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  To Dive Into a Godling, Where Life Begins


  Jacques Barcia


  
    Obsidian hooks tear the wild proto-universe’s crust like the tooth of a shark ripping through tender human flesh. The Megalodon makes a steep turn larboard as the universe’s strength wrenches the ship’s black dragging chains nailed to the main deck. This is a tough one, thinks Guido. A really tough one. The sailorman hurries across the ship’s outer corridor as fast as he can, even faster than wisdom recommends. Any misstep and he’ll fall overboard, eternally into the pit of the Primordial Ocean, down until the very substrata of his soul will be stretched thin, dissolved and obliterated.


    The storm of falling stars, the most feared starm, makes the vessel’s bluish, scaly leather skin too slippery to trust. Four sailors are already dead, their lives thrown away by the incommensurable force the expedition’s trying to capture. He sees, far ahead, his many colleagues running, preparing the confining tank or driving the cranes to help fish the thing Guido has mentally found. But today it’s up to him to finish the job. He has to reach the prow. His mission now is to shoot the harpoon.


    He keeps his tremulous hands gripped to the banister, while black lightnings blow from the universe’s open wounds, shedding darkness upon them all. It lasts for just a heartbeat, but floods Guido and the rest of the crew with black terror. Right where he is, the sailor can see the sphere’s immense surface below, shining in emerald and cobalt, every square inch containing the potential to blossom a whole world. Who knows what holds in its core? Probably the secrets of being and many other pieces of esoteric wisdom only accessible to the hi/storians. Like the doctor. Yes, the doctor knows.


    The starm falls heavier as the singularity desperately tries to bolt from the hunting party, a violent tug being its way to scream leave me. As the thing pulls, winning inch upon inch of precious territory, frigates try to shepherd it back closer to the Megalodon, so the chains, tensed to their limits, won’t be torn apart. The globe’s radius, Guido observes, is more than half the ship’s own size. But the captain says they can make it. A big catch, that is. The biggest in the young sailor’s short career.


    Suddenly, Guido’s radio buzzes a message he will never comprehend. It’s probably captain Sagaza, or the doctor, but noise and light, confusion and static fills the space, making any attempt of communication utterly impossible. It’s hard to even think of anything but survival. Only that matters. It’s only then that the young man notices he has lain on the floor and is holding the lower side of the banister with all the strength he possesses, scared to death and shaking. To hell with the prow, he curses in his mind.


    “Guido! Do you copy me?” the man barks on the radio. “Guido! Answer right now, you coward! It’s an order!”


    “I-I’m here,” Guido cries out, stammering, trying his best to reach the headset and adjust the microphone.


    Loud creaks, the moans of a dying animal, rise from the Megalodon’s innards. The vessel’s on the verge of collapsing. The next tug forces the boat to dive another thirty feet or so, making Guido’s stomach lose weight and float just like the city-states suspended in the Primordial Ocean’s unreality. Guido only wishes he was in the safe ports of Menote, unloading an easy cargo, drinking rum with one or two fine ladies. But he isn’t and frankly, he won’t. “I copy you, Captain. I’m stuck here on the larboard corridor. The starm’s too strong. There’s too much light, sir, and the ship’s rocking hard. I—”


    “Now listen to me, you fuckhead,” Captain Sagaza interrupts, his voice barely audible, low, calm and deep. “Either you reach that goddamn harpoon or we all die. Do you understand that? Do you fucking understand me, you worthless mule?”


    The captain’s prejudices usually come forth in times of trouble. Guido remembers similar outbursts when the captain’s beloved ship’s about to sink or when other pirates are about to attack. The Captain is the perfect example of Menotian hypocrite motherfucker, whose opinions on the mules vary according to how essential they are to a given task. And pinpointing proto-universes with a kind of sixth sense is something absolutely essential in that kind of fishing boat. But they’re about to sink, aren’t they?


    “Yes. I understand, Captain. Sir.”


    Guido pushes himself straight and drags his body forward, hate feeding his will. This is his fourth expedition and already he hates the job. He hates that stupid captain who talked him to join the team. More than anything he hates himself, for he knows he wasn’t convinced. He boarded on his own because he needs some answers. The answers.


    Six consecutive blows of black lightning hit the deck with a roar, throwing large chunks of wrecked sharkskin close to Guido’s hideout. The dark energy leaves a strange track in the space where it passes, an absence, a longing that smells of both ozone and chrysanthemums. Five yards ahead, a huge piece of cartilage, the tip of a fin the size of a grown man, rolls from the Megalodon’s back, scratches the propulsion chamber and goes down in the proto-universe’s direction. When it stops, the only thing noticeable is the distant sound of a heavy load crashing into water.


    For a second, the beast stops pulling.


    Guido darts to the distant prow, dodging still falling scales, walls, escape boats—and ropes and people—and his own thoughts. He jumps over a black chimney blocking the way, and when the universe recovers from whatever made it inert, he finds himself amid the rest of the crew at the nose of the ship.


