?”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “No.”

The effect of my words upon her is
instantaneous and alarming. She reels back as if struck, hand
clutched to her mouth, and crashes into the back wall. I see the
canaries flutter, disturbed, around their cage, but they make no
sound.

My hand falters and I lose my grip on the
handle. The image is displayed, frozen before me. The canaries are
caught mid-flight, the woman half-collapsed. Her robes splay
backwards, as if cast in stone. Everything is still. Then the
dynamo winds down and the image fades.

I think I may faint. Blackness invades the
corners of my vision. I can’t control the shaking that overcomes
me.

Eventually, my breathing slows and my hands
rest more calmly in my lap. I attempt to hypothesize: I,
subsequently referred to as the subject, experience hallucinations
when exposed to one certain narrative. The subject does not appear
to have any other symptoms of madness. Therefore, there is
something specific to the narrative that affects him. However, the
source of the symptoms could lie with either the narrative
(formulated as N=sum of narrative parts [actors, actresses, sets,
average and median scene length, overall length, rapidity of cuts,
angles of shots, etc.]) or in the subject (S=sum of his own parts
[limbs, hair color, preconceptions, etc.]).

I prefer the theorem that there is a feature
of the film the affects me. To elucidate the potential cause I
must, therefore, study the film and categorize its elements. I must
watch it again, possibly many times. I must ignore the
hallucinations and instead concentrate on the narrative itself.
When the images summoned by my own mind interfere with or obfuscate
those on the screen then I shall have to rely on my memory, for as
long as I can trust it.

I fetch my notepad and, thus equipped, resume
my watching. The image picks up from the precise point it left
off—the woman back against the wall, hand to her mouth. She stares
at me. I resolutely begin to categorize her items of clothing in my
notepad. Then I start to list the pertinent features of her
surroundings. After a while, the priestess slumps to the floor in a
most unladylike fashion, She giggles, wipes her brow. She leans
towards me.

“Can you. . . ” she says, then
shakes her head smiling, with terror in her eyes. “Can you see
me?”

“Ornate fireplace,” I say aloud, scribbling.
“Wrought iron bird cage. Canaries: two, one considerably younger.
Six candles. Six candlesticks.”

“Can you hear me?” she asks. “I can hear
you.”

“Velvet curtains,” I reply, my jaw set.

“I don’t understand,” the priestess says,
though not for my benefit.

She walks off-screen. When she returns she is
dressed the same but her stomach has swollen, just as it always
does at this point in the narrative. She approaches the screen.

“Please,” she says, “I don’t know if you can
hear me. . . . By the Gods,
I don’t even know if you can see me, but if you can, please answer
me. Please help me. I am with child, I am. . . .”
Her lip quivers and my pen pauses, suspended above the page. I know
I must press on, that I cannot be taken in by these delusions, but
her fear and hurt are so palpable.

“Please,” she says. “Please help me. There is
no-one else.”

I swallow hard and regard my notebook.

“Go away,” I say as firmly as I can manage.
“You are not real.”

Again, my words have an electrifying effect
on the woman. I cannot help but watch as she reels away with a
shriek.

“By the Gods,” she says once she has
recovered. “You. . . you hear me? You see me?”

“You are nothing but a fabrication of my
isolated mind. Please resume your original actions and allow me to
return to mine.” I adopt an austere tone, seeking stability in
formality.

“What are you saying?” The priestess turns to
face the Heavens. “What is going on?”

“You are being punished for a crime that is
not your fault,” I say, trying a more patient tone. “You are
imprisoned. There is no escape for you.”

“What?” The woman’s eyes are wide. “How do
you know? How could you. . . .” Fury suddenly
flashes in her eyes. “Are you from him? Has he sent you to taunt
me? Filth! Even now, even after all, you still will not leave me
alone? You must debase me further?”

Her accusation, her tone, the rawness of her
emotions, all conspire to overcome me.

“No madam,” I exclaim. “Most certainly not. I
demand that you withdraw—” And then my actions catch up with me. I
am arguing with my own delusion, one summoned from the punched
holes on a filmcard, from the projector’s flickering
bulb-light.

With my free hand I massage my temples. “You
are not real,” I mutter to myself. “You are not real.” I repeat the
phrase like a mantra, like an incantation to banish her, almost
like a prayer. It is this final realization that snaps me from my
reverie and brings me back to my studies. I have sworn not to stoop
to the depths of prayer.

I pick up my pen and resume my notes upon the
film’s features. I ignore the priestess, her accusations,
implorings, and other expostulations. The passage is hard,
especially at the end, as her begging turns to screams and the babe
once more takes her life for its own, but I am resolute.

The next day I am more myself. I cease
discussions with my animals, tend to several newborn rabbits (their
birth allows me to take one of the older subjects for my dinner
that evening), and make, what I believe is, significant headway in
my thinking about a third variable. Whatever it is that modifies
the relationship between behavior and lifespan is unlikely to be
entirely random. There is likely to be some sort of logical
connection between all parts of the equation. I work for several
hours on factors that could possibly be related.

In the evening, after a delicious stew, I
resume my studies of the narrative. The most salient feature of the
hallucinations is their onset, which always occurs at the moment of
the priestess’s incarceration. After this point she again begins to
alternately implore and curse me. She soon gives up however, and I
am briefly hopeful that the hallucinations are slipping away, that
the mere technique of scientific observation is reducing them.
However, the priestess stays slumped, sitting on the floor
regarding me, refusing to return to her usual actions. Occasionally
the screen flickers momentarily to black and when the picture comes
back the priestess’s stomach has noticeably increased in size. In
this manner she makes her way towards her inevitable demise.

After the priestess’s death I strike upon a
theory. If the madness always comes upon me at the same point in
the narrative, surely by avoiding that part I can avoid the madness
itself. I have no idea how one would skip this part of the
narrative manually, so instead I plug my ears with cotton-balls,
holding them in place with a blindfold I have perched on my
forehead, ready to drop at the appropriate moment.

This experiment is a dispiriting failure. The
whole case is quite inexplicable. However, after viewing numerous
other, lesser productions I am able to confirm that my symptoms
are, at least, limited to this one narrative.

The priestess herself lapses into silence
over the coming weeks. She sometimes paces her rooms, but never in
the old patterns. I often hear her hum or sing to herself. She has
a pretty voice. Occasionally she will sit and sob. These times are
the hardest.

One night, I am experimenting with other
forms of sensory deprivation (this time is my nasal passages are
stuffed with cotton-balls and I am breathing through my mouth) when
she addresses me directly.

“I know that you refuse to speak to me, that
you deny that I exist despite the fact that you clearly see
me. . . I do not understand why for the life of me but,”
she squares her jaw, resolute, “I am going to speak to you, sir, no
matter your response. To not do so will drive me insane, unless I
am insane already. Ever since you first appeared in my life things
have seemed so much less bearable, the cycle of things weighing so
much heavier. . . .” Her voice quavers. “Maybe the
Gods punish me, though I cannot find any sin my past that seems to
deserve such punishment. But Their ways are not our own.”

She turns away, looking harassed, pushes her
hair back from her forehead. “I am rambling, sir, please forgive
me. I have thought so often of what I may say to you, and, now that
I am doing it, all my thoughts have left me.”

“I simply. . . . I simply wish there was someone
to explain to me what was going on. Before. . . before
all this, life seemed so clear, so laid out. There was a pattern to
things. Now. . . . I don’t
know. . . . Dissatisfaction
claws at me. Perhaps, please, sir, I implore you, speak to me
please. That is all I want, someone to share the burden of
imprisonment. These walls. . . . By the Gods, I feel as if I am
the foundation that they lie upon and they are crushing me. All I
ask is a few words to help me bear the weight. Please sir,
please. . . .”

“I. . . ” I say, and then
words fail me.

She turns those big, gray eyes on me, and I
feel every ounce of the weight of which she speaks.

“I am sorry,” I say. “You do not exist.”

“May the Gods damn you! Why do you say that?
You watch me suffer over and over, you sit and you write down your
notes and you hum and you hah, and you avoid my gaze, and I can see
full well that you believe wholly in my existence. Why? Why do you
hold me like a specimen in a jar? Does it bring you pleasure to
torture me so?”

“No, madam,” I say stiffly, regarding my
feet.

“Look at me!” she demands.

“Madam, I—”

“Look at me.” Her voice is calmer but no less
commanding.

I look up. A tear runs down her face. She
touches it with her finger, lets the drop settle there. She holds
the finger forward, advances upon the screen until it is filled
with fingertip and its tiny bead of saline.

“Do you believe in this?”

I try to say no but I cannot. I stand, mouth
slightly open, unsure. She removes her finger from the screen and I
see her face again.

“Why do you say that you don’t believe in
me?”

“Because you cannot exist.” It is the truth.
Surely she cannot deny it?

“What are the conditions of a life?”

I throw up my hands. “There is no point in
furthering this discussion. You are but a fragment of my
imagination.”

“Tell me.” She seems calm, but I suspect
otherwise.

I consider her demand. “I will humor you,
madam, but only because it is always helpful to speak one’s ideas
aloud, as it helps to concentrate the abstract into the concrete.
Life consists of a number of behaviors and the time we have to
perform them in. There is also some third, related, but as yet,
unknown variable that links the latter two together in a, as yet
unclarified, relationship.”

She paces. I go to continue but she holds up
one hand.

“I have a lifespan,” she says. “It is as long
as the filmcards, is it not? I blink into existence at their
beginning, and before their end I die, do I not?”

I am not sure how to respond and so I do not.
The screen flickers and the priestess’s belly swells.

“By the Gods, answer me, I do not have much
time.”

“Yes,” I concede. “By your formulation you do
have a lifespan.”

“And I act upon the world, do I not?” She
picks up the birdcage and shakes it. The canaries flap around in
mute distress.

“No, madam, that is where, your argument
fails. You have no effect on my world, only your own.”

“I have an effect on you.” She is
resolute.

“I beg your pardon, madam.”

“I cause you to talk. I cause you to take
notes in your notepad. I cause you to behave differently than you
would if I did not behave in a certain manner.”

“But that, madam, is because you only exist
within the confines my mind.” I refuse to be caught in such an easy
trap.

“What proof do you have of that?”

“The proof of history, madam. Never before
has a character in a narrative demonstrated its own free will.”

“When the first chicken laid the first egg,
did it only exist in the chicken’s mind?”

“Jest has no place in scientific
discussion.”

“Can anyone else see me? Hear me? Or is it
only you?”

“I do not know,” I concede.

“Then bring someone else in. I guarantee you
that they too will see me.”

“There is no-one else to bring in.”

“What do you mean?” She stands, hands on
hips, interrogative. She has an abrasive manner, quite out of
keeping with her demure appearance. The screen flickers once more
and her belly swells, her posture changes to something more
suitable for bearing the weight.

“Tell me,” she says, “what do you mean.”

“I find myself in a similar situation to
yourself,” I concede. “I am trapped in similar circumstances, by
merit of the same set of laws.”

Her brow furrows. “You mean—”

“I am a blasphemer, madam, as are you. I,
however, both deserve and embrace the name.”

“This is too strange.” The priestess shakes
her head and then, abruptly, clutches her belly and moans. “It is
coming,” she says. She grunts again. “Gods, it comes so fast. Maybe
there is still time.”

I watch as she rushes to the portal and
begins to hammer on the door, screaming for help.

“No-one comes,” I murmur. “No-one ever
comes.”

To my surprise, the priestess turns to me and
smiles. “I know,” she says. “But if we do not live in hope, why do
we live at all?” Then another contraction takes her and the
familiar scenes play out once more, and she screams her way to
death.

I contemplate the filmcards, as the last of
the deck falls into the exit tray. I reach out for them and
hesitate, unsure of how to proceed.

What if someone else could see her? There is
of course no way to test this hypothesis, but what about my
specimens? Would they react to her. If she shouted would they jump?
Of course, even if I saw them react, how could I be sure that it
was really happening and that my senses were not betraying me? I
have no guarantee.

If I cannot trust my senses, maybe I can
trust my sense.

I slip the cards back in the projector and
once more crank the handle. As the door slams behind the priestess,
she immediately turns to me.

“So soon?” she asks.

“What am I doing right now?” I wave my right
hand.

“Making a fool of yourself.”

I bridle at this. “The only way in which I
make a fool of myself is by wasting breath upon you.”

“I am sorry.” She bows her head slightly.
“When I look at you I see a man in his thirties, a little sallow in
the cheeks, dressed well, sitting on a chaise in a large room
covered with blackboards. Next to you is a projector that points
directly at me. You are waving your right hand.”

“Thank you.” I too nod my head. “Now please,
if you would be so kind, describe your existence to me.”

“That is a very broad question, sir.”

“Tell me what you know of your history.”

She proceeds to give me a precise and
accurate description of the events of the narrative up until her
narrative.

“What about before that?”

She gives me a puzzled look. “Before
what?”

“Before you came to the attention of the
rapist.” ‘Rapist’ is her word. She has not given her assailant a
name.

“Only what I tell people in the course of the
narrative.”

I take note of this statement, but continue
my questions. “I cannot hear you before you enter your,” I pause,
the word surely distasteful, “prison.”

“And I cannot see you.”

Again I take note.

“What of your future, do you know what that
will be?”

“Of course.” She smiles but then looks sad.
“I shall die in childbirth.”

“You know of that?”

“Of course. It has happened many times.”

“And what then?”

“Things begin again.” She smiles. I suspect
she finds my interview amusing, as if she is dealing with an
overgrown child. I would, possibly, be angry, if her fate did not
instill such sadness in me.

“How can you bear it?” I ask.

“I told you before, sir, because of the hope
that this time it will be different.”

“But it never is.”

“It is with you, sir. Each time I see you it
is different.”

I stop here, unsure of what to say. She has
touched me. Not with her hands or her feet or any other physical
part, but with her words. Could I summon the emotions I now feel
with a fabrication of my own mind?

“What is your name?” I ask.

“Name, sir?”

“What do people call you?”

“I am The Priestess.”

“There is nothing,” I struggle for words,
“less formal?”

“No, sir.”

“My name is Philip DeMild. You may call me
Philip.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Would you mind if I called you something
less unwieldy than The Priestess?”

“What did you have in mind?”

I hesitate, uncertain of how forward I am
being. “Pree?” I murmur.

“Yes,” she says. “Thank you. I shall be
Pree.”

Then the smile is ripped from her face, and
she grasps her belly and groans.

The throes of birth and death are even harder
this time. I watch her claw at the door and shout for help, silent,
impotent. After her death, I watch the face of her child.

I do no watch the film again that night. I
cannot put her through that suffering again. The next day I go
through my experiments, and feel I have made good progress but it
is hard to take joy in it.

“What is it?” she asks me that night.

“What is what, Pree?”

“My child. Is it a boy or a girl?”

I shrug sadly. “I do not know. I only ever
see its face.”

“That is alright,” she says, disappointment
as clear as her attempt to hide it.

There is silence between us then. I stare at
the water in my glass, swill it, disconsolate. Then the thought of
water falling from the Heavens provides inspiration.

“What drove you to the priesthood?” I
ask.

“Drove me, Philip?” She asks, snapped back
from melancholy with a playful eyebrow raised.

“Oh come on, madam. . . .
Pree, surely you must admit that the priesthood is a refuge, a last
home for those too terrified by the truth to turn and face it.”

“The truth?” she says. “And what is
that?”

“You are avoiding the question.”

“As are you.”

“Please,” I say, stifling a smile, “do not
make me resort to the stratagem of pointing out that I asked
first.”

“Belief.” She smiles at me.

“Belief in what?”

“What can you think? Belief in the Gods, in
Their teachings, in the sanctity of the temples, in it all.”

“Again,” I say, “you avoid my question.”

“I answered in full.”

“Then let me rephrase: what led you to
belief?”

“But I asked you something first.” She is
demure, hands clasped behind her back. Her eyes are the only hint
that she is fully ware of the exasperation she is inspiring within
me. “What is the truth?” she repeats.

“The truth is that which can be discovered,”
I state, “that which can be proven and repeated, that which our
senses cannot deny.”

“And so what am I?” she asks. “Do your senses
deny me? Can you prove me?”

“I am in the process of elucidating those
very facts.” I am flippant but only because the question shakes me.
She seems to have come fully equipped with the tools to undermine
my firmest hypotheses. Is she a manifestation of my own insecurity,
my own fears about the truth that lies behind my own studies? Is
she here to make it easier for me to take refuge in the collective
madness of religion instead of standing to face the possibility of
failure?

“Now,” I say, attempting to abort this train
of thought, “answer my question. What led you to belief?”

“A promise.”

“What promise?”

“I promised my mother that I would go to
temple.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted a doll.”

“A doll?” We are both smiling.

“I was seven years old. I wanted a doll but I
did not go to temple. I promised my mother that I would go to
temple every week for a year if she would promise to buy me a
doll.” She laughs at the memory, but, of course, she has no
memory.

“This is an anecdote you tell?”

“Yes, at the beginning of the narrative.”

“Before I can hear you.”

“Yes.”

“Which is the purpose of my questioning—you
remember only those events which occur within the narrative. You
believe only because that is your role.”

She looks at me long and steady. Finally, she
says, “You have sought to trick me.”

“No—” I begin.

“Yes. Yes you have. You want me to concede to
your point, and state, ‘why yes, Philip, how right you are, how
groundless my beliefs are.’ But you have tricked yourself.”

“Pree—” But there is no cutting her off, she
is angry with me now.

“I believe because of my whole life. Because
of the sum of things. And because I trust more than my senses. And
that is why, when my life starts anew each time you turn the handle
in your machine and I relive events, I do not tear my priestess’s
habit from my shoulders and go running into the dark. Because I
believe.”

I sit cowed and ashamed, my cleverness ripped
and spoiled.

“Do you wish for me to put the filmcards
away? If you ask me I shall ensure that you are freed from your
pain.”

She shakes her head again and again. “I talk
to you Philip and you do not listen. You are too wrapped up in your
own preconceptions. Listen carefully: I choose to stay.”

“You are trapped by your faith.” It is a
lament, not an accusation.

She is still exasperated with me. “Are you
trapped by the beating of your own heart? By each breath you
draw?”

“Yes!” I shout it, scream it, trying to make
her see what those who imprisoned me could not see. “We are all
imprisoned in these casements of slowly decaying flesh, in the
caskets of our gradually slowing minds. We have so few years to
live before we are confronted with a life full of mistakes and
wrong turns, so that by the time we see where we truly are we have
no time to set things straight.” I pull at the skin of my cheek.
“This traps me as much as these walls.”

“Why were you imprisoned Philip?” Her voice
is quiet.

“Because I dared to speak the truth. Because
I recognize the imperfection in our bodies and would perfect them.
Because I would not turn to worm-food as my Pater did. Because I
seek a way to stop the slow decay that holds us all prisoner.
Because I seek to never return to the earth, but to live immortal.
Because of that.” I slow my breathing. “Because of that.”

She says but one word. “Blasphemer.”

It is two nights before I place the filmcards
back in the slot. She is quiet with me, gentle. I am calm in my
turn. We exchange pleasantries, inconsequential observations,
discuss things without controversy. She asks me about my childhood,
my current conditions. She tells me the names she has for her
canaries. Things continue this way.