    Suddenly, the deck leans in obeisance to the universe’s force. The place has wrecks and corpses and fallen cranes sprawled all over the floor, tumbling containers smashing everything in between, on their way to the ocean outside. Two of the three smaller frigates fly over his head, taking position. But without the Megalodon’s main fishing lance, all that effort will be meaningless.


    And Guido’s far from being a harpooner.


    In fact, this will be the first time he’ll shoot a proto-universe. The real officer, a mule like him, is dead. Found in his cabin after the last hunt, a few months ago.


    The golden harpoon shimmers, a beacon under the starm’s falling light. Stumbling, almost falling out of balance, Guido’s less than a yard away from the harpoon when the universe starts spinning, flinging the Megalodon to the opposite direction it sailed. Loose cargo and desperate people are catapulted away, but sharp reflexes allow Guido to jump at the last second to the harpooner’s cabin. He only reaches the cabin’s door handle, his whole body colliding against the golden structure. He hangs there, bouncing against the cabin, the world blurring at increasing speed, his thoughts invaded by Sagaza’s barks, until Guido manages to put his legs on the door frame, his other hand firmly holding a crank or a lever, he can’t tell. He finally pulls himself through an open window and falls over the harpoon’s blank control panel.


    A roar. Tentacles strike the ship even before Guido’s able to fasten his seatbelt.


    Impenetrably dark, the scourge hits the deck with the violence of a thousand humanities. The impact rips two or three of the ship’s outer layers, tearing its veins and spilling black blood-oil in every possible direction. Guido hears and feels another thunderous impact, and yet one more only a second later, both of which he presumes are happening on the stern, beneath the hull. We’re all fucked, he thinks, the boat won’t make it.


    “Captain. The ship-board was hit. The guys are dead,” he shouts over the communicator.


    As if waiting for a chance to make itself present, a second voice seizes the line: sweet, calm, cold, and metallic. “Guido, this is Hazel,” the doctor says. “Are you at the harpoon already?”


    Surprised, Guido forgets all the chaos around him and responds with cold discipline. “Yes, Doctor. I’m in.” He speaks in a tone just a few decibels under shouting level.


    “Listen carefully. The last attack damaged the kirlian cameras installed on the harpoon, so I’m blind to whatever’s happening over the singularity’s surface. It is imperative that you shoot it with your eyes wide open. Do you hear me?”


    Again, confusion strikes him like a hammer. Whips the size of buildings snap louder than the apocalypse above the cabin and the doctor commands him to shoot with his eyes open. Can it be done any way around, for the Ocean’s sake? “Yes, doctor. But-”


    “It’ll hurt. It’ll be ugly. But it is imperative, I repeat, imperative that you look straight into the target while shooting.” The doctor’s breathing leaves a whirr on the phone. “Do you copy me?”


    Guido doesn’t answer. Instead, he leans over the command panel and presses a sequence of invisible buttons. Outside, the proto-universe’s rising above the deck’s horizon just like the mythical Sun, about to swallow whatever stands on its way. Several tentacles lace the Megalodon, trying to shatter its body and scatter what’s left throughout the Ocean. The harpoon’s controls create a silvery light inside the cabin, forming a target mark across the windshield and a pair of tridimensional triggers ahead of the shooter. Guido grasps two ghostly controls and sets the charging in motion.


    As the proto-universe squeezes harder, the Megalodon’s bones creak more and more. The vessel bleeds intensely and ought to be dead in no time. Cranes, crew, and whole sections of it are falling, destroyed. He pushes the controls forward and the harpoon wakes up, its artifact gears producing a sharp sound, a precise motion towards the target.


    In the cabin, electricity sparkles in pale blue as the golden weapon reaches its full power. The proto-universe drags the Megalodon closer. Something’s taking form on the singularity’s surface. Something’s taking form on Guido’s tongue. But before the mule can spit it out, and before the enemy attempts any movement, the sailor forces his eyes open and blasts the energy harpoon.


    The death cry of millions of stillborn souls shoots him back.

  


  
    Plasma waves crash against the ship’s self-healing hull. Guido spent the whole day at the tip of the deck, opposite the containment chamber, watching the immaterial tide raise and drag the Megalodon up and down. The living vessel needs at least another day to heal from the proto-universe’s furious charge, so when the sailor left the infirmary earlier that morning, he rode his wheelchair between wrecks and starm soot and searched for a quiet place close to the harpoon to think. And he thinks he’ll probably need another life to heal his own wounds.


    “I’ve caused genocide.” He speaks aloud to no one in particular. By now the starm’s nothing but a gentle drizzle, shining particles falling like fireflies. His mind’s clouded and lost. His eyes are fixed on an imprecise point in the space, a point he’s looking at, but can’t actually see.