My studies progress. The number of my
specimens waxes and wanes. I grow sick of eating eggs for a while.
I carry on trying to elucidate a third variable. Injections of salt
and other preservative chymicks meet with little success. For a
long time I am interested in the properties of gold, which is
valued by all who are alive, though it seems to me to have no
inherently useful properties. I try coating animals in thin layers,
inserting small samples into my subjects’ food and livers, slipping
small scraps beneath the skin of the forehead. Later, I try
quicksilver with even less success.

At Pree’s suggestion I grow a beard. She
tells me that she enjoys watching its growth, the slow change that
occurs on my side of the screen, the eventual thickening of
stubble, the effects of trimming. After she has observed it once, I
shave myself clean and proceed to grow it anew. She likes this. For
my part, I enjoy her consistency, her reliability and
predictability. I grow comfortable and easy in her company.

“Philip,” she says one day, “do you never
become dispirited?”

“By what?”

“Failure.”

“What failure?”

“All your animals die.”

“I need only one to survive.”

She smiles. “You know, Philip,” she says and
pauses.

“What?”

“I think you are a religious man.”

“What?” I exclaim, half-laughing.

“Not the public religion, no, but your own
private one. You believe in the truth.

“I do not believe in the truth. I know
it.”

“How?”

“I see the world around me. The truth
explains it without recourse to mysticism and hand-waving.”

“Does it explain me?” She sounds almost
wistful.

“It will,” I promise her.

Later, unable to sleep, I turn up the gas
lamps and open my journals to write.

It appears that L=BXT where X is one or more
additional variables. Different species of animal survive different
lengths of time, therefore they must vary in the amount they are
(or are not) affected by X. The most extreme example of this is
Pree, who lives briefly but is constantly reborn. This, of course,
presumes she is alive, and I pursue this line of thought with a
judicious quantity of caution. However, it would appear that, for
her, at a certain moment X abruptly changes, either increasing or
decreasing hugely over a very short period, bringing her to life.
The inverse occurs at her demise.

The obvious culprit is the projector. Indeed
if this device could be postulated to have a life (which, of
course, it does not) then its “life” mirrors that of Pree. I turn
the handle, the cards flow, the bulb springs to brightness, and she
lives once more.

The bulb. . . .

Without it no image could be cast. Without
it there is no life. Her life is dependent upon the bulb!

I look up. Is that it? Is it a quality of the
light? I live in the flicker of gaslight. We all do. Is that it?
Could that be why we expire?

I pace the room in a fervor, a million
experiments formulating in my mind. But there are doubts,
uncertainties. I must not rush in. My bulbs are limited and I lack
the resources to create more. Even if this is the secret, what good
would it do me when my supplies fail? Damn these walls! Damn these
locked doors!

Perhaps there is more. . . .
Pree lives for herself from the bulb’s first flicker, but it is
only when the door shuts that she lives for me. Something to do
with the visual, with the way the slamming door affects the light?
The interference of light and sound, for that is the first sound I
hear. But there was a time before. . . when there was no
sound. What caused the change?

Klaxon. . . the wine. . .
the light bulb's flare. . . the dynamo
springing. . . .

Some perhaps, my Mater for sure, would call
it divine inspiration, would drop to their knees and cry out in
thanks. Some would ululate and praise that the center holds true. I
simply smile and appreciate the smooth lines of human ingenuity
intersecting deep within my racing mind.

Electricity.

I force myself to sleep. It is near
impossible but I have much to prepare, much to calculate. I must
not get this wrong. I must be well rested. When I rise I set to
work, assembling my apparatus, stripped to my breeches, sweating
like a common laborer. As the day turns into its final fourth, I
set up my safety net, my just-in-case. I take a Damselfly,
fresh-hatched, shortest lived of my subjects, and place it in the
full glare of single bulb. There are flies too, water. I do not
wish to eliminate B from my equation. All else must be
controlled.

I then proceed back to he projector and
begin, with barely controlled excitement, to turn the handle.
Action unfolds. The door slams. Pree turns to me and peers at the
room.

“What have you done?”

“I have prepared a method of telling the
truth.” I attempt to keep the appropriate sense of decorum, as
befits such endeavors, in my voice, but I am giddy as a child.

“Whatever can you mean?” She looks at me,
bemused, but infected slightly by my enthusiasm.

“Life and its extension. Your life.”

“What do you mean to do, Philip?” And her
excitement is tempered now, but mine cannot be stopped.

“Electricity is the key. It was with a surge
of it that you came to me. With more, I am convinced, I can bring
you closer. I can extend your life from its few painful minutes,
and make it something more.”

“Closer to you?”

But I am barely listening I am so caught up
in the rhythm of the experiment, of the filmcards clattering
through the projector.

“When I connect this rod to the projector’s
handle, I shall engage this more substantial dynamo.” I point.
“This, in turn, shall cause a current to flow through a circuit. An
integral part of that circuit is the metal plates onto which your
image is now projected.”

Removing the massive metal tabletop and
mounting it on the wall took me longer than the construction of the
new dynamo.

“And then?” Her tone is nervous, certainly,
but there is something else there, something I am unsure about.

“Even an experiment repeated a hundred times
before may give an unexpected result. With this one I have no
expectations, only hopes.” It is as honest an answer as I can give,
the bare, stark truth. “Do you wish me to proceed?”

She hesitates, then, “Yes.”

I connect the lever.

The resistance to my turning is instantly
increased. The steady patter of filmcards falters. Grunting I grip
the handle with both hands. On the metal screen Pree moves jerkily,
stilted and slow, then I find my rhythm again. The dynamo whirs.
Pree springs to life.

She stands watching my efforts, one hand to
her mouth. The dynamo’s whine increases in pitch and intensity.
Beneath it I can hear the soft whispering crackle of
electricity.

I crank harder. The light bulb glows
brighter. Pree is moving at an accelerated speed, almost made
absurd, her voice too high, her words unintelligible. Her belly
swells. And this must work. It must work.

The image on the screen starts to flicker, to
shimmer. The bulb is glowing so brightly that almost the whole
image is white.

“Yes!” I shout it. “Yes!” Pree flies around
the screen.

And then she dies. She dies again. The child
surveys me, and the final filmcard falls into the projectors exit
tray.

“No!” I scream it. I curse. I flail. I beat
the dynamo until my fists break open and bleed. No! No, no, no.

Then a terrible thought. I saw the image
flicker, and mayhap something happened. . . but the last
thing I hoped for.

With shaking hands I uncouple the circuit and
reload the filmcards. I watch Pree move in her familiar patterns
across the screen with an intense desperations. The rapist draws
near. My heart is in my mouth. Let it be a truth I can bear.

The door slams shut.

She turns to me.

"Philip?"

Relief floods me, engulfs me, sweeps through
my system in a flush of white heat. My breath is short, sharp, and
sweet.

“I thought I had lost you.” We both speak the
words as one.

“I have never been more scared,” she says.
“Not even as the rapist approaches.”

“Not even when my Pater told me of his
sickness.”

“I love you.”

The projector’s handle slips from my fingers.
Pree’s face is frozen before me, her lips still forming the final
syllable. My head is a jangle with emotions. They clamor in my
head. And can this tumult be the more refined feeling of the
heart?

I know the truth at once.

I pick up the handle and begin to turn.
Pree’s face fills the screen.

Her beautiful face.

“I love you,” I reply.

The night is full of further professions, the
expression of more sentiments that I once found maudlin and which
now thrum through me, as powerful as any symphony. Failure is
eclipsed by this wholly unforeseen success.

Still, after the filmcards end—the birth more
poignant than ever before, bringing me to a flood of tears—the
weight of failure hangs cloying upon me. If not electricity then
what? Again I return to the possibility of the light itself, but
when I check upon my Damselfly; it lies dead and alone.

In the following spans I throw myself into
research. Subsequent experiments with the bulb shone upon mammals
are as disappointing as those performed upon the Damselfly.
However, I expected this and soon curtail it as an avenue of
investigation.

My further experiments with electricity,
however, are a seemingly endless supply of discoveries and
hope.

“It is an undeniable part of the equation,” I
tell Pree one night, “but exactly how it fits eludes me. In dead
subjects it brings the semblance of life, reinvigorating muscles
and other tissues, but there is no coordination. In living tissue
it causes damage or death. It is simultaneously fascinating and
infuriating. I have worked with different voltages, types of
conductive wire, but the essential parameter. . . .”
I bury my hands in my hair. It feels thin.

“Hush,” Pree soothes. “Hush yourself.”

“I wish I could just hold you.”

Pree smiles. “That would be a fine day.”

“It should be today! Yesterday!” My hands are
in my hair again. But I can feel time slipping past us. The
inevitable decline of the body. For the first time the threat of
failure stalks me. Because, for the first time, I truly have
something to lose.

“I will always be here,” she says, and if
blessing her would achieve anything I would bless her.

“But I will not. And every time I watch you
die, a piece of me dies too.”

She looks at me, love and sadness in her eyes
and something else. Nervousness?

“Have you ever thought. . . .”
Then she tails off, the remainder unsaid.

“What?” I ask.

“No,” she says, “I know your answer.”

“Ask me.” Still she hesitates. “Please.”

“Have you ever thought that, perhaps, more
than simple physics were involved the night we came together, more
than what you can measure?”

“Such as?” My brows furrow.

“Do you ever consider that divine
intervention was involved?”

“The only divine intervention that ever
occurred to me happened at the hands of those who sealed me in this
place.” I indicate my closed windows, my locked doors.

“I knew your answer.” She smiles sadly, but I
sense that her sadness is for me, not herself.

“It makes no sense. Even if the Gods existed,
why would They interfere on my part? I was offering no prayers that
night. Nor have I in many a year.”

“I was praying,” Pree says quietly. “Before I
met you all I did in here was pray. Pray for you, though I knew you
not.”

“As much as that endears you to my heart, you
know I cannot believe that it affected things.”

“But would you?”

“Would I what?”

She hesitates. “The night you. . .
tried. The night you made me a part of your circuit. Something
happened. Something wavered between us. We both saw something
change. Perhaps. . . . Perhaps
there. . . . Perhaps you could try again, repeat the
experiment, but this time, maybe, you could pray for me.” Her eyes
weigh upon me, soft and cool, one tooth catching her lower lip.

“You know what you ask of me?” I keep all
harshness from my voice. “You ask me to do what is the antithesis
to all I hold dear, to deny myself.”

“No.” She shakes her head. “No, I would not
ask that of you. And if I do ask that then deny me and I shall bow
my head in understanding. But if all I ask is for you to bend in
your steadfastness, for you to consider, albeit briefly, that my
firmest beliefs are not based on delusion, to give me love’s due,
to compromise, then please do so.”

I stand watching her belly grow. The truth
does not compromise. The truth is simple and pure. To compromise it
is to obscure it and I have sworn not to do that. If I had I would
not have suffered this fate. If I had compromised I would not have
met Pree.

And yet. . . .

I hesitate. The expression on Pree’s face is
pained. For all the world, I wish to remove that expression.

And yet. . . .

“Think on it,” she murmurs.

We say little for the rest of the
evening.

The next day I do as she asks and think upon
it. My studies go ignored. Instead I sit poised over a notepad.

It is Pree’s postulation that prayer,
religion, etc, signified by P, is an essential part of the
equation. My own experiments confirm that electricity E, is also a
necessary component. Thus L is dependent on B, P, E and T. However
P is a subset of B, and this B can practically be ignored. As
increasing P and E is postulated to increase T, the equation must
be L=T/PE or T=LPE.

It is impossible, of course, to measure P in
non-human subjects and to thus test this, seemingly absurd
hypothesis. Instead I would need to take it on
faith. . . .

Let R stand for all that is rational, for my
reasoning, my experiments, and their results. Let L stand for the
irrational, for supposition, groundless belief, for love.

Is L greater than R?

Again, I know the truth.

That evening, when the door shuts behind her,
I pause and then, “Yes,” I say. The circuit still stands whole. All
I need do is connect it. “Now?” I ask.

“Yes,” she smiles.

“I love you,” I say.

“Thank you. Thank you for it all, my
love.”

I throw down the connecting rod and again
feel the resistance of the larger dynamo against my arms. Pree’s
image stutters. I heave hard and she picks up speed, sitting calmly
on the floor of her cell. Behind her the two birds swirl around
their cage faster and faster, caught up in the electrical storm I
summon. Blue fire crackles over the screen.

I close my eyes.

“Please,” I beg, “please deliver her to me.
Whatever powers that be, that flow through the fabric of things,
that invigorate this world, invigorate my Pree, my love. Please.
Please may I have her.”

I am interrupted by a scream.

Not yet. Please don’t let the child come yet.
Please not yet.

I open my eyes.

Flame forms a halo around the room. It climbs
the walls in greedy waves, consuming everything in its path.

I stand and curse all my doubts, all my
compromises, all my prayers. For, eyes closed, I did not see, I
missed the first flick of fire from the dynamo, and now, already,
it is too late.

I bellow and release the handle of the
projector but it continues to turn, momentum, surely, carrying it
on.

Pree’s screams turn from ones of fear to ones
of pain as her belly distends and she drops to an awkward
squat.

“No!” I want to reach our to her, as the
handle mercilessly spins, carrying her towards her fate, but the
fire keeps me at bay. Her image bends as the metal sheet buckles in
the heat. I am drenched in sweat. I kick at the dynamo, trying to
disrupt, at the very least, the source of the fire. It is as steady
as a rock. Pree’s image begins to warp further, disintegrate even,
as her screams grow louder.

I turn in horror to see flames consuming the
projector, consuming the filmcards that store Pree’s image, that
store her life.

I can only see a quarter of her face, a
corner of her room. The rest is charred light.

Her single visible eye bulges as she bears
down on the fatal child. Her scream deafens me, or perhaps it is my
own.

I bury my foot into the projector, in anger,
in desperation, in fear.

There is an explosion, a cataclysm of sound
and light. I have the impression of water, gallons of water,
exploding impossibly from the walls, engulfing all. Then everything
is darkness.

When I come to, the room is blackened.
Everything is sodden steaming ash and cinders. The dynamo is a
snarl of twisted, melted metal. The projector lies before me in no
better state. Around it is the shattered glass of is lens and bulb.
The coals are destroyed, piles of sticky ash that I gather in my
tear-slick fingers and press to my face.

There is nothing of her left.

Except, I realize, as I lever myself to my
knees, her screaming. Shrill exhalations still fill the room, so
omnipresent that, at first, they were beyond my notice.

The source of the sound is a pile of broken
timbers fallen from the roof to land at the foot of the buckled and
blackened metal screen.

On all fours, dazed, barely comprehending, I
crawl across the room. The sound, I realize, is not Pree’s sound. I
have heard her screams. . . too many. . . too
many times. These are thinner, harsher, more insistent. I pull the
charred beams away.

There, nestled in ash, is an infant child. A
girl.

Gently I pick up her shrieking form, and, at
my touch, she stills. Tiny hands clutch at me. She opens her eyes
and regards me with a stare I have seen many times before. The
final shot of the narrative. Already, in these first few moments of
life, she resembles her mother, has her wide, open eyes, her cleft
chin. She is Pree’s child.

I cannot say for certain, as I carry her into
the kitchen, if she is real or not. I cannot prove it. I will never
have the equations to do so. Who knows if I can ever trust my
senses? But still, I swaddle the babe tightly in a fresh dishcloth,
and simply take it on faith.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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BLIGHTED HEART

Aliette de Bodard



FOR YEARS MY CITY GAVE the hearts of maidens to the corn-man
to awaken him, but on the day I came to him I was no longer
untouched by man. The priests were careless; they had checked the
previous morning, but did not check again. Their mistake, and mine,
for I had made love to a warrior on the evening before, out of
pique, out of a desire to defy them for the last time before they
took my innocence away. I was not thinking of the consequences at
the time.

The corn-man was in a room at the top of the
largest pyramid temple. I came in, half-carried by two warriors, to
gaze on row upon row of expectant faces. Dozens of priests had
gathered to watch the last sacrifice—mine. I could not breathe;
fear constricted my chest with each step. Fear of pain. Fear of
loss.

The effigy of the corn-man stood propped
against the wall farthest from the door. It was tall, human-shaped,
with a body made of twined leaves, and with the hints of corn
tassels all over it. Priests crowded around it to renew the
preservation spells. Blood had congealed on its lips, as if the
last maiden had been sacrificed only the previous day. I tried to
imagine my heart in that mouth, my heart devoured by those lips of
corn sheaves, and I thought I would retch. Only the warriors by my
side prevented me from running away.

They stretched me out on the altar, bared my
chest with expressionless faces. Their hands on my ankles and on my
wrists kept me from moving. It will not last, I told myself.
It will soon be over. But when the priests bent over me with
their knives drawn, I struggled to avoid them, tried to roll away
from the altar, all in vain.

I felt the first cut like a violation. Pain
burst in my chest, would not cease. I screamed and screamed until
my voice was raw. No. No. I never asked for this! I saw a
priest lift out a bloody, pulsating thing dizzyingly high above me,
and a sensation of emptiness spread from the hole in my chest and
swallowed me.

The priests placed my heart, still beating,
in the mouth of the effigy. One of them spoke the healing spells
over me. I rose, shaking, numb all over, stared at the
corn-man.

His eyes opened.

I saw nothing but those pupils the yellow of
corn kernels, a gaze with the innocence of newborns. And a sense of
wrongness strong enough to send a chill through me. A shadow,
nothing more, I thought. I was weak and prone to imagining things.
Nothing was wrong.

“My lord,” one of the priests said. The
warriors had let me go, all bowing before the corn-man. I turned
away from them, shivering, and left the room with my bloody shift
wrapped around me. Their voices followed me across the platform of
the pyramid temple, but all I could see as I descended the steps
towards the city was the corn-man’s eyes.

At the bottom of the stairway something was
thrust into my hands: a jar of clay, dyed the color of blood and
closed with the seal of the Rain God. I looked up, startled. A
novice garbed in the cotton robes of the priesthood stood watching
me.

“Drink this,” he said. His face was
gentle.

I shook my head, made as if to push him
away.

He said, “Metlicue, you need something to
replace the blood in your body. We put a spell in this, to make
this potion flow in your veins as if you still had a heart; come to
the temple in two years’ time, and we will renew the spell. In the
meantime, drink this twice a day until there is nothing left in
it.”

I took the clay jar, for what else could I
have done? I drank from it that same night, and the draught tasted
as bitter as cocoa paste, and it warmed me not at all.

I never saw so many priests after that. To
them I never meant anything more than a beating heart. By sending
me to the temple when the choice of the priesthood fell on them, my
family had done nothing but their duty; in the priests’ eyes I,
too, had only given what was expected of me.


Once bereft of my heart, I had no value, no
part to play. The priests forgot me, as they had forgotten the
other numb, heartless women who had walked away from the temple
after their sacrifice.

~ ~ ~

The corn-man is not often made. It takes
fifty-two years to awaken one into full life, and as many maidens’
hearts.

Legends say the corn-man’s life is that of
the land, and his thoughts those of the girls whose hearts the
priests stole to make him. A corn-man is an innocent, a born fool.
Only with that purity may he intercede for us before the gods; only
with the pain of the land can he ask for rain and be answered.

The priests made our corn-man king. He was
our luck, our prayer to the heavens; and when he ascended the
tallest pyramid of the city to claim his crown, rain-clouds
gathered over the city, and the first drops of water pelted the
parched fields.

But it did not last. The rains were slight,
not enough to keep the corn growing, and the first seedlings to
spring from the furrows were weak and stunted, twisted out of shape
as if by the hands of the gods. The priests paid little heed to
this; they kept telling us that the harvest to come would be
glorious, more bountiful than we could imagine, and we believed
them. Why shouldn’t we have?

I found out I was pregnant. It did not bother
me, save that thinking back, I realized that the child had been
planted in my womb by Paletl, my warrior lover, on the evening
before the corn-man awoke.

When my pregnancy became visible, I told
everyone that I had made love to Paletl two days after the
sacrifice. It was well known that other maidens had lost their
virginity soon after the loss of their heart, in an effort to
banish the cold that would not cease. So they despised me for my
weakness, but they believed me.

Not long after that, two warriors came to the
door of our house and asked for me. I came, shivering, and stood in
the doorway, staring at the mud-stained jaguar skins they wore as
cloaks.

“I am Metlicue,” I said. They both looked at
my belly, slightly protruding from under my tunic. I did not
move.

The eldest of them spoke at last. His words
seemed to have been dragged one by one from his throat. “So he did
tell us the truth,” he said. “I am sorry.”

I knew what they had come for, then.

The youngest warrior looked at me, waiting
for me to speak. I could not think of anything to say, of any words
of grief to give him or his companion. In the silence that
followed, he said, “He ran after a thief, and the thief stabbed
him. The wound went bad.” He shook his head, a quick, angry
gesture. “To die like this, over a few kernels of
corn. . . . As if there were not enough to feed us
all.”

His companion’s grave face told me he
disagreed, though I did not know why. “Forgive Mazatl,” he said.
“It hasn’t been easy for us, either.”

“I understand,” I said, to fill the
silence.

“He felt responsible, for the child. He
wanted you to have this.” And he handed me a cotton bag. Within
were three cloaks, one of ocelot skin, one of eagle feathers, and
the last of shimmering green quetzal feathers. The sale of each of
them would enable a commoner to live for at least two years.

I knew it was only a matter of time before my
family disowned me for becoming pregnant without a husband. Paletl
had known it too, before he died, and had given me enough to live
alone and raise his child. I needed not fear the future.

I held the cloaks in my hands, felt their
silky touch. Paletl was dead. I should have wept, for he had
thought of me, at the end, had wanted to care for me. Instead, I
was numb, as if I had been standing outside all winter, and the
chill spread into my blood until nothing more could be felt.

I tried to weep. My eyes remained desperately
dry. What have they done to me? I cried in my mind, but
there was no answer.

In the end I bowed to the warriors, and as I
did the baby moved within my stomach. I felt no joy. Neither then
nor later.

The eldest of the warriors laid a hand on
mine, before he left. “Keep them well,” he said. His face was
grave. “Hard times are coming, and you’ll need to keep both of you
well fed.”

I wondered what he had meant, but not for
long: the harvest came, and the corn from the fields was dry and
brittle, and the kernels all shriveled inside; and the food in the
imperial granaries soon was traded at extravagant prices. My family
had never been poor or miserly, but now they struggled to feed us
all—and looked at me askance, as if trying to guess how much the
baby would cost them. I had been a disgrace already; now I was
starting to be a burden.

I took the cloaks, then. I went out and
bought a house of my own with two of them—and wrapped up the last
of them in a wicker chest, setting it aside for the future.

I gave birth in that house, on a stifling day
nine moons after my return from the temple. My family had all but
disowned me, but still they sent two priests for the birth, out of
some strange notion of loyalty. I could no longer claim to
understand their acts.

On the day of the birth, the tightness of the
air seared my nostrils as I fought against the pain. The priests
had lit a fire in the hearth, but I was still cold. When they
severed the umbilical cord from me and showed me the child, I
stared at it vacantly. It was covered in blood, and what little
skin I could see was red and raw, sagging in wrinkles like that of
an old woman.

“Metlicue, see your child, born on the day
Ten Snake,” one priest said. “The Goddess of Rivers and Lakes shall
be his protector, the jaguar shall hold his luck. Now give him his
name, which shall be recorded in the books of the gods until the
end of this Age.”

No name would come into my mind. Nothing.
“Paletl,” I said at last. His father’s name.

They nodded, both of them, and left in the
morning. Through the haze of sunlight, I watched them leave,
holding my newborn child against my chest, my whole being
hollow.

~ ~ ~

I raised Paletl on my own, weaving in the
solitude of my home the ixtle, the cloth of cactus fiber
that all commoners had to wear, and bartering my makings in the
market for what little food I could get. Corn had never been so
dear, or so rare. I had barely enough to feed both of us and to
keep him warm at night. I took care of him, because it was what I
would have done had I still had my heart.

The corn-man was becoming restless. He roamed
the streets and the markets, snatching from the stalls and the
kitchens and hoarding his possessions in his temple like treasures.
At first, it was only small things: dried chilies, amaranth stalks,
pepper grains. Then he took living beings: frogs, parrots, monkeys,
seized from their wrecked cages and carried away, their forlorn
calls echoing through the deserted streets.

The priests told us not to fear, even though
we all cowered in our houses. They consulted the gods, offering
sacrifices of blood, animals and humans both; but it was all to no
avail.

I tried not to think of my single night with
Paletl, or of the corn-man’s eyes, opening and staring at me with
such a sense of wrongness. But there was no connection, surely.
Surely, the magic that had made the corn-man was strong enough to
withstand my pathetic act of defiance. It had to be.

Five months after his birth, Paletl fell ill.
“A fever,” the doctor in the market said, with a dour face. She
raised Paletl’s hands, staring at the bones outlined through the
translucent skin. “He’s too weak to fight this off.”

I spread my hands and said nothing. I wasn’t
the only one going hungry; not the only one with my belly going
hard from lack of food, and a baby at my breast that could only
suckle my transparent milk, growing weaker and thinner day by
day.

But there was no corn left, no food anywhere;
even the sale of Paletl’s last cloak would bring me no more than a
few withered grains.

Finally, the doctor gave me some berries, but
I could see in her face that she expected Paletl to die.

I went home. The streets were filled with the
hot air of the marshes. I had closed the shutters of the window
against the heat earlier; now I set Paletl in his crib and forced
him to swallow the berries. His skin was burning, pulsing beneath
my fingers.

I sat near the window, hearing Paletl scream
his pain. I should have felt fear, panic, grief. Anything. But such
things were gone from me. I should have run away. Anything rather
than this. But the very words in my mind were dry.

And then I saw the eyes behind the shutters:
yellow, like corn cobs, like ripe stalks swaying in the wind. I sat
bolt upright, and before I could think I slammed the leftmost
shutter open. I heard a cry of pain, and the shutter swung back
against the window. The eyes vanished. By the time I opened the
door I saw nothing but a few corn grains scattered on my threshold
and stains of blood on the shutter.

“What do you want?” I asked, to the night, to
the unfeeling gods. There was no answer. The air was crisp and
smelled of marigolds and steam baths. “What do you want?” I
shouted, and remembered the day they had taken my heart from
me.

I went after him, into the deserted streets.
I did not know where he had gone, but that mattered little. He had
looked in—into my house, where my son slept. The shutter had
frightened him, but he would be back, as surely as the sun rose in
the sky.

Perhaps something in my blood still
remembered where my heart had been. Or perhaps some god, watching
me, took pity. All I knew was that deep within the emptiness of my
chest, I felt something rise, and the further I went the stronger
it rose, until it filled me to bursting. I dared not speak for fear
of destroying everything.

In the end I stood, silent, in a street on
the outskirts of the city, far away from the stone temples and the
prayers of the priests, watching a dark silhouette standing behind
the shutters of a window, looking inside the house. What little
light came from inside threw him in shadow, made him seem like
something made of darkness to destroy us all.

“My lord,” I called.

He turned, looked at me. “Metlicue,” he said.
“Come.”

And without looking back he took one, two
steps away from the house and vanished into the night. I ran after
him. He walked, but each stride he took seemed to be greater than
the previous one, as if he drew power from the earth under his
feet. Still I followed, until my breath burnt in my lungs and my
ribs ached.

He stopped at last in a field, away from any
human dwelling. I waded through withered stalks of corn and joined
him.

“Here there is no one but us,” he said. His
voice was the sigh of the wind through ripe stalks, the crackling
sound of corn kernels in the pan.

“What do you want?” I asked.

He did not move. “You know what I want.”

“No,” I said.

He turned to look at me. His eyes, shining
yellow in the night, were the ones I remembered from the day I had
lost my heart. The slyness in them disturbed me.

“I unmade you,” I whispered, at last,
understanding why the harvest had gone bad.

“You came to me tainted, knowing love and
lust. You came to me no longer innocent, with a child in your
belly, and the heart you gave me was impure.”

What had I made? What monster, born of my
defiance, to consume us all? There had never been any innocence in
him, only that core of malice hidden deep within, like the corn cob
is hidden by the leaves. “Leave me alone,” I said.

“No,” he said. “I cannot call the rains
anymore.”

“You are no longer the corn-man.” I would
have wept if I had still been able to shed tears.

“I am no longer a fool.” His voice was
wistful. “I must regain my innocence.”

“How—?” I asked, and stopped, remembering the
animals he’d taken from their cages, remembering that he had been
roaming the streets, searching for something.

And tonight, he had found it. “No,” I
said.

“I found him at last, Metlicue. He belongs to
me. One more heart,” he said, his eyes glittering. “The one you
denied me. A heart unmarred by physical desire.”

“He is not yours. Will never be.”

“You came to me bearing him. He is mine as
much as he is yours.”

“No,” I said, knowing that if I surrendered
Paletl to him I would acknowledge, once and for all, that he had
won, that my heart was truly gone, and that all that remained was a
pitiful husk kept alive by spells and potions.

“You have no choice,” he said. “Give him
up.”

“No.”

“One day I will come for him, and you will
not be able to answer thus. Things will end quickly enough.”

I did not see him leave. I was staring
straight ahead, seeing only the moment when I had lost my heart,
when he had opened his eyes and I had seen the darkness within.

~ ~ ~

I came home with a shiver that would not go
away. Paletl was sleeping peacefully in his crib, his fever gone,
banished by the corn-man’s magic—kept pure and healthy, just as I
had been for my own sacrifice.

I was filled with a cold fury that the
corn-man should claim my son, that he should think I would accept
the loss of my last scrap of humanity. Nothing of heart in that:
only fear and greed, which do not need a human heart and blood to
exist. And yet I knew I was to blame for this: that my tainted
silence was the cause of this, that I was sole responsible both for
the withering of the harvest and for the corn-man’s claim on
Paletl.

I could have let him kill Paletl—I could have
let the rains come, let the harvest be bountiful and the granaries
overflow with corn. I could have let my sin be atoned for.

But Paletl was my son, and I would not, could
not let him die. No mother could.

I had been silent long enough; now was my
time to act.

On the following morning, I went to the
market with the last of Paletl’s cloaks and traded it for an
obsidian knife, a parrot, and two hummingbirds.

I went to the temple with that knife and
sacrificed the parrot on the altar, opening its chest in a swift
flower of blood and removing the heart as an offering of true
power.

I laid the knife on the limestone altar. The
blade was slick with blood that was not mine; its edge was still
sharp.

In the silence of the sanctuary, I prayed to
the gods for the death of the corn-man, and for the salvation of my
son.

~ ~ ~

I drew wards around the house in the blood of
the hummingbirds, to keep the corn-man at bay, and walked the
streets looking for him, my knife always thrust in the belt of my
tunic.

It was night when I found him again. Night
and a stifling heat, the air as heavy as before the answer to a
prayer. I followed his trail through the gardens and the fields,
until at last I stood in the shadow of ripe corn stalks. Everything
was silence around me.

“Show yourself,” I said, drunk on my prayers
to the gods. I held the hilt of the knife in my hand.

Nothing but the rustle of wind, the gaze of
the moon on me. “I know where you are.”

“What do you think you will do, Metlicue?”
His voice echoed all around me, as if the very corn had spoken his
will.

I clutched the knife-hilt. “What needs to be
done.”

“Nothing needs to be done,” he said. I saw
him, then, standing amidst the stalks that had bent around him,
framed with his true crown of corn tassels, a king that was not
ours anymore. Because of me.

“You are no longer the corn-man,” I said. “No
longer do the rains fall at your command. I come to make things
right.”

“There was another way.” His voice was
sad.

I could not afford to dwell on that other
way. “No,” I snapped. “Your innocence is lost, beyond recall, and
not even a child’s death will make you regain it.”

He laughed, without joy. “Perhaps.” He moved
closer to me. His eyes bored into mine. “You have made your choice,
and I mine.”

I said nothing. Watched him, watched his
eyes, which were dark with the knowledge of what he was, of what I
had made him. “There is only one way,” I said.

And then his full weight was on me. I
struggled, managed to throw him off. I reached for my knife, but
his hands were going for my throat, already tightening. I heaved,
pried the hands off, knowing him to have no true strength. His
innocence should have been his shield; he had never had any. My
throat was burning. I heaved again, felt him fall.

I stood over him, drew my knife. “It is
over,” I said, watching him.

“Strike if you must.”

In that instant before my knife parted the
sheaves of corn, I saw what it must mean to be the corn-man, the
born fool, innocence wrapped around fifty-two bleeding hearts. To
ask, day after day, for rain, until all the leaves had parted and
only the core was left. The core that I had tainted with darkness.
With the fear of death, and with the fear of partings, with what
made us all human. With all that he could never understand: love
and lust, fear and wrath, a darkness deeper than all he had ever
been meant to know.

No wonder that in that last moment he did not
struggle. No wonder, as I opened his chest in the same movement
that had opened mine, I saw him smile and his lips part to reveal
teeth the color of ripe corn.

Inside his chest was his heart, and it was
made of red corn grains. It pulsed softly between my fingers as I
lifted it free, and I heard overhead the first peals of thunder. No
matter the source, blood spilled in the name of the gods is still
blood, and he had the blood of fifty-two sacrifices inside him.

It started raining as he died. My whole being
was cold, as it had been since the day of the sacrifice. The only
warmth was the beating thing between my hands. I remembered the
priests lifting my heart high above me.

He had been fed my heart to bring him to
life. He had partaken of my flesh. The heart between my fingers was
dying, its beat more and more sluggish.

I lifted the heart again, to my mouth. Blood
ran down my throat, and it had the salty taste of tears.

I ate it to the end. It tasted not of flesh
but of grains and earth, like a harvest of corn. Of darkness, and
fears that were not mine, fears that made it pulse all the way from
my throat to my stomach.

Standing amidst corn stalks, I felt tears run
down my cheeks, like trails of blood down the altar of sacrifices.
I have made things right again, I thought, but I knew this
was beyond amends. The corn-man’s darkness was mine to bear for as
long as I lived, a price paid to the gods I had sought to
cheat.

I left the body lying in the fields of stalks
and went home under the stormy skies.

As I opened the door of my house, I heard
Paletl’s cries. We would have to move, to leave for another city,
before they found the corn-man and someone remembered the knife I
had bartered for.

I took my son in my arms, nursed him against
me. His flesh was warm against mine; he snuggled close to me,
knowing nothing of pain or of sacrifices. I thought I would weep
again. Instead, I was startled to feel my heart, my stolen heart,
beat so quickly out of fear for him that I thought it would burst
through my chest.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THE TINYMAN AND CAROLINE

Sarah L. Edwards



NONE BUT THE TINYMEN and the rats ran these dark streets
beneath the streets, where the river was piss and planks served for
bridges. There was a time when Jabey would have traded a hand for a
candle, but he’d been a new runner then, and young. Since then long
terrified scrambles in this darkness had taught his feet as no map
could do.

Now he scurried along the ledges built of
dredged sewer rubbish. At a side tunnel he turned and paused,
blinking against stabs of light: a drain. He clambered up through
its broken bars.

The sun had set while he’d been below—the
stabbing light was the glow of a streetlamp. Pressing himself into
the shadows of a carriage house, Jabey peered upstreet and down at
the dark, massive forms of the istocrats’ castles.

The west hill, right. He’d never been this
close before. From where he stood it was castles all the way up, or
so the chatter said, castles built of diamond windows and
brownstone flecked with gold, and livedolls hung from the doors
instead of knockers.

Just one pretty was all he needed. One
sparkling trinket to buy himself into the clubber chief’s
service—and to buy his protection.

Something rustled behind him, and he spun,
certain he’d see Yol Stulbrend’s mutt closing in to tear him into a
clutter of tinyman bones. But no, it was only a breeze scuffing
newsprint across the cobblestones. Jabey shuddered against the
chill and the trembling deep in his belly and slipped along the
shadows to the nearest dark-windowed house. The stones jutted out
slightly between their mortar, forming ledges just deep enough for
the toe of a determined, barefooted tinyman.

He’d meant to find an opening from the roof,
but at the second story a muffled snort drew him to a window. At
his touch it swung silently open. On a bed lay a man stiff on his
back, eyes closed, the whiskers of his mustache draping his face
like rats’ tails. Jabey edged past into the hall and drew the door
shut behind him.

A pretty, the hard-eyed kid had said,
sneering down at him. Sewer running and pocket picking wasn’t
enough, never mind that Jabey made no claims to be a sneak thief.
It was a fine pretty he needed to buy into Sloan’s service— “And
don’t think there ain’t others trying for the place, runt.”

Jabey didn’t let himself think about where
that place was. Not yet.

What about jewels? In the safe, likely. Yol’s
buddies had long complained of those. Silver? Yol boasted of
stealing some rich’s silver teapot, years ago. The kitchen, Jabey
guessed. Where’d riches keep their kitchens?

He wanted to smack himself for this plan—this
lack of a plan. Except it was all he had between him and the
stingwhip, which Yol’d lay on heavy enough if he got hold of Jabey
again, if he didn’t set Kingfisher on him instead.

He swallowed the doubts and kept going,
glancing in the open doorways as he passed. The rooms were filled
with furniture and tapestries likely worth his life and more, but
he could hardly have budged them, much less taken them below.

He had to crawl down the stairs, pausing once
when he thought he’d heard something creak. It didn’t come again.
He kept going, through rooms and doorways and more rooms all full
of istocrat trappings, and finally into the kitchen. He climbed up
a cabinet and wandered the countertops, opening cupboard doors and
peering over into drawers. The plates were china and the tools all
iron. He found a big pot he could have slept in comfortably, and
behind another door a pantry stacked with jars and slouching burlap
sacks, but nothing he’d guess for silver.

Not that he’d know it if he saw it, eh?

Brilliance splashed the room, bouncing from
the hanging knives in their rack, casting Jabey’s shadow a full
threefeet high against the window shutters. He whirled, hands high
against the light.

A girl stood in the doorway with a single
wavering candle. Above a high-collared nightie wide blue eyes
peered at him. Her mouth opened, closed.

“Are you an elf?” she said finally. “You look
older than me.” Another glance up and down him, over his stubby
arms, his shirt and trousers smeared with sewer grime. “But you’re
not taller.”

“Not taller,” he agreed. But not much
shorter, which made her. . . three? Four? He couldn’t
remember the year he’d stopped growing.

“I must introduce myself,” she said. “I’m
Caroline Elisabeth Morrowbridge.” She set the candle stand on the
floor and curtsied.

“Jabey,” he said. Would she called the
coppers? Throw him out herself?

“I beg your pardon?”

“Name’s Jabey.”

“And are you an elf, Mr. Jabey?”

“I don’t think so.” She was hardly big enough
to hurt him, but he’d enough on his head; he didn’t need to rough
some rich’s little girl.