    What he sees, though, are bodies burning to cinders. They’re all printed in his retinas. The excruciating sound of moisture fleeing from muscles, then skin, at spurts of hot, hot red steam. All stuck in his eardrums like a second thick layer of wax. The deaths they had, the lives they didn’t, all buried inside his soul.


    But he isn’t sad, exactly. He’s scared. He feels he had committed suicide.


    “They’re not real,” whirrs a metallic voice, a breeze approaching from behind. Dr. Hazel has the coldest of touches, heavy over his shoulders, like an absent mother reaching his son to tell him not to worry in a condescending tone. “You know that, don’t you?”


    Startled, Guido turns to face the mirror-polished brass helm. “Well, I am real.” He wonders if—underneath the plates and the screws and the oxygen filters—there’s a real woman, a flesh and bones creature inside that black leather uniform. A human more real, or closer to that, than he is.


    “I should say you’re lucky to be real.” Dr. Hazel paces slowly around him, one of her metal hands anchored close to Guido’s telescopic yellow-and-brown neck. “You had time to become real. The human zygote infected by the emanations of a proto-universe gave you that time. Those you supposedly killed yesterday had no such time, and thus, weren’t real. You killed none. You’ll go to whatever heaven there’s left in this depleted universe of ours.”


    There’s no heaven, and there’s no explanation to the mule phenomenon. It started only a decade ago and usually happens with those whose parents are men or women who work on the docks, like sailors and whores. For some reason, the reality-bending energy that streams from some proto-universes touches humans at the earliest stages of being. It chooses zygotes at random, apparently, and makes them come to life physically different from the rest of humanity, each one carrying some kind of disfigurement, several in some cases. But, strangest of all, every mule is born connected to the proto-universes. Somehow.


    Guido rises to his feet, head bowing as low as possible, so his batrachian eyes aren’t that far from Dr. Hazel’s face. “Still, I killed whatever was becoming alive there. And that sucks. A lot.”


    “Don’t be so foolish.” Dr. Hazel chuckles. “Even you can’t be that sentimental. I know you’re not that sentimental.”


    Past them, people work rebuilding the parts the Megalodon can’t fix by itself.


    Sailors disassemble twisted cranes and raise new ones, close to the fleshy canyon opened in the attack. Engineers, officials, and scientists stop by to watch the dance of stars, planets, continents within and the populations riding history in fast-forward across the sphere’s surface.


    The massive thing lays trapped in the containment chamber close to the open wound. The jail has the shape of a bowl, its periphery a ring of lead and iron keeping the universe stable, unchanging. The space it occupies is way smaller than the proto-universe’s real dimensions. Again, weird rules of physics messing with geometry.


    Steam flushes from Dr. Hazel’s joints. The hi/storian’s badge attached to her upper sleeve flickers under the workers’ holophotes. “I’m glad you were discharged from the infirmary so soon. It seems there’s no sign of any deeper trauma,” she says, getting closer. “So you’re able to get back to work, aren’t you?”


    “What do you want, Dr. Hazel? Ma’am?”


    The hi/storian clockborg folds her arms and tilts her brass head forward, assuming an even more severe visage. “Did you do what I asked you? Did you look at it?”


    Guido’s eyes drift to the outer space. Yeah, he looked straight into the universe’s surface while shooting. He had reported that. He told her here a minute ago. “I saw them dying,” he tells her again.


    “I know. What I don’t know is whether you kept your eyes open after you shot the harpoon. After you impaled the wild beast and helped the cranes drag it into the ship. Did you see anything else? Forms, shapes, landscapes? Words, maybe? Numbers?”


    Flashes jump back and forth in his mind’s eye. He remembers seeing something. Scrapes the size of mountains. A greenish blur, speeding. The skeleton of a city. Fireworks or supernovas. The ruins of reality. Guido shakes his head, dispersing the waking dream. “I-I think I saw something.”


    “Excellent!” Dr. Hazel claps her clockwork hands in celebration. “We go in tomorrow morning,” she says, departing.


    “Excuse me, Dr. Hazel,” Guido says, sitting back on the wheelchair. “We go in where?”


    She turns, but doesn’t stop her march. “Inside our prisoner, of course! Back to the womb!”

  


  
    Astrometaphysical archeology is probably the most dangerous activity practiced in this post-creational era. This is one of the reasons only pirates accept the money put into the year-long expeditions led and funded by the hi/storians. The hi/storians say they’ll unlock the secrets of the great unmaking by hunting, capturing, analyzing, and cataloguing the shards that, before reality broke, comprised the totality of the Universe.


    But to dive into one of the godlings? That’s suicide. It’s the most fucking stupid way of killing yourself.


    Morning greets the Megalodon’s crew with a clear pink and purple Ocean that stretches around them towards infinity. Days like this usually make Guido confused, for it’s hard to distinguish what’s up from what’s down outside the ship. But as strange as the Ocean is, he figures, the stars still fall in a single direction. And that is down.


    Standing next to him, Captain Sagaza observes the blurred proto-universe through the semi-transparent floor of the Meduso, the ship’s deep-diving vessel. The old pirate wears a royal red coat, turned black by the jade and cobalt light pouring in from under their feet. Sagaza watches the mosaic get bigger and bigger as the cranes descend the exploration vessel down to the contact point. The buccaneer holds a pipe, mouth agape, leaning closer to the wall, but not all that close. His voice comes in gurgling. “Hi/storian witchcraft sees no limit, huh?”


    “It sure doesn’t,” Guido replies spitefully, not looking at the man. “And oh! Dr. Hazel told me not to fear the inner walls. The vessel’s interior is acid-free. They had the best bioengineers, or wizards, whatever, working on it since the beginning. Or something.”


    “Yeah. I believe they had.” Sagaza murmurs and bites the pipe.


    Guido leans his back against the undulating wall, resting his huge neck on a soft column. The room hosts a dozen people or so, the majority belonging to the hi/storians’ crew–black-uniformed scientists too busy fine-tuning gadgets Guido can’t comprehend. Most of the equipment consists of milky pulpits that rise up to their waists and shine with a bioluminescence stronger than the bulbs hanging from the ceiling. The room smells of sweat and seawater and a distant, pungent vestige of ammonia.


    Without warning, the Meduso halts with a rumble and stays there, hanging over that cold-colored whirl for several minutes. Suspense’s cut by the sharp metal voice of the exploration’s leader. “Gentlemen, we’re ready to submerge in five. Take your positions,” Dr. Hazel’s voice announces through loudspeakers.


    “Excuse me, Captain,” Guido asks, putting himself back straight, a frown on his face. “Why are you here?”


    Wrinkles and warts stretch and twist as a half-smile forms on the captain’s face. Both men are heading to their seats, close to the high platform where the Meduso’s controlled, where Dr. Hazel dwells. Sagaza says, “Well, let’s say I think the hi/storians are not keeping their word. So, I’m here to make sure the spoil collected is the one I’ll receive.”


    “But did the doctor tell you exactly what we’re looking for?”


    With a puff of smoke, Sagaza turns to the sailor. “Sort of. They were kind of looking for this particular fish. They were expecting you to find it, I guess. I overheard the doctor saying this one may contain some key information about the unmaking. You know, that superstitious nonsense they believe.”


    Cosmic collisions. Multiple dimensions hitting one another, crashing its fundamental structure, permanently breaking causality. Miscalculation or deliberate experiments to thin out the membrane covering each cell in the multiverse. Yeah, Guido knows the tale. He asks, “And do you know why exactly I’m included in this part of the expedition? I mean, I found the fish. I even shot it. What else does she want?”


    Sagaza smiles an equally delighted and repulsive smile, his teeth blackened by too much tobacco, and pats Guido’s shoulder. “That, kid, only the doctor can tell.”


    Can she? Guido has his doubts. For months now they’ve been hunting proto-universes, with marginal success. He can’t explain and nobody, not even other mules like him, can tell how it’s possible to spot a hundred-meter-diameter sphere composed of pure potentiality, lost in the infinite vastness of the Primordial Ocean, with nothing but an insight, a whisper at the back of the head. A guess.


    Like this. He walks to the bridge, looks straight to a point beyond the beyond, and the horizon simply tells him where to go. The smell of chrysanthemums is the only thing to be found, most of the time. But then, that scent, that faint presence is the confirmation that a proto-universe has lived in that spot but fled, maybe feeling an incoming danger. Or maybe it just got tired of standing still and moved, carrying with it the building blocks of the world, millions of shards mostly lost to humanity and its variants.


    Without notice, an apprentice hi/storian approaches the two men, bows, and speaks to Guido. “The doctor wants to talk to you. Please follow me.”


    “See you, mule.” The captain continues to smokes.


    Guido nods to Sagaza and follows the apprentice, crossing the room towards the steep and gelatinous-looking stairway leading to the main command deck. Up there, he’s obfuscated by the brass helm glistening under bioluminescent light, an aureole reflected on the doctor’s metal head. A deceiving sight, he thinks, far from angelic. Though he has convinced himself those people on the proto-universe’s surface were not real people – that is, they weren’t alive, they were even fading away from his memory now – he thinks it was cruel of Dr. Hazel to make him watch their dissolution.


    He meets her studying a map sprawled over a big round table. It displays tumbled buildings, strange vehicles, and rotating blocks of wreck floating in the air. There are some red dots marked here and there, and white numbered lines connecting them. He stops right behind her and stretches his neck, hoping that clockwork heart may lose a beat. “Did you call-”


    “Yes, I did,” the clockborg says. She manages to grab Guido’s arm, pulling him closer to the table’s edge. Her voice comes out paused and professorial. “I’d like you to observe this map very carefully. Tell me if something calls your attention.”