“Do you mean you don’t know? You must come
with me, and I’ll show you.”

“I can’t be staying—”

“Then I should have to call Mr. Gaither to
come and show you out.” Caroline crossed her arms. “And he doesn’t
like being waked.”

Jabey gave a last regretful glance around the
kitchen, so empty of pretties, and slid off the countertop. He
followed her to the staircase, where she blew out the candle and
crept slowly up, quite as softly as he had earlier. He remembered
the creaking he’d heard.

She led him into a bedroom, shut the door
behind him, and relit the candle.

“We must be very quiet,” she whispered. “I
shall be scolded if anyone hears.” She reached beneath the bed and
pulled out a book so broad and thick her arms trembled. Sitting on
the flowery rug, she opened it to a page and pointed to a
red-cheeked man clutching a nut as big as his head. “That’s an
elf.” She looked up at Jabey and twisted her mouth. “I believe
you’re too tall for an elf.”

Jabey snorted. “Never been too tall for
anything.”

She nodded seriously. “I know what you mean.
I’m terribly small for my age—I’ll be nine in October.

“Perhaps you’re a sprite, instead? No, that’s
silly, you haven’t any wings—have you? You aren’t hiding them
beneath your shirt?”

“Ain’t hiding nothing,” said Jabey, freshly
conscious of the slave collar scars at his neck—conscious, too, of
the rips in his trousers and the sewer-filth crusted on his feet.
He wondered if there were any folk like that in her book,
folk with scars and bruises and mud under their toenails.

She frowned and turned more pages, muttering
to herself. Jabey eyed the window—could he get it open? That latch
didn’t look shut.

Caroline looked up, pouting, and said, “This
book isn’t very useful. You don’t match the descriptions of
any of the fairy-folk.”

“What, no tinymen in your book?” he muttered.
“None of them that run your messages and keep your sewers running
nice? Wouldn’t figure a rich’s book would talk about
us.”

She leaned closer, eyes glowing with
reflected candlelight. “I’ve never heard of a tinyman.” Her fingers
stretched towards his face.

“Now, you can’t be telling people about me,”
he said, edging away. Towards the window. . . .

“Of course not,” she said, dropping her hand.
“Father would be fearfully angry. He hates elves and brownies and
sprites and all those things. He says they aren’t natural, that
they’re frauds and foul things a lady shouldn’t think about.

“But you’re not a fraud—any ninny can see it.
I don’t understand why Father should object so. Franny Grace—that’s
my nurse, only I’m too old for a nurse now—she had a hat once with
a sweet little bird on it. Every time she passed someone on the
street, or said hello, the bird would cheep. And Father made her
give it to the rubbish man!”

“Probably was a livedoll,” Jabey said.

“A what?”

“From the dark quarter. You know. From the
animatists.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Don’t you know the dark quarter?” He flicked
his hand to the south. “Where the alleys are all closed in and
there’s canvas stretched over the streets. Where the clubbers are.
You know?”

Where poisons bubbled and vapored like the
whiskey in Yol’s corn still. Where bastard babies were abandoned,
never to grow to adulthood—though they might live that long, if you
called it living. Where he hoped to find a place before
night’s end, stupid runt that he was.

She was leaning forward, eyes wide. “Is that
where you come from?”

“I guess so. Yeah.” Every tinyman began in
the dark quarter, however quickly he escaped thereafter.

“I should so like to see it.”

“Why?” he asked, appalled.

“I’ve never been to Faerie,” she said. “I’ve
read about it, the strange creatures and people there—quite
dangerous, marvelous things they have in Faerie.”

“Dangerous, right,” said Jabey. “Folk like to
knock you in chains as talk to you. Or use you up for their
gimmickry, if you’re too old to work.”

“It’s all right,” she said. “I know to be
very polite to everyone I meet, even the ugly people. I know to
follow directions and not go where I’m not invited and never eat
anything offered me. I’d be quite safe.”

“You’re crazy.”

Her lips drew thin. “You’ve come to rob
Father, haven’t you?”

“Hey, now-” Jabey stumbled backward and fell
against a chair only five feet from the window clasp.

“Just because I’m a child doesn’t mean I’m
stupid. You fairy-folk are just like magpies, always after pretty
baubles. The book said. Well, I’ll get one for you, if you’ll take
me to your country.”

“Wait, what?”

“A trade. I give you something nice, and you
take me to Faerie.”

“I don’t know the way to Faerie,” he
muttered.

“To your country, I mean. Or else I’ll tie
you up in my bedclothes and wake the whole house, and they’ll put
you in jail!”

“I can’t take you off with me. There’d be
riches sending after me like wasps that got their nest smashed in,
and coppers, too. I got enough folk after me now!”

“Please, Mr. Jabey, take me to see your
country. You could return me before tomorrow, couldn’t you, so no
one would notice?”

“Um. . . .”

“Here, I’ll find you something—I know!” She
stood up so fast the candle flickered out, and a moment later she’d
crept out the door.

He backed the last few steps to the window,
reached for the clasp, and hesitated. He’d better get out now.
Except. . . night was wearing on, and he couldn’t flub
this chance with Sloan. Couldn’t. Every time he popped up from
below, there’d be roughs looking for him—more than one’d like to
lay his hand on a tinyman’s bounty.

And then Caroline was back, pressing into his
hand something heavy wrapped in cloth. “My opera glasses,” she
whispered. “They’re very fine. Father had them custom made. Now,
let us go before someone wakes.”

Clutching the bundle, Jabey followed her down
hallway and stairs, where he waited while Caroline draped a dark
cloak over her nightie. Then she led him past the kitchen and
though a side door that she closed behind her.

“How do we get there?” she said.

For a moment he only stared at her, this rich
girl just asking to be nabbed and ransomed. And then he shrugged
and took out the paper he’d pulled from the ganger kid’s unwilling
fingers. On it were the quick-drawn figures—a gemstone inked in
crimson and three bronze lamps.

“What curious pictures,” Caroline said. “What
are they?”

“That’s the street,” Jabey said, pointing to
the gem. “I don’t know what the other’s for.”

He didn’t want to go. Now, with the bundle
heavy in his hand and the figures on the paper to direct him, he
wanted to drop it all and run, below maybe, to make his home with
the rats.

But Yol’d find him, even if another runner
didn’t turn him in. He had to come up sometime. Jabey fingered his
neck, the scars there reminding him of matters more pressing than
old memories—or tagalong istocrat girls.

“Let’s go,” he muttered.

At the drain Caroline balked, peering down
between the bars. “Is it safe?”

He lowered himself to the ground and shimmied
through the gap. “Safe is in your rich house. Go back if you
want.”

A pause, and then she was scrabbling down
beside him.

~ ~ ~

Once he had to pull her aside into a
crumbling outlet when he heard the telltale of a runner scrambling
past, ferrying message or cargo. Another time he took her hand and
they ran by a sideway and the squeaking rats nested there. Caroline
didn’t let go of him after they were past.

Eventually she said, “I don’t understand why
you like it here.”

“Like? I got no say in it. Go up above, the
real men’ll catch me, right enough.”

“Are they—are they worse than the things down
here?”

“Only the ones that’d like to beat me. Or
shoot me. Or lock me up for being a runt.”

“A runt?”

“A tinyman.”

She shivered next to him, from his words or
from the chill. “It sounds like Father,” she said. “I’m sorry we’re
like that.”

“Sorry?” He choked back a laugh. “You’re a
rich muck’s little girl. What do you care?”

“I care. It’s not good manners, or good sense
either, to provoke fairy-folk. Besides, I’m rather more like them
than most, don’t you think? I’m so small. I asked Father once if my
mother was a fairy. I thought that might account for it.”

“And?” Jabey said, after a pause.

“And she wasn’t, I suppose. Anyway, Father
was terribly angry. I think he was afraid. That’s why I want
to go with you. Father’s afraid of something to do with Faerie, and
I want to know what it is.”

“Better you be afraid too, then.”

“Perhaps, but I’m not.”

“Not even now?”

A couple of deep breaths beside him, and
then, “No. Not even now.”

And then they were crossing a plank into a
sewer line he’d never run before. At the next storm drain he had to
sniff at the sluggish air and listen to faraway drips before he
could decide the turn to take. The air was stranger here; through
the familiar sewage stench floated other odors—bitter, sick-sweet,
acrid. The drain holes were few and their bars sturdy, though every
so often they passed port doors in the tunnel sides, all clamped
shut.

At a drain hole with two broken bars Jabey
climbed up loose bricks and gingerly pushed his way out.

“Is it Faerie?” asked Caroline.

“Shh!” he hissed as he stared at the street
beyond.

Belying its name, the dark quarter was
radiant with the colored glow of dozens of windows. Draped in
costumes sublime and hideous, men and women lurched past the
windows and burst from wide-swinging doors. Above painted faces
there sprouted plumage half again as high as their bodies, and
tails of lizards and tigers and peacocks swept behind them.

Caroline pushed up beside Jabey. “It
is Faerie,” she breathed, staring at the spectacle. “Guess
you’re seeing things after all,” Jabey said, still looking.
Something in the crowd’s loose swagger was familiar. “They’re
soaked. Come on. They got no eyes for us.”

Bright-hued lanterns lined the streets on
both sides, leaving no shadows in which to hide. Instead Jabey and
Caroline wound their way amongst the revelers, who were too busy
singing, shouting, and spilling pungent brew on one another to pay
them any attention. The street ended in a wall disguised by some
means of gauze and foam. Jabey boosted Caroline to the top and
climbed over himself, and on the other side all was stillness and
darkness again, save only for plain yellow streetlamps and the
occasional candle in an upstairs window.

At the first cross street dim lamps shone
green and gold—emerald, and perhaps topaz, Caroline said. They
followed Emerald until they came to lamps of deep crimson that
Caroline opined were garnet. They settled the question of which
direction the “3rd lamp” should be counted from by starting off in
one direction “until we reach the end—then we can count coming
back.” But they didn’t need to. A few blocks before the street lost
itself in labyrinthine alleyways, they came to a shop front with
bright windows and three lamps glowing over the door.

Jabey looked at Caroline, shook his head. “I
know this kind of place. It’s a gang lair—or a club, I guess. They
got plenty of uses for a little rich’s daughter, and you wouldn’t
like any of them.”

“But this is Faerie,” she said. “I
can’t stop just because I’m afraid. Besides, you said you have
business? Then surely you have safe passage—and I shall, too, in
your company.”

“Not this time,” he said. “Here, get out of
the light.” He pointed behind a rubbish barrel. Scowling, Caroline
huddled in its shadow.

“Now don’t move. You’re staying out
here and hiding until I get back. Or don’t you want to go home
sometime?” As she began to reply, he turned and stalked up to the
door.

No one stopped him; few even turned to look
as he came in. He was put in mind of Rat Hold, but it was not the
same. Where Rat Hold’s walls displayed skin-clad women in garish
colors, these walls were paneled in wood. Rat Hold’s tables were
sopping with cheap beer by this hour, but here were only single
glasses of a reddish drink, some still half-full, with no evidence
anywhere of bottles or kegs. And in Rat Hold at this moment there
were surely the personal posses of two or three or even more of the
thug chiefs, each jovial or surly as the booze took him. Here the
faces all were somber.

He stared for so long that someone glanced at
him and said, “You’ve brought a message?”

“Sloan.” he mumbled. “I’m looking for
Sloan.”

Soon the sneering half-grown kid from the
square was chivvying him along through the tables, through the
thick sweeping curtains, and into an alcove behind another curtain,
even thicker, so that when it was drawn to behind him the outside
murmur was hushed.

Another moment, and the curtain swept open
and closed again around a thin, pale-faced man in a suit and a
string tie. He eyed Jabey from beneath stark black eyebrows and
motioned him to a circle of chairs around a low table.

“You realize you are in a peculiar position?”
the man said. “The number of individuals beginning their employment
in this district after the age of five or six years is remarkably
small.” One eyebrow arched. “Much like the number of tinymen at
liberty to seek employment.”

“‘At liberty’ is a manner of speaking,
Mister,” Jabey said, lifting his chin.

“I thought it might be,” said Sloan. “If I
may?”

Jabey shivered as Sloan’s cool fingers
brushed against his neck, pausing at the scars. “I was lackey boy
to a ganger named Yol for a long while.”

“Until quite recently, I would guess.”

Jabey met his eyes. “Yeah.”

Sloan dropped his hand and nodded as if this
were expected. “If you would show me the item you brought—the
token, as it were, of your eagerness to join my enterprise.”

It came to Jabey that he’d never looked at
these glasses in proper light; what if they were just a cheap
shiny? But the sudden sharp panic receded as he pulled them from
his pocket and unwrapped the linen. They were indeed a tiny pair of
opera glasses, with a simplicity and a heft about them that
suggested expense.

“How very interesting,” said Sloan, taking
them from him. “You understand that I do not personally secure raw
material?” he said. “And of course, if the child is dead or grown
they are only a token, but even
so. . . .”

Caroline. They were Caroline’s glasses.

Jabey’s nails dug into his palms. A ‘token,’
right. And he was a tinyman, he knew what good tokens were to the
dark quarter’s shapers-flesh, what manner of gimmickry they could
do without even touching a person, so long as they had a
handkerchief or a snip of hair. Stupid muck, what’d he been
thinking? Not thinking, that was it.

Sloan was patting at his pockets, finally
bringing out an instrument with a gauge at its end, scented faintly
of oil. He held the instrument to the glasses. “The child is indeed
alive. Yet the reading is irregular. . . .” He
frowned and pulled a different gauge from his pocket, this one with
tines jutting from its end, and held the glasses beneath the tines.
“You are either a fool or far more subtle than I guessed.”

Had it been any old gang chief maybe Jabey’s
bravado could have held, but it melted under Sloan’s glare.
“Mister, I guess I’m a fool, because I got no idea what you’re
saying.”

“Haven’t you?” But it didn’t sound like an
accusation.

And then the curtain opened and a man huge
but blank-eyed stood there, his massive hand engulfing Caroline’s.
A bogey. He intoned, “Delamander says, ‘This girl says she’s with
your visitor.’”

“Increasingly curious,” said Sloan. “Leave
her here. Tell Delamander, ‘Sloan says, “Post an alert, and keep an
eye on the borders. Security is over-loose.”‘“

The man walked out.

“Young lady, if you will kindly sit beside
your associate here. May I ask how you come to be here, and with
what purpose?”

Caroline curtsied and sat. “Mr. Jabey brought
me, sir. We made a bargain. I gave him my opera glasses”—she
pointed—”and he brought me to his country.”

“His country?”

“She thinks I’m an elf or such-like,” said
Jabey miserably.

“And I always wanted so much to visit
Faerie.”

“Faerie, indeed,” said Sloan. “May I ask your
name?”

“Caroline Elisabeth Morrowbridge, sir.”

“Morrowbridge. Morrowbridge—I could vow I was
familiar with the name. Your parents. . . ?”

“My father’s Jonathan Standish Morrowbridge.
My mother was Ellen Gainsborough before she married Father, but
she’d dead now.”

“Morrowbridge. Of course. And it explains the
peculiar reading.” Sloan glanced at his instrument. “Not peculiar
at all, actually. What a marvelous coincidence it all is, don’t you
agree?”

Caroline sat at the edge of her chair,
silent, eyes bright. Jabey shook his head. “Look here, Mr. Sloan,
I’m looking for a place to courie, as you like, and any other odd
bits a tinyman might do. I didn’t mean nothing by bringing you
those bungy glasses, nor by bringing this girl here, either, which
I sure didn’t mean to do. If you’ve no mind to tell, that’s fine by
me, sir, but just you know I don’t know nothing you don’t tell
me.”

Sloan raised an eyebrow. “A wise attitude—a
pity more don’t take it.” He turned to Caroline. “Perhaps you would
enjoy a tour of Faerie?”

What about the job, Jabey wanted to ask. Was
he in? Did he even want to be in? Gangers were no cheerful
companions, but they were as good as kin next to clubbers, who were
known for being sheer uncanny—which seemed a fair enough estimate
of Sloan.

Not that he’d a choice between Sloan and any
old ganger. It was Sloan or Yol.

He followed them out reluctantly, twitching
at every sound behind him.

~ ~ ~

Sloan led them through warehouse rooms full
of rabbits, rooms where goats bawled and lank-tailed monkeys
screeched. He gave Caroline an apple to feed a pair of sheep
bleating and milling in their pen. He led them strolling through
laboratories thick with the same sharp odors that filled the sewers
below.

Jabey scanned each new room for familiar
benches or shelves, for the particular water-stained ceiling that
he remembered clearest of anything in this place because he’d spent
so much time staring up at it, months and months as they drained
the growth out of him.

Finally they came to the room he knew, the
high-beamed laboratory crowded with benches, instruments, and rows
of vats. Sloan swept his hand towards one and said, “And here, as
you can see, is how we begin the process of making tinyman.”

Caroline turned to Sloan, eyes huge. “You
make them?”

“Certainly. Your associate Mr. Jabey was
destined to be a full-sized man, once.”

Jabey jammed his fists deeper in his pockets.
He dared not look in the vat, where the baby slept. This
part of the dark quarter he knew quite well; could never unknow,
however he’d like to. The bogeys standing over the vats were the
same that had tended him, the huge mindless men who spoke only
others’ words. They’d never spoken any to him.

“Then how did you make him small?” Caroline
was saying.

“We’ve certain methods that we find quite
satisfactory.”

“Trade secrets,” Jabey said, amazed at the
mildness in his voice. “They don’t tell outside folk.”

“The techniques would bore you,” said Sloan.
“However, the principle is simple enough. You, as a living entity,
enjoy certain quantities of which you are almost surely unaware:
quantities such as the general health of your body, the amount of
growth you will experience over your lifetime, the vast complicated
sum of your intelligence.

“Imagine yourself a beaker.” He dipped a
nearby glass in the vat’s blue fluid. “Here you are. And here is
something else—something entirely lifeless, completely inanimate.”
He held up another glass, empty. “What a simple matter it is to
pour some of you into some of it.” Fluid sloshed
into the empty glass. “A tinyman was a full glass once, but we
poured most of his growth into something else. . .
useful.”

What sort of useful? What was it they’d
cheated him to make?

And what was this ache in his hands, as
though they would snap out and strangle Sloan of their own
accord?

“You mean Mr. Jabey is an ordinary man? He’s
only—” Caroline paused, searching for the word. “He’s only made?”
She peered around at Jabey, eyes glimmering with tears. “He isn’t
of the fairy-folk?”

Sloan didn’t seem to hear. “There is one more
thing I should particularly like to show you, Ms. Morrowbridge,” he
said. “This way, please.”

Caroline gave Jabey a last forsaken look and
followed, turning her head away when he caught up to her. He buried
his hands in his pockets and stomped ahead. Dumb rich’s girl, he
shouldn’t oughta expect anything else from her.

Beyond was another hallway lined with doors,
in each a window criss-crossed with bars. At one of these Sloan set
a wide, shallow-stepped ladder and held Caroline’s hand as she
climbed it. Jabey pushed up beside her.

Through the window was a child’s nursery,
very small, wallpapered and wood-floored and carpeted with a
colorful rug. In the bed slept a girl somewhat smaller than
Caroline.

“Why is she here?” Caroline said.

“A man has requested a simulacrum of his late
beloved,” said Sloan. “We procured an unwanted girl infant, and
have since been molding her flesh in the desired pattern. But of
course she would grow at the rate of any ordinary child if we did
not supplement that growth with, shall we say, the contents of
someone else’s beaker.”

“So you shall have another tinyman?”

“Who can say? Human growth is costly. This
man offered us a source of his own, rather than pay the fee we
asked, and we must extract the growth indirectly, via tokens and
potions—an inefficient method. Perhaps he will decide sometime soon
that the usual growth rate is sufficient.” A slight cough. “I am
not sure he will even see the project through. He is rather a
nervous man.”

Jabey looked at the sleeping girl, doubtless
accustomed to her tiny world and the people staring at its window.
He had been her once—only he had never grown, and she would. Maybe.
So someone else would be the tinyman. . . .

A suspicion struck, as sudden and brilliant
as a flint spark.

He crawled down the ladder, certain every
thought was written in the tension of his shoulders, in his glare.
If Sloan noticed a change, he ignored it as he ushered Caroline to
the floor.

Caroline, who was terribly small for her
age. . . .

Jabey kept his eyes low as he followed them,
composing his face. What did it matter if Caroline’s rich papa was
draining her growth away for that ‘project’ back there, to gimmick
up his dead wife? It didn’t, that’s all. Caroline was a rich’s
girl; she’d be all right no matter her size. It didn’t mean
anything to Jabey.

Sloan returned them at last to the club,
pausing at the door to allow them ahead. “To the same meeting
room,” he said. “We’ve one last matter to discuss.”

It wasn’t until Jabey had pushed aside the
curtain—under the blank eye of a sentry bogey—that he realized
Sloan was some distance behind them.

Caroline slid into a chair and watched Jabey
carefully as he stood by the next one. That’s right, rich’s girl,
look at him, nothing special, just made. “What is he going
to do to us?” she asked.

“Won’t do nothing,” Jabey growled. No way a
gimmicker would risk gumming up a project.

“He won’t turn us into anything, will
he?”

Sloan pushed aside the curtain and smiled
down to Caroline.

“Ms. Morrowbridge,” Sloan said, “it has been
my unexpected pleasure to show you around my small realm.” Another
smile, which Caroline didn’t return. “As a last treat before you
make your way home, perhaps you’d care for a bit of a brew we make
here?” From a tray behind him he brought a steaming mug and set it
in front of her.

She took a gulping breath. “I mustn’t drink
things from Faerie. If I do, I’ll have to stay here for
always.”

“Ah, but in this corner of Faerie it is
different. Here, you must drink a bit of our brew, or else we
cannot allow you to leave. And you have had enough adventure for
now, have you not? You would prefer to return to your home and your
bed?”

“Thank you ever so much,” Caroline said, “but
I mustn’t drink it.” Her voice was firm but her hands trembled in
her lap.

“Just leave her be, why don’t you?” Jabey
said.

Sloan hushed him with a wave of his hand and
crouched to look Caroline in the eye. “Ms. Morrowbridge, I shall be
frank. I cannot allow you to remember clearly the things you have
seen here.”

“I won’t tell,” she whispered, shrinking
back.

“That is not enough, I’m afraid. This
brew—which is, I assure you, a most pleasant and warming
potion—will leave this night’s happenings a dream, and no more. If
things have frightened you here, then you will remember them as
only a nightmare. If you have been disappointed,”—he gave Jabey the
barest glance—”then this brew will dull the sorrow. But I cannot
allow you to leave until you drink it.”

She turned frightened eyes to Jabey. She’d
reason to be afraid, little rich’s girl in this down-and-under
city. Something would have scared her sometime if she’d hadn’t come
here.

Still he didn’t like seeing it in her eyes.
If forgetting was all Sloan’s drink would do to her, maybe it was
just as well. Jabey nodded to her.

“All right,” she said. Her eyes still on
Jabey, she picked up the mug with both hands, lifted it to her
mouth, and did not lower it until it was empty.

“Excellent,” Sloan said. “Now, perhaps you
will find the getting out of our district a simpler matter than the
getting in.”

He led them down a long casement of steps to
a room with all the damp, dark odor of a cellar. At the far end was
a rounded bronze door with a mechanism on its face. “We have our
own uses for runners, on occasion,” he said. “Jabey, when you
return we can discuss the details of your employment. I believe we
can find a mutually satisfactory arrangement.”

Jabey nodded, mute.

Sloan pressed at one knob and twisted at
another, and the whole door swung in—bringing the sewer stinks with
it.

“Right. Come on,” Jabey said, taking
Caroline’s arm and helping her climb over the door’s edge. It
clanked solidly behind them.

The trek back to the west hill was slower
because of Caroline, but less tentative now that Jabey’d begun to
see the pattern of these new sewers. They’d just crossed a plank
into familiar lines when Caroline sniffled. Another three steps,
and she sniffled again.

“That wasn’t Faerie,” she said.

“Could have told you that,” Jabey said.

“I knew it wouldn’t be. I know there’s no
such place as Faerie.” Another sniffle. “I’m not a baby. But when
you talked about it, it sounded like Faerie, all full of
magic. And it was. Some of it was so very pretty, like the lamps
that told the street names, and those creatures we saw dancing. I
couldn’t have imagined half the things I saw. It was just like I
thought Faerie would be.

“I always knew why people wanted to go to
Faerie—it was beautiful and strange and full of things that you
couldn’t explain with ordinary words. But now I think understand
why they should want to leave.” A pause. “That’s why I drank what
Mr. Sloan gave me. Was I foolish?”

“Maybe you don’t want to remember all that,”
said Jabey.

Caroline wrapped both her hands around one
Jabey’s. “And I always knew you weren’t an elf,” she said softly.
“But you’re still small, like me. I’m sorry Mr. Sloan and those
people did those things to you.”

“Nothing for you to do about it,” he
muttered. It was just her istocrat manners talking, he told
himself. It didn’t mean anything. “Come on, we gotta get you up
there before dawn and people start watching.”

She didn’t say any more, and in another ten
minutes he was half-carrying her. It came to him, as they climbed
the last few blocks uphill, that there’d be questions regardless.
Her dress was streaked with slime and she smelled like a runner.
They’d probably think she’d fallen in someone’s privy.

At least she wouldn’t have to worry about
explaining, if that muck Sloan knew his business. She wouldn’t know
any better than anyone else.

Finally, the right storm drain. He left her
leaning into the wall while he clambered above to look for
passersby. The faintest hint of dawn hung at the horizon. He
boosted her up and got her the last few steps to the side door,
where she fell into a heap, already dozing.

Much longer and the whole world would be
waking, not just the milkmen and the lamp-dowsers. Regular folk,
and Yol, too, hunting his runaway runt. He knew a side drain down
the hill where no one would bother him, where he could sleep a
while before reporting in to Sloan.

He turned towards the drain, glancing back
once to the girl huddled at the door. She was just a rich’s girl,
and anyway she was safe now. She was no worry of Jabey’s anymore.
He crawled below and headed towards that side drain.

Terribly small for her
age. . . .

It was somewhere beneath the dark quarter,
not quite to Sloan’s street, that Jabey realized what he was going
to do. It didn’t feel like a decision, like when he’d stood at the
door of Yol’s shop, thrown the severed slave collar behind him, and
run. It was like the tide washing into Upper Inlet, each wave a
little higher until the grounded ship rocked on her hull.

He was going to save Caroline. They’d gimmick
no more growth from her; he’d see to it.

And, like a ship knew which way the ocean
was, Jabey knew how. Maybe.

He didn’t crawl up the same drain this time.
He hadn’t been watching the way they’d come to Sloan’s
laboratories, but his feet knew, even here below. When he was under
the right street he started sniffing for that peculiar bitterness
of a tinyman’s vatwater and followed it to an incoming pipe hardly
wider than himself. He squeezed into the drain and edged upwards.
Those drain holes in the corners of Sloan’s laboratory, they were
big enough for him. He’d be fine. As long as no early-rising
gimmicker spilled something and no one mopped the floor and no one
had bothered to secure those grills that covered the drains, he’d
be fine.

Finally the pipe turned upwards and dim light
filtered down. Jabey wedged himself against one side and wriggled
up, wedged himself against the other side and up again. He reached
the top and pressed against the grill, nearly slipping as he did.
It didn’t move. He shoved his shoulder up and it unstuck. Carefully
he slid it aside and heaved himself onto the laboratory floor,
cringing as the grill scraped against cement.

Across the room something skittered away.
Jabey dropped to the floor, lungs tight. There was a squeak, more
scuffling, and then he just saw a rat’s tail as it disappeared
around the door.

Just a stupid rat, and he was jumping like
he’d never seen one before—him, a sewer runt. He took another
breath and started walking.

It was a few moments’ careful skirting of the
benches, twisting of doorknobs almost above his reach, creeping
down silent hallways before he found the laboratory they’d first
come to, where Sloan had laid Caroline’s glasses. Jabey hoped—it
was all he had, a hope, a suspicion—that Sloan would not leave a
token there unless there were other tokens about.

Caroline’s glasses still lay on a bench;
whether that was good sign or bad, Jabey couldn’t guess. He walked
down the row of cabinets, opening them one by one and searching for
any collection of oddments that might be tokens. He found squat
beakers and glass bulbs with long slender necks, matches and vials
of fluid. Tiny white crystals like salt—maybe they were
salt—sat beside stones the size of his fist.

At the end of the row stood a block of steel
taller than Jabey with a wheel in its front and the slit outline of
a door. If he were a clubber with gimmicked pretties to keep, he’d
keep them here where would-be thieves like him couldn’t snatch
them. He ran a finger down the groove, felt the solid inflexibility
of the thing. He rummaged a blunt knife from one of the cabinets
and poked at the groove, wedging the blade in until it began to
bend. The wheel, now, that was how it opened properly, wasn’t it?
He tried it and it rotated smooth and silent under his hand, but
the door did not suddenly swing open nor a lock click free.

He shoved at the immobile, immovable mass. No
good; the thing was solid as a sewer wall under twenty feet of
rock.

Sloan. If he could get a jump on Sloan, make
him open it -

“I meant that you should report to me
personally.”

Jabey twisted, already backing against the
safe.

It was Sloan, of course, in the same cheap
suit, though a rat was now draped over one shoulder. In the
half-light Jabey caught a glimpse of its eyes and shrunk from their
glittering brightness.

“Perhaps you will explain why you are
attempting to deface my safe?” Sloan’s voice was cool, mild.

Jabey straightened as tall as his body
allowed and kept his mouth closed. He wasn’t going to snivel even
if he was going to get gimmicked one last time.

Sloan dropped to a crouch and looked Jabey in
the eye—as did the rat. Jabey pressed just a little harder against
the edge of the safe. Sloan noticed. “Go,” he said, and the rat
hopped down and scurried into the shadows.

“Now, if you will kindly
explain. . . .” The voice hardened.

The words burst from him. “You got no
right!”

“Undoubtedly,” Sloan said, “but to which
wrong do you refer?”

“That girl back there,” said Jabey, “the one
growing up for some crack-kettled rich—it’s her father, isn’t it?
Caroline’s.”

“Ah.” Sloan nodded, stood. As he lit a lamp
on the workbench he said, “I may not violate the privacy of my
clients, of course, but allow me to compliment you on your
astuteness.”

“Caroline ain’t been left on your doorstep
like some cellar queen’s kid. What do you think, you can do your
gimmickry on any muck you like, like they’re just air, free to
take?”

“Better that she be abandoned before we use
her? Better that she slip into the sewers afterwards, like so many
sources do, to become couriers and pickpockets for the city’s
underlife?” Sloan smiled faintly. “You of all men know our business
here in the quarter. You sought employment nonetheless, did you
not?”

Jabey stared for a moment, his teeth clamped
so hard his jaw ached. And then, “You go on talking like that, like
maybe you’re sorry about her and the others, when you made
us this way. Look at me. I can’t even reach to punch you in the
apples. I can’t go abroad for fear the right-living folk’ll catch
me. And it’s not just me, either, nor the other bastards folks
leave in your alleys. You do this to rich muck’s girls, just for
coin.

“I’m some dumb runt, is what I’m thinking,
because I’d take those kid glasses and lay your head with ‘em—I
know the place, you learn that kind of thing running for gangers,
which is all you left me to. All that, and -”

But the words were getting caught and his
eyes burned with tears. He could only stare blurrily all the way up
to that pale face, those eyebrows sardonically raised.

“All that,” Sloan finished, “and you still
find whatever I might offer you preferable to running for Yol
Stulbrend, avoiding that cur of his and the stings from his slave
collar.”

“Sure don’t. Sure don’t.”

Sloan turned away. “Very well, then. Kindly
step aside.” Jabey shuffled away as Sloan walked to the safe. He
spun the spokes once, twice, back again in some pattern Jabey
couldn’t see, and then pulled the door open. Inside were shelves of
jars, each with some oddment or two, although not what Jabey had
expected: curls of hair, pilings of dull white clippings like maybe
istocrats’ fingernails. Sloan plucked a jar from the array, swung
the door shut, and twirled the wheel. He held the jar out for Jabey
to see. “This, I believe, is what you came for?”

A ringlet of brown hair curled at the bottom.
It looked like Caroline’s.

Sloan set the jar on the bench and crouched
again. Jabey did not shrink away this time.

“How badly do you want that the contents of
that jar?”

Jabey waited.

Sloan sighed. “I planned to offer you our
usual compensation: food, clothing, security from all but accident
and your own stupidity. But I see by your face that this isn’t
enough. Suppose I offered you that jar and its contents as
well?”

“Don’t make sense,” Jabey said. “I’m just
another no-account runt. What do you want me for?”

“You shall run my errands and my messages.
You shall travel among your old circles of petty criminals and
would-be gangster kings and report on all you hear. You shall be a
spy, an envoy. In all these things I will require absolute
obedience.”

“That’s dumb. You can have any muck you want
for a coin or two.”

“But I cannot hold their loyalty as I hold
yours. It would be a simple matter to obtain a few more strands of
hair from the girl if I wished. If you acted against my
interests.”

“You give me that jar, and I gotta
trust you won’t gimmick Caroline anymore?”

“As I must trust that you will not betray
me.”

“Why won’t I run out right now and shout to
all the coppers and the gangs about you?”

“First, because they won’t listen. Second,
because you don’t yet have anything to tell them. But most
importantly because you would not be standing in my laboratory if
you didn’t care more for that young lady—whom you’d never met until
last night—than for your own convenience.”

“She’s just some rich’s girl,” Jabey
muttered.

“Yes.” Sloan folded his arms and looked down
at Jabey, his expression blank. “She is but one of many projects.
There is the wife Caroline’s father requested, for example. I make
you no promises about her fate, nor about that of any other
creature in my laboratories. Think carefully, Jabey Tinyman. Do you
trade your liberty for one little girl’s height?”

That was it: a job and Caroline being all
right. Everything he’d wanted—more than he’d wanted—when
he’d crawled out of the west hill sewer, looking for a pretty.

“The glasses, too,” Jabey said.

Sloan raised an eyebrow, nodded in what maybe
was approval. “The glasses, too.”

Jabey pushed away the picture of the little
gimmicked girl sleeping in her little room. He couldn’t help her.
He couldn’t help all those others either, people and beasts and
some in between. This was all he could do.

“Yeah, okay,” he said. “You got me.”

~ ~ ~

Sloan left him to attendants with
instructions to feed him and find him a place to sleep, and when he
woke again Sloan sent him with a message to a dive across town.
“You needn’t hurry on the way back—just see you don’t get caught.
You’ve no security yet from rabble like Yol.”

Jabey heard the hint—though he wondered why
Sloan would give it—and after he’d delivered his message to the
gape-mouthed serving girl, he ducked beneath the streets and walked
the sewer line up, up, following his feet along the turns.

A few candles still lit the windows of
Caroline’s house. He knew the window he wanted this time, and he
climbed up and out to it, remembering how the catch hadn’t been
quite closed. It wasn’t now. He jogged it until it scraped loose.
Frozen, he waited, but there wasn’t a sound. Silently he swung the
window open and crawled in.

There was no sleek head on Caroline’s pillow,
just a lump of quilt.

“Caroline?”

Nothing, for a moment. Then fingers slipped
out of the quilt and slowly it slid down from Caroline’s eyes, just
glints in the dark.

“Wh-ho are you?” she whispered.

The potion. He should have remembered. “A
tinyman,” he said. “Like an elf, kind of.”

The head disappeared. “I don’t want to see an
elf.” The quilt muffled the words. “Go away.”

“I’m Jabey. Don’t you remember me?”

But of course she didn’t.

She peeked out again, the cover still pulled
up over her nose. “I dreamed about you.”

“Yeah?” He took a step forward.

Again the head ducked out of sight. “It was a
bad dream,” she said, her voice wavering. “Please, go away.”

Stillness. No sound but quick, sniffling
breaths beneath the quilt.

Finally Jabey said, “I won’t bother you
again. But I’ll be seeing nobody else does, you hear?” He whispered
the last words. “I’ll see you’re all right, Caroline.” He unwrapped
the cloth from the opera glasses and laid them on the table by her
window, and then he slipped out again, and down, and into the
seeping streets known only to the rats and the tinymen.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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FATHER’S KILL

Christopher Green



THE DOOR HAS THREE LOCKS, and I am their key.

I was nine before I could open all of them
without help. Father’s game of teaching me how the locks worked had
become a desperate trial when Mother passed. When Father hunts, the
door must be kept locked throughout night, until the morning drives
the wolves away.

He cannot go into the night without having
the door locked behind him.

The lowest lock is the first one I learned.
Little Stefan can touch it if he stretches. I have only to press my
index finger to the front piece, curl my thumb behind, and twist my
wrist and the lock will spring open in my hand.

The second is a knot of metal and gears. This
lock must be wound, or it will seize. Marta is old enough to be
trusted and tall enough to reach it, and she is always helpful.
Winding the lock is her job. One spins the toothed gear the same
number of hours that the sun has been in the sky that day, and the
lock will open. The lock will not work if the sun is not out.

The third lock shines regardless of how
little light the room holds. I can reach it if I stand on my
tiptoes. It is hollow and open at the bottom, wide and deep enough
for my hand. Bright silver teeth line the lock. It will not open
unless the pressure plates within are pressed just so, and, if they
are not, the lock will take my hand as payment.

~ ~ ~

It is near to night, now, and Father pats
Stefan on the head, then sweeps Marta up in his big arms. She
giggles, and wraps her arms around his neck. While she hugs him,
his blue gaze drifts from me, to the third lock, and back.

I move to the door and unlock the first
lock.

Father sets Marta down and her smile unravels
at the edges like a split seam. Stefan scampers behind the
chair.

I unlock the second lock.

Father lifts the wolf skull from the mantel
and places it over his face. His eyes go from blue to yellow.

He is broken and remade.

Marta takes a step backward, and Father pads
forward and licks her face.

I stretch upwards, bite my lip, and carefully
place my hand within the third lock. It responds, and I swing the
door open.

The bite of winter spins in and Father whirls
on all fours to face the doorway. Beyond, the night is almost here.
He barks, then shakes his pelt into place and trots out into the
darkness. His tracks stand stark in the snow and the moonlight.

I lock both him and the night away. Marta
helps me pile wood on the fire, then goes about the tasks Mother
taught her. The heat grows and presses the cold flat against the
walls.