    The mule lowers his head a bit more, facing the mask almost directly, his daunting features reflected on the brass mirror. “Can you tell me for once what we’re looking for?”


    Again, she doesn’t look up. “Anything, really,” she says quite dismissively.


    “That doesn’t help!”


    Steam whistles from under the mask. Dr. Hazel stretches her arms, as if trying to release some tension, and moving her face slightly towards Guido’s direction, she says, “We’re looking for the Ground Zero.”


    Guido raises an eyebrow. “Ground zero? What is that? More esoteric hi/storian bullshit?”


    She chuckles, a little bit amused, but mostly scornful. “You can say ground is the place where you stand, but literally, it was once an amalgamation of minuscule rocks and crystals and dejects and non-sentient life forms, covered by a thin layer of green blades, living beings that breathed poison and exhaled pure air.” Her arms slice the space over the map broadly, imitating a colossal wave of destruction. “Before reality broke, the worlds were covered by grounds.” After a short pause, Dr. Hazel continues. “And zero is complete absence.”


    “Like the tracks left by the universe’s tentacles?”


    “No. Zero is nothingness. No traces, no tracks.”


    “But how can there be such a thing as a Ground Zero? Something so rich and complex standing next to its antithesis? I don’t understand.”


    “Such were the things before the unmaking,” says the doctor.


    “Reality was a really weird thing then.”


    “It was.” She walks away. “Concepts like ground and zero may be lost forever, but we hope to find bits and pieces of our prehistory. Maybe reproduce and reintroduce these long-gone elements.” She looks over her shoulder, in Sagaza’s direction. Guido could see the captain on the first floor, readying himself for the submersion. “If, of course, the pirates turn less greedy and let us keep more artifacts instead of selling our entire excavations. Damn profit.”


    Pirate as he is, though a young one, Guido’s about to argue, but sees no point in discussing property rights of treasures to be found in unclaimed territory. He has other concerns. “You didn’t say what you want from me.”


    She turns, pointing her dagger-like finger to the table. “Just concentrate on the map. And try to remember what you saw when you shot the singularity,” she says, showing him a bright red “X” mark with her other hand. “When you see it, and you’ll know what it is, put the mark where it stands.”


    Not even close to understanding, Guido handles the mark, analyzing it. Pocketing the red letter, he turns to the stairs. “I’ll let you know if I see something,” he says and heads to the seat next to his abhorred captain.

  


  
    “The womb is a crypt, a safe lock, a dimension unto itself,” Dr. Hazel says. “Enclosed within, an oppressive white noise turns one deaf to desire, while a million vortices of red turmoil rip the flesh of the atoms and expiate their every sin. It is beautiful to the point of maddening, exciting to the touch. It is not for the faint-hearted.”


    She ritually unseals the hi/storian biblos, passed to her by a gray-robed apprentice stationed at an exact step behind her. Eaten by subdimensional bookworms, its vellum pages are infested by tiny holes that move about so as to let the letters unharmed. An old agreement between the worms and the ink, explains the clockborg. Guido notices entire words written in the empty air, but what they mean will always be a mystery to his illiterate mind. “This book contains every bit of knowledge collected by the Order. It tells the story of the unmaking as precisely as it’s possible. And it begins with a tale.”

  


  
    Guido waits for the doctor to continue. They are both at a high balcony inside the Meduso now, watching the submarine’s milky filaments harvest archeological artifacts frozen in space, or swirling in large groups inside the proto-universe’s womb. There are forgotten geometric shapes, erased mathematical formulae and impossible double-helixes, as well as alchemical compounds, magics neither black nor white, lost races, new emotions, and alternative states of being. Pieces of the jigsaw puzzle called existence, deconstructed and stored since the dusk of time.


    The hi/storians’ orders are to bring onboard as many treasures as possible, for their museum-lab in Menote is rather new and demands research material. The pirates, on their part, tend to be more selective and pick only highly demanded raw materials, exotic spices, exclusive gems, and rare intoxicants, all of which are to figure, some months from now, at the city’s shards market.


    “In the end, there was the Ground Zero, where the Wise Forefathers dwelled,” reads Dr. Hazel, and then skips the first page, flipping quickly past the rest, barely giving Guido time to admire the highly detailed illuminations adorning every border. “It goes on, pages upon pages, describing a marvelous city of philosophers and miracle makers, of alchemical reactors and complex gridded abacuses, a place bathed in sunlight, and from which it obtained its nourishment. Univercity, it was called. The place where the Forefathers broke reality.”


    An immense filament crosses the space outside, slicing the landscape in two. It bears what appears to be a mass of string instruments leaking a dissonant melody on its way up. The sailor observes the vibrating chords and asks rather casually, “And what makes you think the Ground Zero is here?”


    “Intuition,” replies Dr. Hazel, closing the book with a thump.


    “Intuition?”