All of us are hungry, but only Stefan opens
the pantry to look. It is empty, but that doesn’t stop him from
going back again, and once more before coming to sit in my lap. The
fire makes the wood pop, and soon Stefan begins to snore, his head
against my chest, and Marta comes to sit beside me. I sleep.

The fire is only ash and ember when something
awakens me. I roll Stefan’s sleeping form off me and sit up. Marta
is sleeping as well. She’s used her doll as a pillow.

There is something at the door. A wide slice
of moonlight stretches in from outside, broken only by the wolf’s
shadow. It smells us, snorts into the snow outside and whines, then
throws itself at the door. Its howl stops short when more howls
join it.

The pack outside grows louder. Their claws
rake the wood, and yellow eyes glare at me from outside, wolves
with their faces pressed to the snow, ears against the ground. I
hear them snarl amongst themselves, fighting to be nearest the
door. They growl and snarl and scratch at the walls.

Stefan, thankfully, snores through it, but
Marta sobs and covers her face with her doll. I get up as quietly
as I can and creep to the door. The second lock ticks quietly away,
counting the hours to morning

The wolves hit the door so hard I feel it in
my stomach. They smell my nearness. They snap their teeth at the
space beneath the door, their jaws spasming shut over and over just
like the lock does on my hand, in my dreams.

The locks hold strong.

I stop trying to be quiet and trust in the
locks. I bring more wood for the fire and Marta helps me stack it
high in the hearth.

The pitch of the wolves changes, outside.
They are gone, as one, and their yips and barks move away from us,
down the valley, and trail off into the night. They have tired of
us, and are running something else to ground.

Marta pulls her knees to her chest and rests
her chin on her doll’s. “What do they want?”

“Us,” I tell her, and lay my hand on Stefan’s
forehead. “That pack out there wants in here. This isn’t anything
more than a den, to them, and the way they deal with other packs is
the same way they want to deal with us.”

“Will they hurt Father?”

“They might try, but that’s not what they
want most of all. A wolf pack kills the rival’s cubs, Marta. They
want in here, to be at us.”

“Cubs?”

I do not take my hand off Stefan, and Marta
stops asking questions. I cannot sleep. Stefan doesn’t wake up
during the night, and Marta drifts off now and again but whimpers
and cries in her sleep, like a dog. Like a wolf cub.

When the night fades and the light returns,
Father does not come back to us. I wait, watching the second lock
count the time away, and the light beneath the door grows stronger.
Just inside the doorway there is a torn claw and curls of wood
shavings amidst a spill of melting snow.

I wait.

When I can wait no longer I shake Marta
awake. She looks at me with eyes dark with worry. I take her to the
door, careful to let Stefan sleep, and show her how to open the
lowest lock. I lock it, and she unlocks it for me. And again.
Satisfied, I open the second, and stand on my toes and undo the
third. Despite my worry, I cannot help but smile a little. For the
first time, the third lock is as easy as the other two.

“Marta,” I say, “throw only the lowest
lock.”

She nods.

Father is not far from home. I find him in
the briar, naked, his eyes rolling in his head and drool freezing
at his lips. He doesn’t move as I push my way through the bramble
to him. My clothes tear, here and there, making more work for poor
Marta when I return.

His hands are empty, and I feel a coldness
inside that matches the winter around me. He has lost the wolf
skull, and I have to fight the urge to yell or cry or despair. We
will starve if Father cannot hunt.

When I am near enough, Father grabs my wrist.
His skin burns bright with fever. I lead him back to the door, and
Marta quickly unlocks the door and pulls it open. I see in her face
how Father and I must look, my face scratched and bleeding, clothes
torn; Father naked and more bloody and not even shivering, despite
the cold.

I take him to the chair in front of the fire,
and Marta covers him in blankets. He watches us, and then his gaze
goes to the door I’d forgotten to close. I rush over and throw all
three locks like I’ve been doing it all my life. Father watches,
eyes full of what I hope is pride.

“I hunger,” says my Father, voice rough from
the night.

Marta has been busy, and fetches a bowl of
gruel, but Father throws the bowl across the room.

“Boy.”

I stand, and Marta shrinks behind me.

“Boy, go to my kill and fetch me
meat.” His voice softens, becoming more like the Father we
know. “The night was long and the hunt a hard one. The girl’s meal
is not enough. My strength is gone, and I need the kill.”

I nod. “Where is it, Father?”

“Beyond the valley, in the stand of pines
nearest the river. I was hard pressed, last night. I am sure the
wolves have been at it. Bring me what they have left. It will have
to be enough.”

One, two, three, I unlock the door. Father’s
eyes gleam at me, watching as I work at the door. He nods to
himself and smiles when I turn back to face him.

“I won’t be long,” I say, and wrap my cloak
tight around me as I push out into the wind.

The valley is hardly worthy of the name. I
have only my Father’s wolf prints for company as I trudge through
the snow. The wind picks up. It makes my cloak snap, and now and
then the noise of it grows to a howl. I walk on and on, through the
valley and to the pines. When I hear the rush of water muffled by
ice, I know the river is nearby.

Father is right. The wolves have been at the
kill. Their tracks are everywhere. Split bones and frozen blood
have been scattered in a wide circle around the carcass. The wolves
have done so much damage that the kill is nothing recognizable,
now, just a lump of meat and muscle that is beginning to ice
up.

I cut free what I can and wrap it in my
cloak. The wind no longer sounds like wolves. I am warm, even
without the cloak.

When I return, the door stands open. The
winter and the wolves are everywhere, within. I cannot bring myself
to enter.

A big gray wolf stands on the table, and it
growls at me. The cloak and the kill fall from my hands, and I pull
my knife from my belt. Yellow eyes glare at me from two different
corners, and three of the wolves fight over what is left of Stefan.
His blood is bright, as bright as Marta’s. She lies, open and
empty, beside my Father, who rises from the chair and turns to me.
One of the wolves has her doll in its jaws.

The thing in Father smiles, wide, showing too
many teeth. It howls, and the other wolves howl too. It reaches up
with Father’s hands, hands that will soon be paws, and takes my
Father’s skull away from its face.

And its eyes go from deepest blue to pale
yellow.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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THIEVES OF SILENCE

Holly Phillips



CLIMB THE WOODSHED ROOF, jump for the eaves, hot pain like
copper wires in shoulders and wrists. Swing up, no time for a
breather, and climb again. Blind leap into the dark.

The windswept blackness was streaked with
snow, the first storm of winter. Zel sliced through the air the way
the wind sliced through her sweater, but when she landed on the
Bodils’ turret roof, bruised and breathless, she felt nothing but
the warm flush of survival. She let herself slide until her feet
lodged in the narrow stone gutter and began working her way around
the curve toward the main roof of the house.

Old man Bodil, Gannet had said, is
weak and confused. He wouldn’t notice if you carted out half his
treasury under his nose. If it weren’t for those ice maiden
daughters of his, I’d marry him and smother him with his pillow on
our wedding night.

The thought of Gannet in bed with that
withered old man wasn’t a picture in Zel’s mind. She was too
occupied with keeping herself alive. It was more of a physical
thing, a grip of revulsion in her gut she would do almost anything
to relieve. As if this cold that burned her face and deadened her
hands could be called relief. But it was, it would be, if Zel could
only ensure that Gannet never had to sink so low.

The roof’s windward side was clear of snow,
so cold her damp gloves stuck to the copper sheeting, helping with
the ascent. One moment on the peak, in the heart of the gale, snow
for flesh and ice for bones and a black heart borrowed from the
storm—and then down, sliding through the snow on the leeward roof
until her boots jarred on the gutter. She unwound the rope from her
waist and tied it over the bird-shaped rainspout on the corner.
Suddenly, morbidly, she was afraid of falling. She tested the knots
three, four times, but security was an illusion at best. Her body
began to shudder. She took the doubled rope in hands so cold she
could not feel how tight her grip was, and stepped over the
edge.

~ ~ ~

Patience was a virtue in a thief, but it
wasn’t caution that made Zel wait so long in the small room
underneath the eaves. It was pain. Pain in her feet, her face, her
ears. Pain in her hands so fiery she curled in a ball on the floor
and bit her lips to keep from making a sound. The snow in her hair
melted, cooler on her cheeks than her scalding tears. She and
Gannet had come up from the south in the early autumn and she had
not known how terrible that wind off the frozen sea would be. She
did not see how she could go back out in that cold and survive.

A clock chimed. Midnight. She sat up and
tugged her gloves off with her teeth. Her hands felt as if bees
swarmed under the skin, but when she bent her fingers they closed
against her palm. She stood, feeling every bruise, and let the
gloves fall where they would. These northerners hanged
thieves. . . but she could choose between that and the
cold later. Right now she was thirsty. Wrapped in a fatalistic
calm, she headed for the door, and the stairs.

Gannet—the thought of her was
bittersweet—Gannet had an ear for gossip, and a mind for money.
When she had first considered Bodil, she had rambled on about
shipping interests and mines, and Zel had forgotten almost
everything except the fact of his wealth. Now, walking through his
house, she learned something else: the Bodils were not just a rich
family, but an old one. Just from the look of the place she knew
there would be jewels so famous they had names left lying on the
cold daughters’ dressing tables, golden goblets gathering dust in a
cupboard, a portrait by a great master tucked in a back bedroom
because it was only someone’s unmarried aunt. There was a strange
kind of bliss to strolling through such a treasure house, a thief
who might or might not choose to steal something before she left,
or died.

Zel had an image in her mind. A figure, not
quite herself but small and wiry and black-haired like her, lying
asleep in a drift of snow, hoarfrost like feathers across her
cheek, a blood-red jewel cupped in the palm of her hand. She
smiled, and trailed her hot and throbbing fingers down the banister
as she descended the stairs to the entrance hall.

There was a fire burning beneath a marble
mantelpiece so masterfully carved that the veins of gray were
incorporated into the feathers of the owl that spread vast wings
over the flames. Zel looked at it with regret (beautiful,
expensive, impossible to steal) but did not linger. Her snow thirst
was urgent now. She found the hidden door to the servants’ side of
the house and followed the dark passage to the kitchen stairs.

There was a pump in the scullery. She drank
from a tin cup, the icy water reviving her chill. Despite the heat
from the slumbering kitchen stove, she shivered and thought about
hot tea, chocolate frothing with cream. But the kettle steaming on
the range was huge, her hands hurt at the thought of lifting it to
pour, and then the idea came. The cellars. Wasn’t that the best way
of all for a thief to combat the cold? A sup of clear northern
brandy, then the red jewel she had seen in her mind, and the
snow.

She grinned, chapped lips bleeding, and found
the cellar door. The stairs were dark. When she reached the bottom,
a warm hand slipped over her mouth and a knife blade touched her
throat with an edge of frost.

~ ~ ~

“I have her,” said a woman’s voice.

“It’s too late,” another woman said. “We’ve
begun.”

Zel whimpered against the palm. The shock of
steel had broken her out of her calm, and now that calm seemed
impossible, insane. She remembered she hated brandy. She remembered
she did not want to die. The hand tightened at the sound of her
voice, but the blade still did not break her skin.

“Hush.” Her captor’s whisper stirred the fine
hair above her ear.

Surprise had made her blind; now she began to
see what was in front of her. The cellar, its vaulted ceiling deep
in shadow, was older than the house above. In this first room,
small hollows had been chiseled in the stone of the floor and
filled with oil that burned with red and fragrant flames. The women
that moved within the ring of flames wore nothing but their shifts,
silk and lace that freed long white limbs Zel could not help but
admire. Three women among the flames, a fourth who held the knife:
the old man’s ice maiden daughters.

Northerners only hanged thieves. They saved
far worse for witches. Zel could not understand why she wasn’t
already dead.

One of the sisters sang, the other two
danced, blonde hair loose on their shoulders and tinted red by the
flames. They danced for so long that the sister with the knife
looped her arms around Zel’s shoulders to ease the strain on her
muscles. She was taller than Zel, they all were. The family
resemblance was strong.

One of the dancers said, strain in her voice,
“Audey, we need you now.”

“Yes,” Zel’s captor said, “but what do I do
with this one?”

“Kill her,” the other dancer said.

The singer, still singing, shook her head,
and Audey, the woman with the knife, said, “Her blood will taint
the work. We will have to deal with her after. But she will wait
until then. Won’t you?” A warm murmur in Zel’s ear. “You can wait
for me a little while, and then you can rest. Won’t that be nice? A
soft white bed for a tired thief, and a pretty necklace for your
reward.”

The image in Zel’s mind was of the girl in
the snow, the red jewel now a chain of rubies across her throat.
Beautiful. Magical. She sighed against Audey’s hand.

“Good.” Audey withdrew the knife. Zel swayed,
but did not otherwise move as the witch joined her sisters.

The song became a chant, slow and rhythmic as
a sleeping heart. The dance wove together three women, then four,
then one alone with steel in her hand. Zel dreamed on her feet,
free of pain, comfortable with the prospect of death. The white
bed, the rubied throat. Two of the sisters went away into the
darkness beyond the ring of fire. When they returned, they bore a
white ghost between them. A white-feathered ghost with yellow eyes
that burned brighter than the flames.

~ ~ ~

The owl’s perch was set so the bird faced the
singer, but the great white head swiveled on its shoulders to keep
Zel in the beam of those blazing eyes. She could not look away. In
her befuddled mind, feathers replaced snow, amber took the rubies’
place, and then even that vision was burned away by the owl’s
glare. Her sluggish heart picked up pace, outraced the numbing
chant. She gulped the air, felt the pain in her hands. Audey with
the knife danced up to the perch, and stopped. The chant stopped.
The world stopped. Only the owl carried on through time, leaving
them behind.

All of them but Zel. That yellow stare
blinded her like the desert sun, left her with nothing but the
snow-owl’s sight. Audey raised her empty hand—and Zel could see the
fine bones in the wrist, a tear in one nail, a smear of blood from
Zel’s chapped lips on the palm. Audey raised the knife—and Zel saw
the room reflected in the polished steel, blonde witches, white
owl, dark Zel frozen by the stairs.

Audey clasped the owl’s snowy breast, plunged
the dagger into the owl’s throat, put out the owl’s eyes—and Zel
was blind. Blind. The bright flames shrank to ghostly pearls, the
witches faded into shadows, the magic drowned in the dark.

Terror overcame even the blindness, and Zel
ran. Up the stairs, through the kitchen, down the corridor, across
the hall. Still blind, how did she manage the bolts of the door? A
question she would ask when she had a mind again. Now there was
only the night, the snow, the cold.

The bird’s heart stolen from the storm.

~ ~ ~

Gannet’s guests were still there, and Zel did
not dare be caught, half-blind and shuddering with terror and cold,
so she crawled in silence up the stairs. The lamp was lit in the
bedroom, a dim star in her darkness, but the fire had gone out. She
needed the fire, the shaking of her body tore muscles and rattled
bones. She stumbled over a footstool, tangled her feet in one of
Gannet’s gowns. (Gannet in her shift: This one, or this? They’re
such a stuffy lot, and would Zel ever see her face again?)
Tears scalded her face. She groped after the box of matches and
knocked it to the floor. Matches pattered across the hearth. She
lowered herself to her knees, and then just crouched there,
shivering and blind.

Voices sounded from the foyer, cheerful with
the liquor Gannet and Zel could not afford. The door closed. Zel
heard Gannet moving about, extinguishing candles and banking the
fire, the servant’s tasks Zel usually performed. A role, a game,
just as Gannet-the-lady-of-leisure was a role, a game. Gannet the
huntress, Zel the thief. But what now, when they had nothing but
debts, and Zel. . . . She shut her eyes, praying
that when she opened them she would see again.

Gannet came in on a waft of tobacco smoke and
perfume, shut the door, humming, then squeaked with surprise. “What
on earth? You scared me, lurking there. I hope it was worth it,
wherever you went. You didn’t try the Bodils’, did you? The rumors
I’ve heard about that family! And oh! I wish you could have heard
the story Willam Torrend told tonight, I hardly knew whether to
laugh or scream. These northerners, some of them are
so. . . . Brr. Aren’t you cold?” A change of tone:
“But what’s happened? Zel? Are you hurt?”

And finally, finally, her warm arms were
around Zel, her warm hands stroking Zel’s skin.

~ ~ ~

They curled together in the bed, Gannet
flinching from Zel’s chill flesh while Zel tried to tell her what
had happened. Words, never easy for Zel, slipped away into the dark
of the owl’s blinding.

“I wasn’t afraid. Cold, but not afraid
until. . . .” Until the rope circled the rainspout,
a noose around the owl that hunched over the four-story fall. “But
then I wasn’t, again, inside. The cold, the warmth hurt so much, I
forgot to be afraid. But it wasn’t me. They did something. I
saw. . .” . . . a dark girl sleeping in
snow with a jewel in her frozen hand, a red flame that burned even
now.

“Ssh,” Gannet said, but her breath was like
Audey’s in Zel’s hair. “What did you see? Was it really so
terrible?” A note of excitement: “Did they kill someone?”

“An owl. They killed the owl.” Zel wept
suddenly, racked by sobs that hurt in every aching joint.

“Oh, my dear.” Gannet kissed her bare
shoulder, her burning ear. “I don’t understand why you’re so upset.
Is it that they saw you? Zel?”

Zel shook her head. She didn’t know how
clearly Bodil’s daughters had seen her face, but doubted it
mattered. If they wanted to find her, they would.

“What, then? This owl. . . .”
Gannet drew in a soft breath. “They killed the owl. Do you mean as
a sacrifice?”

Zel nodded against her shoulder.

“Zel,” and now Gannet’s voice trembled on the
verge of laughter, “Zel, are you telling me the Bodil daughters are
witches?”

Another nod.

Gannet laughed. “Witches! I knew it! Yes, I
should have known, they’re so arrogant and cold.” She broke off
when Zel thrust herself from her side.

“Don’t laugh. You don’t know. You
don’t know. I saw their power, I felt it, I—” But she was
staring at Gannet’s face and seeing nothing but a shadowed blur,
and the words escaped her.

“No,” Gannet said, “I won’t laugh. You’re
right. I’m sorry. Come here, come, I won’t laugh, you’re letting in
the cold.”

Zel allowed herself to be pulled down into
the warmth, and held her secret, the secret of the owl’s eyes,
close as a bitter gem. It hardly mattered. Next morning when she
woke, she found that she could see.

~ ~ ~

The house they had rented for the season was
not even a proper house, just a few rooms scattered through the
sprawl of an Old City warren. In this place where half the year was
spent hiding from the cold, whole neighborhoods roofed their
streets and joined their houses together. Only the wealthy could
heat an entire house. Everyone else rented only as many rooms as
they could afford to keep warm.

Cold as a rich man’s bedroom, they said here.
Warm as a poor woman’s heart.

Zel didn’t like their rooms. Buried as they
were in the Old City warren, half of them were caves with no
windows, and the ones that did have windows looked out on nothing
but more walls. But the main room, the room where Gannet did her
entertaining, was gracious, a fashionable drawing room wedged
improbably into the rat’s maze. They had counted themselves
fortunate that such rooms were popular amongst the novelty-seeking
rich this season—less fortunate as it became clear that these
hard-headed trader’s sons had some instinct that kept them just out
of range of the huntress’ claws.

Except one, Gannet said. Perhaps.

“And he’s coming for coffee this morning, so
darling, please, I know you’re still tired, but it looked so odd
last night having no servant, I had to hint at mysterious errands,
but that won’t do for this morning, he’d start to wonder what
errands I have that would keep you running about in the snow night
and day, so would you please, darling? Wear that stiff coat of
yours and play the maid?”

Zel didn’t mind the coat. Charcoal-gray wool
that buttoned throat to knee, it was the warmest garment she owned.
She wanted nothing but to be warm again. But that was a lie, of
course. She wanted to forget the embrace of witches. She wanted to
forget yellow eyes watching death’s approach. She wanted Gannet to
see the shadow last night had left on her soul.

“You are tired, aren’t you? Poor love, and
with nothing to show for it but a scare. But don’t worry! Our
virtuous Captain Torrend will provide, I feel sure of it, if only I
can get him to bend his backbone just once.” Gannet laughed,
a plump, pretty blonde with velvet skin and pansy-brown eyes. “He’d
make a better husband than old Bodil. I wonder what the poor man
did to deserve those daughters of his? He must have been cuckolded
by an ice-gnome. Oh, I know!” She clapped her hands. “I know just
what to do. I’ll tell Willam about the Bodil girls’ owl murder, his
uncle is the King’s Inquisitor, well really his whole family almost
are the King’s Guard, he’ll be a commander before he’s
thirty, and he’ll be so surprised and grateful—”

“Don’t.”

Gannet blinked. “What, darling? Don’t
what?”

“Don’t say that.” Zel was shaking.

“About Captain Torrend?” Gannet studied Zel
from beneath her lashes. Her cheeks were appealingly flushed.
“Darling, when I said he’d make a better husband, I only meant I’d
let him live a week or two before I poisoned his wine.”

“The owl. You can’t tell him about the
owl.”

“Whyever not?”

“Because.” For a moment the witch’s hand was
across Zel’s mouth again, long nails caressing her cheek. She shook
it off. “Because if you told him, you’d have to tell him how you
know.”

“Well of course I. . . . My
dear, those awful girls really did give you a scare, didn’t they?
But of course I won’t tell.” She gave an odd, meaningless laugh.
“Come help me decide what to wear.”

~ ~ ~

Zel the servant sat in the entrance hall and
listened. She couldn’t hear what they said, only the fluid murmur
of Gannet’s voice interrupted now and then by a male chuckle, a
rumble like stones in the bed of a stream. Her hands hurt in the
chill of the hall. She closed them into fists, felt her heart beat
hot as the pulse of coals. They had been red when she had served
the coffee, clumsy with the cups. Before, Torrend had been just
another quarry to her, someone to be flirted with, bamboozled, left
with pockets lighter than they’d been. Now—ice-eyed captain of the
Guard and nephew to witch-hunters—he terrified her. She worked her
thief’s hands and listened while Gannet teased him into bending his
ram-rod spine.

~ ~ ~

The next morning there were bills, the sort
of bills that threatened legal action if the account was not paid
in full. Legal action, debtors prison, a lifetime in jail. Zel
couldn’t read the northern script, but she knew from experience
what they were by the way Gannet fiddled with the paper, furling
and unfurling the corners while she stared into the fire.

“I’ll go out again,” Zel said, feeling the
prison walls already growing up around them.

Gannet turned on her with a blank look, a
stranger’s look, and then softened. “No, darling.” She softened
further. “No, darling, not this time. For once, I am going to be
the one to pull us out of trouble by the scruff of our necks. It’s
too cold, and these people are too dangerous. Goodness knows what
you’ll find in the next house you break into, there is probably a
lot worse happening in this city than a dead bird or two. No, this
time it’s for me to do.” She slid the bills aside and reached for a
fresh sheet of paper and a pen.

“Do what?” Zel tried to keep the desperation
out of her voice. What could Gannet do? What had she ever done? But
this time Zel was too far out of her native element, here in this
cold land of bloody-handed witches, and she did not know herself
what could be done. So if she asked in desperation, it was a
desperation tinged with hope. “What can you do?”

“My dear, I am writing Willam a love
letter.”

Zel said nothing. Feeling again the witch’s
knife at her throat, the witch’s hand over her mouth, she could
summon no voice for a reply. They were doomed.

Gannet, bent at her writing desk, smiled over
her pen.

~ ~ ~

Gannet wrote it, but of course it was Zel who
delivered it, not knowing what it said.

The Torrend butler took the letter but would
not let her leave. He left her under the eyes of a footman and
carried the letter off into the depths of the house. The footman,
broad enough to be one of the captain’s soldiers, eyed her but said
nothing. There was a fire crackling under a plain granite
mantelpiece. On the mantel, two lamps. Above them, an enormous fan
of polished swords.

The Bodils had an owl over their fireplace.
Zel, standing in the Inquisitor’s hall, felt that she had trapped
herself—no, that Gannet had trapped her—between the witches
and their enemies, like a mouse caught between the owl and the fox.
Feeling the footman’s stare, she reminded herself that she was a
servant, only a servant, of interest to no one. It didn’t help.
Freedom and safety were calling her from the cold on the other side
of the door.

“I don’t think,” she said to the footman,
“that my mistress was expecting an answer.”

The footman made a scornful sound. “It’s not
what your mistress expects, it’s what the captain wants.”

“You don’t know he—”

“You don’t know he doesn’t.” The scorn was
now tinged with curiosity. “Don’t they train servants where you’re
from?”

Where Zel was from, servants were slaves,
born, not trained. She said nothing, though her heart was beating
in her throat. The butler returned with a magisterial tread.

Captain Torrend was a tall man, as most of
these northerners were. He had closely trimmed brown hair, a
mustache, gray ice-chip eyes. Gannet called him handsome, but in
Zel’s eyes he was too big, too raw, too cold. He stood by a window
with Gannet’s letter in his hand, the white light harsh on the
planes of his face. He didn’t seem to notice them enter the
room.

“The girl, sir,” the butler said.

“All right, Gherd.”

The butler bowed and faded away. Torrend’s
pale gaze found her face.

“What is your name?”

“Zel, sir.”

“That’s not a Pelwarsh name, is it?”

Pelwar was where Gannet was claiming to be
from. “No, sir.”

“Southern, I suppose. I think I remember your
mistress saying something to that effect.” He studied her, the
letter restless in his hand. “Have you been with her long?”

“For some time, sir.”

“Did she find you in the south?”

“No, sir.” The truth felt strange in her
mouth. In this context it sounded like lies.

“But you’ve traveled quite a distance with
her. She said she is fond of travel. That must make a lot of work
for you.”

Zel didn’t answer the implied question. She
didn’t want to answer any questions. When did the son of such a
house ever take an interest in a maid’s work? Her heartbeat even
faster. What did he really want to know? What had Gannet told
him?

He persisted. “Has she never had any other
servants?”

“Not since I’ve been with her, sir.”

“Yet she strikes me as a woman who is
accustomed to a larger establishment. A woman with a gracious
past.” His eyes drifted to the letter in his hand, and she realized
their color had deceived her: not cold, only pale. Caught in a
slant of snow-light, they became transparent, undefended. The
letter was, as Gannet had said, a love letter, and he was in
love.

Fear kindled instantly into anger. Anger at
the needless fright, anger at this fool for causing it, anger at
Gannet—for what? For carrying on with the hunt when Zel could not
provide? But this one was different, wasn’t it? That smile over the
pen, the letter sealed before it could be read aloud and given into
Zel’s hands, hands that still burned from that night that Gannet
had already forgotten. She must have forgotten, because to send Zel
, a thief and a witness to a crime she dared not report, to this
guardsman’s house was to send her into the lion’s den. Had Gannet
also forgotten what they did to thieves and witches here? Was it
possible she had forgotten when she sent Zel to answer this man’s
questions?

Zel spoke now with a voice quiet as the fire
in the hearth.

“Yes, sir. She is a woman with a past.”

Torrend looked up at her, shocked, then
appalled, then bleak. “What do you mean?”

“Only that I’m sure you are right, sir.” With
a servant’s inflection, only the eyes carrying the deadly hint of
derision. “I’m sure you understand her very well.”

His pale skin flushed. He looked out the
window and began to fold the letter in half, then in half
again.

“Will there be a reply, sir?”

“No.” He didn’t look at her. As she turned to
go, she saw him bow his head until his forehead touched the frosted
glass.

~ ~ ~

She was hot, glad of the snow that touched
her face. The brief day was ending, the white streets slipping into
blue. The blue of heartache, the blue of longing, the tender blue
of regret. Tears she would not let fall filled her mouth,
bittersweet.

In her mind, a dark girl, jewel-less, walked
through a curtain of drifting down.

A tall woman crowned in gold met her in a
quiet space.

“Little thief,” she said, “who have you been
talking to?”

Surprise leapt into Zel’s throat, died in
silence there. The long, wide-browed face was Audey Bodil’s.

“No one.” Zel realized she wasn’t really
surprised. Startled, for an instant, but she had always known the
witches would find her. “No one,” she said again, without hope of
being believed.

“Someone.” Audey gestured her closer. “Tell
me.”

“Captain Torrend,” Zel whispered. She could
not look away from that hand, the hand that had held the knife.
Some of the false peace of the cellar found its way into her
pounding heart. Her feet brought her one step closer.

“And what did the pretty thief tell the good
captain?”

“Nothing.”

Another step. Two.

“Come now. One does not call on such a
distinguished gentleman and say nothing at all. Think what an
awkward position that would place him in. Come. Tell me what you
said.”

Another step.

The knife hand touched her face with a
familiar caress of nails.

Zel jerked away. “I told him nothing!”

The walls of the quiet place shivered, became
falling snow. The witch’s hand fell away. Zel turned to run.

“Wait!”

Caught again, but this time it was only by
the break in the voice, the fear that ruffled through the snow. She
looked back.

“Please.” Audey Bodil, merely a blonde woman
in white fur. “It means more than just my life, more than just my
sisters’ lives.”

“Yes,” Zel said. “It means my life as
well.”

She did run, then, but could not outpace the
words that followed. Not in a witch’s voice, not in a fearful
woman’s voice, but in a voice of soft, exultant wonder: “Oh, come
back, come back and tell me what you are.”

~ ~ ~

“What did he say? How did he look? Tell me
everything! Do you think we have him yet? Didn’t he send a
reply?”

~ ~ ~

Come back and tell me what you are.

The owl flew through all her dreams.

Come back and tell me what you are.

~ ~ ~

Zel was the huntress, now. She lay in the
cover of her silence, her usual quiet a camouflage for her secrets,
and watched as Gannet hoped, fumed, and gradually despaired.
Torrend had not sent a reply. Their creditors were pressing. More
letters were written. Torrend still did not reply. Gannet tried to
hide her tears. Zel might have triumphed, but she was caught in the
same trap, unable to shake her sense of responsibility for Gannet,
and for their debts. She prowled the galleries of the Old City
warren, the open streets of the rich, but she had lost the daring
of the careless thief. She was a huntress racked by guilt, crippled
by fear.

Despairing Gannet took fire. “A party! A real
candlelit soirée. We’ll invite everyone, douse them with the finest
brandy and set them alight, and warm ourselves at the flames. I’ll
wear nothing but sheer silk, and you, forget the wretched servant’s
coat, we’ll hire servants, you’ll wear crimson satin and marry a
duke, and I’ll marry a count, and we’ll be the merriest widows in
the city!”

Zel, unnerved, said, “The brandy merchant
won’t give you any more credit.”

“To hell with the brandy merchant! I’ll
invite the brandy merchant and roll him into the fire when
he’s drunk on his own wares. He’ll make a fine blaze. And while
we’re at it, the seamstress will make a good wick, such a skinny
woman, she should appreciate a chance to flaunt her skirts at a few
men. And why not make it fair? She’ll be the only woman we invite!
Poor men, we’ll eat them like pralines and spit out their
bones.”

Zel slipped from the room, and the house.
Without thinking out the risks, she walked down to the harbor and
then, in the teeth of a blue-sky gale, back up the hill to the
streets of the rich, and finally, in the terrible arctic night,
home to lay her finds on Gannet’s lap. Purses, wallets, a fine
pocket watch with a sapphire on the lid. Her thief’s hands had been
bit by the vicious wind and had gone red again, swollen with winter
bees. Gannet, for once wordless, held Zel’s fingers to her mouth.
But it was no good. The next day all the stolen coin went to the
brandy merchant, the wine merchant, the pastry chef: the party
would still take place.

~ ~ ~

For all Gannet’s wild plans, Zel wore gray
wool, not crimson satin, and moved invisibly through the crowd, a
ghost with glasses on a tray.

“. . . barely a season and
already, I have it as gospel truth, Commun’s has had to send her
two letters. . . .”

“. . . one of the oldest
families! My dear, can you imagine? As if the old terror would let
any nephew of his. . . .”

“She’s saucy enough, but do you think she’s
as young as she pretends?”

“Oh, age! What does number of years count
for? Ask her how far she’s traveled with that desert creature of
hers. It’s miles that count, not years!”

Zel went to the kitchen to decant more sweet
sherry, stood a moment with her hands empty on the table. She hated
it, and didn’t know if she always had done, or if something had
changed. What was different, except this wall of silence between
them? A lie or two, and was the adventure finished? A lie or two, a
love or two, a witch or three or four. . . .

It was not the lies. It was seeing with the
owl’s eyes.

She rinsed the glasses, poured the wine,
carried them back on her tray.

Gannet wore candy pink, sheer enough to show
the lace petticoats beneath. Her fine skin was flushed and dewed
with sweat at her temples as she laughed and talked, four or five
young men always within reach of her teasing hand. She loved to lay
the tips of her fingers on one man’s sleeve while talking to
another, while flirting her lashes at a third. Zel noticed her eyes
searching for a fourth, but Torrend did not come.

“My dear lady,” said one man with an affected
drawl. Zel thought he might have been the one who’d asked if Gannet
was as young as she seemed, but they all sounded the same. “My dear
lady, however do you manage to entertain in such lavish, such
sumptuous, such marvelously—and I do assure you, so very greatly
appreciated—will someone tell me what the devil I was going to
say?”

“Style!” called three or four voices.

“Style. Well, obviously. But my dear lady,
how? What is your secret? Here, I know! Your little servant girl,
she’s really a genie of the southern sands. Am I right? The moment
before your guests appear, she is summoned—whoosh!” (A dangerous
gesture with a full glass in one hand, a lighted cigar in the
other.) “And there it is, yet another impossible feast. And then,
the moment the last guest is gone—” (several people stepped back)
“—whoosh! again, all put away and the genie back in her bottle,
good genie, good-night.”

There was laughter, some of it rather too
loud. It was not in the best taste to make a joke of magic,
particularly women’s magic. Gannet laughed as well, and put her
hand on the man’s sleeve.

“No, no, sir, I tell you it will not do!”

“I say.” He blinked and peered about him. “I
haven’t gone and made a silly blunder, have I? Haven’t,
whatdoyoucallit, made the inadvertent insult?”

“Not to me, sir, but my poor maid! All the
work she does, reduced to a mere—” (it became a chorus)
“—whoosh!”

Laughter again. Only the young man abstained.
He seemed focused on a train of thought.

“But my dear lady, there must be some secret
to your successes. Look at this little do tonight! I swear I
haven’t had such a good time since, since— Algar, when was the last
time I had such a good one?”

“Never!”

“Good answer! I believe that deserves a
toast.”

Brandy glasses emptied; no one notice them
being refilled.

“But we are left wondering, what is the
lady’s secret?”

“Royalty in exile!”

“Royalty on her way home from exile!”

“Queen Gannet!”

“Huzzah!”

Another toast. Gannet laughed, radiating too
much delight. Zel felt her heart go cold. The man was not drunk.
She could see his eyes as she filled his glass, and he was not
drunk.

“No, no. My friends, we are in the presence
of a much more powerful and mysterious thing than that.”

The circle of faces by the fire leaned
closer, eyes brilliant with the anticipation of laughter.

“We are in the presence of. . .
patronage.”

Confusion. Gannet’s smile tightened.

“Yes, it’s the only explanation. When one
stands so near to such wit and beauty, when one glows with the
finest of food and drink, in the midst of such excellent company,
the only real question one has to ask is, whose hand holds the
purse?”

There was a faint general movement away. The
man went on pleasantly smiling, the brandy in his glass swirling as
he toyed with the stem. Gannet’s face was white.

“Or perhaps there are two questions after
all. The other might be—as I see Captain Torrend has not seen fit
to grace us with his presence—who will hold it next?”

Gannet snatched the glass from his hand and
threw it to the stones of the hearth. “Get out.” Zel saw her
struggle for breath. She could not summon more than a strangled
whisper. “Get out.” Another glass was snatched from a man’s hand,
dashed to the hearth. The room quieted. Everyone turned to stare.
And finally, the scream came. “Get out!”

~ ~ ~

Gannet lay across the sofa as if washed
ashore from the wreck of a ship, the detritus of the party like so
much sea-trash littering the room. Zel sat on the floor by her
feet. She’d unbuttoned her coat and put aside her tray. She did not
touch Gannet as Gannet cried.

“How could he say his name like that, so
cruel? I never asked Willam for money, never, not once, he could
never have said I did.” A gasp, a sob, hands clutching her
unraveling hair. “He loved me! He did, he did, it was vicious cruel
men like— Why are they so unkind? They must have told him, someone
must have told him— And it’s all lies!”

“Gannet,” Zel said, a protest she could not
stifle.

Gannet turned like a snake, her eyes swollen,
her mouth red and distorted. “I am not a whore! That’s what he
meant, you know. Patronage. The vile beast. I am not a whore!” She
buried her face in the cushions, but it was not enough to muffle
her cry: “He would have married me!”

Zel sat and watched the fire. It was a long
time before she could ask, “How do you know?”

“He said. Oh, Zel.” Gannet sat and wiped her
face, suddenly wistful. “No, he didn’t say, but he said so much
else and I was sure. Zel, truly, you know I’ve been asked a dozen
times, but this was different. He is so honest and true, Zel, I
think he must be the truest man I’ve ever known, the truest man in
the world, and someone—” the sobs returning “—someone told him
lies.”

Zel touched Gannet’s skirt, withdrew her
hand. She knew that she had been cruel. She knew that she had
probably doomed them. Yet that knowledge had not come home to her
before now. “I told him.”

“What?” Gannet wiped her face,
bewildered.

Zel stood and began to button her coat,
knowing this was the end. The knowledge was painless, an ice-cold
numbing of her soul. “I told him.”

“What?” Still bewildered, her voice soft, her
eyes swimming with tears. “I don’t understand, Zel. What did you
tell to whom?”

“The truth. I told the truth to Captain
Torrend, and now I’m telling the truth to you.”

“Zel,” Gannet whispered. “Zel, you’re so
cold.” And then understanding finally shafted home.

~ ~ ~

Zel had thought the snowstorm terrible, but
this dry gale pouring like a river of ice from the north was
crueler. The stars raged above the veils of snow torn from rich
men’s roofs. Like wasps of light they stung her eyes. There was no
cold, no shivering. She became transparent to the wind.

Dark girl with wings of night, snow girl with
eyes of gold.

The Bodils’ door is a great slab of black
wood in the shadow of gray stone. Are they birds carved into that
oak? Or are they women with wings? Even the owl’s eyes cannot be
sure. The wind whips the copper roof, thrashes the frozen rainspout
owls, rattles the shutters on their pins. The dark girl stands on
the bottom stair: come out! For I won’t come in.

And they come. Four blonde women and one dark
girl.

Five wild things riding on the storm.