    “Not mine, of course, but the harpooner’s. The one that preceded you.” She gives the biblos to her assistant, who turns on his heels and strides away.


    “The dead one?”


    “That’s him,” confirms the hi/storian. “You see, he went into shock while trying to capture the previous proto-universe we chased. He shouted over the communicator and in the end he wasn’t able to shoot. So we lost that hunt, but when he got out of the harpoon’s cockpit, his eyes were literally ablaze, smoking a glittering dark fume. It had that characteristic smell, too. Flowery. He fell on the deck crying and when the team came to rescue him, he started speaking in tongues, a nonstop babbling ciphered in a language few people know today. The idiom of the Wise Forefathers. The poor soul recited that babbling for six full days, confined in his cabin. He was found dead the next morning. He bled to death after cutting out his tongue.”


    Guido blinks. “You’re telling me that man got mad and committed suicide.” In Dr. Hazel’s mask Guido’s face assumes a purple, furious aspect. His eyes are fixed on her dark visors. “After looking with eyes wide open at the fish? The guy killed himself after that?” Swinging his fists in the air, he empties his lungs in a shout. “What the fuck! You were trying to kill me!”


    But Dr. Hazel keeps herself still, obviously unmoved and uncaring. From behind the columns and shadowed corners, hi/storian enforcers make themselves known, like venomous spiders about to finish the life of a netted prey. “No. I was trying to gather more data. That mule was reciting quotes from the biblos. More than that, he was completing it, adding details we would never have access to. He was giving us directions. And maybe you could speak more. Maybe you could finish the message, the coordinates, and help us find the Ground Zero. And we’d take absolute care of you, of course. We wouldn’t commit the same mistake.”


    A stiff long yellow finger stops inches from the clockborg’s polished mask. “Fuck you and your people,” Guido hisses and turns to leave. “I’m out of here.”


    “Do I need to force you?” Her voice’s calm as the minutes before a starm. “Because I can. And I will, if necessary.”


    “Suit yourself. I don’t give a shit about your threats. You’ve tried to kill me once and I’m still here.” His steps are angry kicks on the floor, every blow trying to dig down a wound deep enough to bury his indignation.


    “No, you don’t fear death, Guido. You fear oblivion. You fear dissolution and ignorance of both your origin and your final destination,” the clockborg says, raising her voice only slightly.


    Echoing, Dr. Hazel’s voice sounds like a nest of rattlesnakes. “Because your species is new and has no history, nor creeds or myths, therefore you’ve no perspective and no idea about the path you’re walking on. You’ve nothing but your absolute now, Guido. And every moment turning present into past, or that little step crossing the barrier into the future, that is a moment of unbearable torture. You are empty.”


    The mule slows his pace, as if dragged by the obsidian chains of a pirate boat. He feels dizzy as the room assumes an odd illumination, less pale, but not exactly clear, like gaslight or candles. There’s an itch in his tongue. A knot forming in his throat.


    “But what if I tell you the riddle I’m trying to solve is the one and the same that’s consuming you? And that the answer can be found at the same place?” Dr. Hazel’s whizzing breath fills the gap in her speech. “All you have to do is point out where it is.”


    Collapsing, Guido’s neck bends forward.


    Miraculous numbers start falling from his head like a cascade of dandruff, drawing on the floor complex diagrams and formulas he can’t read. As the men in black uniforms grab his falling body, unknown words come out like black bile and vomit. In his mind, he feels a shard of the Univercity. In his heart, he’s close to the Ground Zero.

  


  
    The Univercity’s urban skeleton rests over a plain, past a steep misty hill, mostly composed of discarded parts of several worlds-to-be. Dr. Hazel commands the pirates and scientists to stop collecting reality shards and prepare to dive deeper.


    The Meduso rocks, bangs, then loses and gains depth, navigating through the extreme conditions inside the womb’s amniotic environment. The vehicle’s structure creaks loudly, but it’s not known for sure if that’s simply the result of the continuously raising pressure, or if due to the vessel’s failure to hide its fear. After seventeen hours swimming in those living waters, it’s only natural.


    Should apocalypse ever be photographed, Guido concludes, the sight of the city’s remains would be the wicked picture surfacing to the paper, slowly coming into being under an all-encompassing crimson light. It certainly redefines the concept of devastation. It’d eventually become fashion, he thinks, for there’s something in destruction that makes it beautiful. Destruction is art.


    Entropic maelstroms erode the walls, roofs, and the land, sucking out the essence of things, turning cars into the ghosts of cars, trees into the specters of trees. But nothing ceases to exist. Instead, they remain in perpetual decay, decomposition unfulfilled. It’s like seeing one of the prehistoric catastrophe movies the hi/storians keep at the museums on eternal loop.


    But the site isn’t the corpse of a city, a ghost town. No. It’s a zombie metropolis.


    “Here.” Guido points at the table, pinning the red “X” mark on the map. ”It’s definitely this way.” Strangely, he feels like a parasite, guiding himself and the contagious disease he carries through a labyrinth, a downward spiral that will lead him to an already sickened, malformed, dying fetus. But he feels like he needs to do it.


    He does feel it.


    He hears its calling.


    After his breakdown, it takes only minimal concentration to see dusty little pieces of green dancing under a calm, red breeze. He can see other things too, maybe people, in the periphery of his vision. But he can’t say exactly who they are.


    “I can see nothing special. Only red rocks, debris, and death. I think we should be going back to the Megalodon,” Captain Sagaza mutters, staring through the transparent wall. The old pirate stands at the command deck, resting his elbows on the balustrade. Biolights shine brighter as the submarine dives deeper into the womb. His customary pipe, smoky and ablaze, gives the air a sickening smell of burnt chocolate and camphor that appears to please him more than the actual taste of the tobacco. He has a spreadsheet in one hand and after checking the ruined landscape, gets back to taking notes, marking ticks, circling some items.


    “Neither do I, Captain, but the womb tells me where to go,” Guido replies, his voice low, not taking his gaze away from the table. “And I obey.”


    “Let the boy work, Sagaza,” Dr. Hazel hisses from behind the helmsman. She has a smaller map lined up over the drawing board at the room’s end and is analyzing coordinates with a kind of baroque sextant. Every five seconds or so she turns, compares her numbers with something written in a book on the table-map, then returns to the drawing board and scribbles three or four lines of mystical symbols. Finally, she stops writing and comes closer to Guido. “Then we’re almost flying over the Ground Zero,” she concludes, not hiding her excitement.


    “Actually,” says the mule, walking to the stairs, eyes turned to the floor, neck craning down almost to his waistline, “we’re right above it.”


    The crew seems to stop for a second, not quite understanding what the hybrid means. Not even Dr. Hazel dares to interrupt. It’s Sagaza who ends up breaking the silence. “And now what?”


    Guido’s already halfway down the stairs when, with a grin, he turns to face the captain. “Now,” he says, his eyes drifting to the doctor, “we go in.”


    The clockborg drops her maps and notes and comes forward, her face steaming in protest. “Go in where?”


    “Deeper. Where life begins.”


    Sagaza steps up next to the clockborg, and chuckling, he says, “We can’t go outside, idiot. It’ll get us killed in an instant. Want to waste your worthless life, mule? Well, I don’t.”


    Guido climbs two steps back in the captain’s direction. The grin on his face is gone. “Then goodbye, Captain. It was shit being under your command.” The next second, the mule is heading to the first floor, followed by Dr. Hazel and a retinue of black-robed hi/storians.


    “Wait,” Sagaza cries. “I won’t let you keep my share of the treasure,” he says in a defeated tone. “I’ll go.”

  


  
    The moment the red wind blowing outside the Meduso touches him, Guido is no longer in the womb. Instead, he’s in a field painted with all possible colors, bordered by all kinds of flowers. He stands at the middle of a cement alley, framed left and right by tall sunflowers, rosebushes, tulips, and orchids, but mostly by chrysanthemums. Some red-brick buildings can be seen uphill, in the distance. And the sky, oh—the sky’s an almost cloudless blue.


    Clouds. Sky.


    Never before had Guido thought about the concept of sky. It never occurred to him. He had never even named something like a cloud before. But now—like facing a long-gone love affair surprisingly showing up for dinner—he remembers those things, those loves, those pieces of himself and the world that were forgotten and lost in a cage deep inside his soul. He just knows.


    This time his conscious mind asks why he isn’t scared. Why he’s not screaming and running, desperately looking for the Meduso and the rest of the crew?


    He’s at peace.


    Something calls his attention, an object glittering with a green light just a few paces up the alley. It resembles a stone, or a piece of some broken structure. A wall, maybe. It invites him.


    Trembling, he walks towards the jade-like rock and is surprised to see its colored light isn’t uniform. In fact, it’s a green carpet covering a brownish body, an amorphous object resting right there, like it has been thrown down to the floor, discarded.


    “Yes,” says a disembodied voice.


    Guido is disoriented; the world spinning in his confusion.


    “Yes, that’s it,” the voice continues. “To be precise, that’s just a part of it, or its version available down here.”


    Guido turns once, twice, looking for the mouth releasing those words. Then he notices the green-and-brown object is no longer where it had laid.


    He turns once again and is startled to see two score men standing in front of him.


    It’s like being in a house of mirrors. He’s staring at himself, reflected in a maze shattered in millions of pieces and glued back again.


    “Who the fuck are you?” He can’t help but back off almost a yard.