~ ~ ~

The fire was dead, the candles sagging blobs
of wax. Gannet, shivering in her pink dress, stood in the drawing
room door.

“Zel,” she said, “where have you
been?”

“Nowhere. Everywhere.” She started up the
stairs.

“Zel, damn you, don’t do this to me. You
cannot do this to me! How can you do this to me after everything
we’ve been through?”

Zel closed the bedroom door and fell across
the bed, asleep before her eyes were closed.

~ ~ ~

She woke, cold, stiff, and aching, just as
the day began its early turn into evening’s blue. The storm ride
was a dream, the party and its ending something she could only look
at in glances. She rolled out of bed, in dread of seeing Gannet,
yet when she went down and found the drawing room still a mess and
Gannet gone, she felt no relief. Just an aching body and an
exhausted soul. She scraped together a few pennies, gathered clean
linen into a bag, and dragged herself off to the public baths. Hot
steam was the only solace she dared to seek.

The sauna was deserted at this time of day
and so dense with steam the walls were scarcely visible. The heat
wrung her out, left her strengthless, thoughtless. Dozing with open
eyes, she watched the halo around the sole lamp shift and sway, a
gold veil of gauze so fine it moved at a breath, or a word.

Zel.

The halo became a crown of braids, the lamp a
blue-eyed face. Zel observed this transformation almost lazily,
lying on the bench, the cedar’d air heavy in her lungs. The steam
gathered from the corners of the room like furling wings of
white.

“Zel.”

“So soon?” Zel murmured. She yawned.

“Zel, your friend came to speak with us
today.”

“My friend?”

“Gannet.”

Zel slowly pushed herself erect. “What did
she say?”

The lamp face smiled a wry and tender smile.
“My heart, I believed you when you said you had not reported us to
Captain Torrend. You were wise not to. Less wise when you told your
friend. She appears to think that we should be eager to pay for her
silence. Zel, I know you did not send her.”

“No.” Gannet. Gannet!

“You have become precious to us. If she is
precious to you, we would suffer your pain if she were harmed. But
Zel, bright flame, I must warn you. We are also thieves, thieves of
silence, for we have found that silence paid for is never as pure
as the silence taken with a knife.”

Zel’s fingers curled into fists. “There are
other ways.”

“We trust you. We do not trust her. However.”
The lamp’s blue eyes studied her. “She is precious to you, isn’t
she? My heart, acquire her silence, by what manner I leave to your
choosing. If you promise us she will not speak, we will believe
you. But be sure, my heart, be sure the promise is true.”

The steam wings furled more tightly, drawing
all the heat from the air. The glowing face became a mask, a hard
shield of gold. Then the lamp went out with a hiss, and the column
of steam fell to the floor in soundless feathers of frost.

~ ~ ~

Gannet was in the bedroom sorting through her
gowns. Zel stood in the doorway, watching. Gannet’s skin was
chapped by tears and cold, yet she was still beautiful, sitting on
a cloud of silk and lace. Her hands shook as she inspected a
weakened seam. She did not look up, though Zel knew that she knew
Zel was there.

“Gannet, I understand why. But you must undo
what you’ve done.”

“What I have done!” It was a cry of
pain, but Gannet still did not look up. Her trembling fingers found
a lace collar with a raveling thread.

“Gannet, haven’t we paid each other
enough?”

“Paid.” An explosion of breath, soon
spent.

“I know you would have married him, but—”

“But you would never have allowed me!”
Finally Gannet met her eyes. “Tell me that you would!”

“Allowed you?” Abruptly Zel, too, was
shaking. “When did I ever have the allowing of you, or of
anything? Of myself! Zel, play the servant. Zel, play the thief.
Zel, deliver the letter to the man I want to marry. Where was the
allowing in that?”

Gannet gaped. It was probably more than she’d
ever heard Zel say at one time. And Zel was not done.

“For once, you said. For once you would be
the one to haul us out of trouble, but there was no us, was there?
From the moment you decided he was no game— But maybe there was
never an us, maybe there was only ever you.”

“That isn’t true.” Gannet’s voice trembled
like her hands.

“No? I nearly died, Gannet. Did you ever
understand that? Did you even try to understand? They nearly killed
me, and they may as well have done, their magic like a knife in my
heart—” air like a sob in her throat “—and now all you can think to
do is offer yourself on a platter to them, and for what? For
what?”

“Money!” Lace tore in Gannet’s hands. She
threw the pieces aside. “What don’t you understand? We’re in
debt to our ears, we’re trapped in this city until the harbor
thaws, and we have no money! What do expect to live on? Zel, they
throw debtors in prison here!”

“Prison! Dear gods, do you know what they do
to thieves?”

“That’s why!” Gannet leapt to her feet, gowns
falling about her feet. “Of course I know what they do to
thieves. Did you really imagine I would forget you?” She palmed
tears off her cheeks. “I would never have abandoned you, I would
never.”

“No.” Zel swallowed, but the words still came
out savage and hoarse: “No, you would take me to his house. Lady
Torrend’s foreign maid. What did you think, that it would be a game
I could play for the rest of my life? I was wrong, I should have
let you marry him. I should have helped you marry him. Then
at least I would be free.”

Gannet looked away.

After a long silence, Zel took in a deep
breath and said with great care, “I cannot undo what I did, and I
am sorry for it. But Gannet, this madness, this blackmailing the
Bodils, it will get you killed.”

Without looking up, Gannet said sullenly, “I
know you’ve always thought me a fool, but I’m not so great a fool
as all that. I wrote down everything you told me and gave it to a
letter writer in the galleries. If I die, the letter goes to the
Inquisitor.”

“My gods, you would do that to me?”

“I never mentioned you!”

“And you think they would not investigate?
You think they would not question the letter writer, and you, and
me?”

Gannet raised her eyes to mirror Zel’s
appalled stare. “They wouldn’t.”

“Oh, Gannet, of course they would. They would
have less mercy even than the Bodils. Now listen, please listen.
The Bodils have held their hand this long for my sake, but they
require a guarantee of your silence.”

“For your sake?”

“Yes, for my sake! Do you think they let me
go because they trusted me? I wouldn’t be hanged as a thief or a
conspirator, I’d be burned as a witch! Now, will you listen? You
must retrieve that letter—”

“Zel,” Gannet breathed.

“Listen! You must retrieve that letter, and
you must promise me—”

“It was them. They stole you from me.” Gannet
suddenly blazed with rage. “They stole you from me! I would be glad
to watch them burn!”

“And me with them?”

Gannet stared, hands over her mouth.

“They stole me no more than Torrend stole
you. And like most thieves, they take what they value and throw
away the rest. Me, they might choose to keep. You, Gannet, they
will kill. You must retrieve that letter!”

Gannet slowly lowered her hands. “If they
killed me, would you still go to them?”

This time it was Zel who could not
answer.

“You would, wouldn’t you? Yes, thieves keep
what they value. Well, you listen, then. You can have them. I wish
you joy of their cold hearts and bloody hands, and they can have
you, but I will have Willam, too. That is my bargain. Tell them,
you tell those bitches, I will burn that letter and carry their
secret in silence to my grave, but they must give me Willam
Torrend.”

“Gannet.” Zel’s voice shook with tears.
“Gannet, please. They could do more than kill you.”

“I don’t care. I don’t care!” Her voice
soared. “I will not be left alone!”

~ ~ ~

The Bodils were having a dinner party. Zel
stood across the way as sleighs drawn by bell-harnessed ponies
deposited guests at their steps. The sky was still clear and it was
so cold the ponies’ breath hung in a cloud the whole length of the
street. Zel hesitated, thinking that she should wait, or go and
come again—thinking she should not dare to be seen. But the cold
cut like a flensing knife, the cold and Gannet’s words. Zel’s
words. If only she had held her tongue! If only, if only, cutting
more deeply even than the wind. In a pause between two sleighs she
crossed the trampled snow and climbed up to the door.

“Messengers to the servants’ door,” the
butler said. He was round, balding, serene. How much did he know of
what happened in the Bodils’ cellar? Where did his master keep his
wine?

“I am here to speak with Audey Bodil.”

“Servants’ door.” He was about to shut the
door in her face when he paused. Bells could be heard singing down
the street.

“I am not a servant,” Zel said quietly. “I am
here to speak with Audey Bodil.”

The butler looked again, his serenity ever so
slightly disturbed. Then he stepped back and swung the door wide
enough for her to enter. “Come in, madam. I will see if Mistress
Audey is available.”

He summoned a footman to show her to a small
sitting room. The young man lit a lamp, poked at the slumbering
fire, left without once looking at her face. She stood by the
fireplace, indifferent to the ache of warming blood. After a while
she unwrapped her scarf and took the mittens off her hands.

The door opened.

“Zel! Should it be my turn to say, ‘so
soon’?”

Audey, in the flesh. She wore blue velvet
that bared her shoulders and sapphires in her hair. Her smile
cooled to a wary expression. She pressed the door closed without
turning her back to Zel.

“You have a face like a lion. Is it my blood
you want?”

Zel raised her hand to her face.
“Lioness.”

“Yes.” Audey drew a careful breath. “Of
course I’ve never seen one. I’ve never been south of the
mountains.”

“I have only seen them dead.”

“I’m sorry.” Audey approached the fire with a
hushing of skirts. “I’d like to see one alive.”

“They would miss the sun,” Zel whispered.

Audey smiled, cupped Zel’s face in her hands.
“I would miss the cold.” She dropped her hands, gestured Zel to a
chair as she sat. “You spoke to your friend.”

Zel touched her cheek again, then sat and
told Audey Gannet’s demands. When she was done, Audey sat for some
time turning the rings on her fingers.

“Is it possible?” Zel asked. “Could you give
him to her?”

Audey straightened a ring. She had beautiful
hands, long-fingered and strong. “Yes,” she said, but in her voice
there was a qualification.

“Will you?”

Audey lifted her gaze. “Do you wish it?”

“Yes.”

A lifted brow. “So easily?”

“Easily!”

Audey smiled briefly, returned to the study
of her hands. Finally she said, “I must speak with my sisters, but
I think. . . .” She stood. “I think yes.”

Zel stood as well. “When?”

“Oh, tonight, once the people are gone and
our father has been put to bed. But Zel, we will not be able to do
it without you. And this, too, will not be easy.”

~ ~ ~

“Are the witches free where you come from?”
one of the sisters asked. Zel thought it was Masha, but they looked
so much alike, in the dim cellar she wasn’t sure.

“There are no witches,” Zel said. “Where I
come from, there are only priests.”

“Oh, it’s the same,” another sister said.
“Everywhere it’s the same.”

Zel smiled, thinly. “Some of the priests are
women.”

“It makes no difference,” Audey said. “Hide
us in cellars and use us for secret gain, or try and turn us into
men: neither lets us be.”

“Is that what you want?” Zel asked. “Just to
be?”

“To be left alone,” a sister said.

“To be free,” another said.

“To be unafraid,” Audey whispered.

The women undressed, the Bodils to lacey
shifts, Zel to linen undershirt and drawers. Masha poured oil in
the hollows in the earthen floor, Liran followed with matches and
Godeth with wicks. The northern women’s skin bloomed like new ivory
in the light; Zel’s was rich as gold. Audey let down her hair,
careless of gem-headed pins, then reached to undo Zel’s. Zel
stepped aside. She heard Gannet cry, They stole you from me!
Audey gave her a sober look.

“This is dangerous work we do, my heart.
There must be trust between us or it will turn awry.”

Zel nodded, but she untied her braids
herself.

The sisters knelt within the ring of
firelight, patting a soft rhythm with their palms on the floor,
chanting invocations that were meaningless to Zel, even those in a
language she knew. She sat amongst them, silent, but her hands
twitched to the drumming. This went on and on. She was tired. The
oil-flames blurred to red-gold scarves across her eyes.

Dark girl gleaming like amber in a ring of
golden fire. Dark girl dancing like light across a jewel.

She is a bead strung on the web of their
intentions. Their knowledge moves in her—moves her—like instinct.
Their power, fluid as a cat loping across a desert plain, easy as a
bird lying on the arctic wind. Memory, morality, burned away,
meaningless to the wild creature she has become. Restraint is
essential, instinct tells her so, but theirs are the hands that
have set her free. Let them restrain her if they can. Meanwhile,
she dances.

When the owl comes, she recognizes herself.
Likewise with the knife.

Likewise, the blood.

~ ~ ~

Zel fell into a kind of sick exhaustion while
Audey and her sisters made their charm. When she woke on a cot in a
dark alcove of the cellar, her hands were stiff with blood, her
skin everywhere flecked white with down. Her throat caught on some
sound and she struggled to sit. Audey appeared wearing a robe, her
hair still loose around her face.

“You’re awake,” she said.

Zel hid her hands between her knees and
wept.

“I know.” Audey put her arms around her. “Oh,
I know. It’s hard. It’s always hard. Think how terrible it would be
if it were easy.”

~ ~ ~

She had to deliver the charm to Torrend
herself. Audey did not make it an order, but Zel understood the
necessity. It was almost a moral necessity, though how—she had to
wonder—how could one possibly use that word in this context? A
man’s will subverted, his heart and mind ensnared, and why? Because
a thief entered the wrong house. Because a foolish woman fell in
love. Yet she could not deny what the Bodils had said. Existence,
freedom, fearlessness: these were not trivial desires.

“Don’t pity him,” Audey said, reading her
face. “He would burn us like candles and never think himself
anything but righteous and just. Our enemies are not innocent
men.”

So Zel delivered the charm, which was in the
shape of a letter sealed with a fat blob of red wax. When he broke
the seal, the magic would take hold.

It was still bitterly cold. Audey had offered
Zel a fur cloak, but she had refused, and wearing her servant’s
wool she threaded her way past stables and coach house to knock at
the Torrends’ servants’ door. A maid answered.

“Come in quick, it’s colder than a witch’s
behind.”

Zel, strung tight as a crossbow, broke into
painful laughter. When she could speak, she said, “I have a letter
to deliver to Captain Torrend. My mistress told me to be sure to
put it directly into his hand.”

“Eh, well.” The maid looked her over. “Wait
here. I’d best go ask Master Gherd.”

Zel waited.

The butler came, studied her coldly, demanded
the letter.

“I can’t deliver it to anyone but him.”

“Captain Torrend is not at home. You must
leave it with me.”

“I’ll wait.”

He scowled at her, went away. Came back.
“Follow me.”

Willam Torrend was in the same room as
before, a high, cold chamber with as many weapons as paintings on
the wall. He stood, tall and straight in his black uniform, with
his back to the fire. He said, “Wait in the hall, Gherd.”

“Sir.”

Gray eyes fixed on Zel. “I have only agreed
to see you because I want it made clear to your mistress, once and
for all, that there is no point to these continued attempts at
communication. I do not count myself her enemy, but it is
impossible that I should count such a woman as any acquaintance of
mine. Take that and her letter back to her, and let there be an end
to it.”

Stiff and cold, she thought. As stiff and as
cold as a sheet of glass that showed all the pain behind. Poor man.
He was not making it easier for her. “Sir,” she said, “I’m afraid
there has been some confusion. The letter is from Audey Bodil.”

He gave a kind of laugh. “Audey Bodil! Have
you changed mistresses, then?”

“No, sir.”

“Then I am doubly confused.”

“Pardon me, sir, but I believe the letter
will explain everything.” She pulled the letter from the breast of
her coat and held it out.

He shook his head and murmured, “I don’t
understand.” Put out his hand, took the letter.

Broke the seal.

~ ~ ~

When she left the house, snow had begun to
fall.

She walked aimlessly, cut loose, but not at
peace. She wanted to see Gannet, yet could not think of a single
reaction of Gannet’s she could bear to witness. Joy, fear, regret,
guilt: any of them would only add to Zel’s confusion. She had seen
the blood rush to Torrend’s face, the sudden shaking in his hands.
The charm was cast. Perhaps Zel wanted to see Gannet only because,
by judging Gannet’s reactions, Zel might put some name to her
own.

The fine snow hissed on the wind. Her face
was numb, her hands aching in their bones. It began to dawn on her
that if she could not go to Gannet, she had nowhere else to go. No
place, no money, no friends—no one but the Bodils. She thought she
did not want to see them, she thought she would live a better life
if she never saw them again, but it was so cold, and she was so
tired, and she had spent all her pennies on the bath. Freedom, she
thought bitterly: she had left her father’s home because she wanted
freedom, and now she knew there was no such thing. As Torrend had
said, she had only changed her mistress.

She went back to the Bodils’, and the Bodil
butler showed her to Audey’s sitting room as if she were a favorite
guest. Audey was on a footstool by the hearth, rustling the coals
with a bit of burning kindling. When Zel came in she leapt to her
feet. “Well? Did he take it?”

Zel pulled off her mittens, unwound her
scarf. “You’re going to burn your skirt.”

Audey tossed the burning stick into the fire.
“He took it.” Her color was high, her eyes brilliant. She looked
powerful, vulnerable, trembling on the edge of fear.

“Yes,” Zel said, “he took it.”

“So.” Audey’s hands gripped each other over
her heart. “So.” Then, bringing her joined fists to her mouth, she
cried, “Oh, Zel, you don’t know what we’ve done!” and she burst
into tears.

Strangely, this only served to calm Zel,
almost to reassure her. It wasn’t really over; she had known as
much, without knowing that she knew. She doffed her servant’s coat
and laid it over the back of a chair. Audey watched, done with her
brief storm of tears.

“Tell me,” Zel said.

They sat on a low couch by the fire. Audey
poured two glasses of wine that then sat on a table, untouched.

Audey spoke to her hands. “We laid a curse on
the Torrends. That night, when you first found us. We had never
worked such a powerful magic, nor such a dark one. Oh, it was so
hard! And then, when the owl died, and you ran, we realized some of
you had worked its way into the spell. Everything was wrong. Or at
least, everything was changed.”

“Why the Torrends?”

A calm question, calmly answered:

“Because if that family falls, they will take
half the witch-haters with them.”

“And you will be free.”

“No.” Audey looked up, a reflection of Zel’s
wryness in her smile. “No, but at least we would have a little room
to breathe. Then we might begin to think about freedom.” Her look
changed. “You know, it isn’t only for my sisters and me.”

“Isn’t it?” A small silence. Then: “So the
charm I took to Willam Torrend wasn’t really a love charm, it was a
curse on him and his family.” Oh, poor Gannet. Poor man.

But Audey shook her head. “It was both, I
think.”

“You think?” Zel gave her an offended
stare.

“I think.” Audey held her eyes. “You are the
wild element in all of this, my heart. You come tearing into our
lives pulling Gannet and Willam Torrend in your wake, you with your
dark eyes and your lion’s soul. You broke our curse. We tried to
mend it.” Her mouth quirked. “Mending a curse with a love charm.
Zel, I cannot begin to predict what might come of such a thing.
What was in your mind as you danced? What was in your heart when
you killed the bird?”

Zel reached for a glass of wine to give
herself time for thought. “I don’t know. Freedom. Anger. Love. I
loved her.” She swallowed tears. “I never hated him.”

“So.” Audey smiled a difficult smile. “My
heart, you may have saved us from becoming doom-bringers in spite
of ourselves.”

Zel met her eyes briefly, looked down into
her glass. “I don’t know that I could be sorry if that were
true.”

“I know,” Audey said. “I think I might almost
be glad.”

Zel took a sip. The wine was red as rubies in
the firelight, sweet and warm going down.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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