    “You,” answers the man at the front, holding what Guido knows to be the Ground Zero, still shining with a greenish light. They have his body, his face, his same voice, but none is a whole version of him. Some lack parts of their faces, or a limb. Others are younger or too old and have holes in their torsos and their organs are exposed. “We’re possibilities of you. We’re the pasts you could’ve lived. We’re the futures you may have. We’re those who donated ourselves so someone called Guido could be. And though you are because of us, we can only be through you. We’re your history and you, Guido, you are our now. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    Guido nods, his long, long neck assuming an affirmative, understanding pose. He lets a smile form, but still, his eyes, the same frog-like eyes that stare back to him, announce his one and only doubt.


    “Why me?”


    The mirror-Guido steps forward, moving to hand in the Ground Zero to the hybrid. This one gives him a deep, thoughtful stare. “There’s a word for that question, Guido, but I’m afraid there’s no answer. There’s never been one, and never will. It’s called anguish and it’s been the drive moving humanity forward throughout all of its incarnations. But I tell you this: learn and live with it. And keep asking.”

  


  
    The trip back to Menote is silent, funereal, especially for those few who ventured into the womb and survived. Except for Guido. He was the first to swim back, and then rescued by the sailors waiting outside the containment chamber. A day later, Dr. Hazel appeared within the lifeless remains of the Meduso. She immediately commanded the hi/storians to release the proto-universe out to the Primordial Ocean, giving no further explanation. Captain Sagaza was never seen again.


    Watching the Menotian shoreline come closer and closer, Guido toys with the Ground Zero, feeling its weight, its texture, its overrated value.


    “I was wondering when you’d give it to me,” Dr. Hazel says, her whirring voice sounding older than ever. The hi/storian’s on a crutch, limping, her clockwork mechanisms clearly dried up.


    Guido gives the Ground Zero a last dismissive look and throws it to the clockborg. The fist-sized piece of grassy land spins in the air. “It’s yours. Enjoy it.” He smiles, then turns back to watch the plasma waves dance around the ship.


    Dr. Hazel catches the artifact in midflight, but apparently doesn’t give it so much importance now. “Thank you.” She shoves it in a leather bag and turns to leave. ”Have a good day, Captain. We’ll discuss our next expedition after debarkation.”


    “I’m afraid this ship no longer hunts for proto-universes,” he says over his shoulder, but Dr. Hazel’s already on the move. Poor woman, he thinks. Whatever she assumes she had found is not what she has been looking for. The hi/storian’s not asking the right questions, Guido thinks. She doesn’t ask, only collects. It looks like she isn’t human after all.
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  Heaven Under Earth


  Aliette de Bodard


  
    Husband’s new spouse is brought home in a hovering palanquin decked with red lanterns, its curtains displaying images of mandarin ducks and kingfishers—the symbols of a happy marriage.


    First Spouse Liang Pao has gathered the whole household by the high gate, from the stewards to the cooks, from the lower spouses to their valets. He’s standing slightly behind Husband, with his head held high, with pins of platinum holding his immaculate topknot in place—in spite of the fact that he’s been unable to sleep all night. The baby wouldn’t stop kicking within his womb, and the regulators in his blood disgorged a steady stream of yin-humours to calm him down. He’s slightly nauseous, as when he’s had too much rice wine to drink—and he wonders why they never get easier, these carryings.


    The palanquin stops, lowers itself gracefully as the steward cuts off the dragon-breath fields. The scarlet curtains sway, twisting out of shape the characters for good luck and long life.


    Husband steps out first, holding out his hand to the spouse inside—he’s wearing his best clothes, white live-worm silk preserved since the days of the colonist ancestors, a family heirloom reserved for grand events.


    And the spouse . . .


    When she steps out of the palanquin, Liang Pao cannot help a slight gesture of recoil. He wasn’t expecting . . .


    Behind him, the servants and the lower spouses are whispering in disbelief. Liang Pao turns, slightly, to throw them a cutting glance—and the whispers cease, but they don’t erase the facts.


    The new spouse is unmistakably a woman—not a caihe like Liang Pao and the others, a woman with a live womb and eggs of her own. Except . . . Except that it’s obvious how Husband could afford to bring a woman home even though he’s not a High Official: her calm, stately face under the white makeup is older than it should be. She’s in her late fifties, at best—and her childbearing years are, if not over, very near their end. By the time her seclusion has ended, she’ll be useless.


    Husband turns around, presenting her to the household, and Liang Pao’s ingrained reflexes take over from his shock.


    From a faraway place, as distant as the heights of Mount Xu, he walks to her and bows, slightly—as befitting a superior to an inferior. “My Lady,” he says. “We wish you a prosperous marriage.” He hesitates for a fraction of a second, but still he completes the traditional blessing. “May you have the Dragon’s Nine Sons, every one of them with their own strength and successes.”


    Pointless. She won’t have any sons, or any daughters for that matter.


    “First Spouse,” Husband says, equally formally. “This insignificant person by my side is Qin Daiyu, and she humbly begs you to enter the house as a lawfully wedded spouse.”


    Liang Pao blesses formalities—the only thing he can hold onto, steady and unvarying and as surely ingrained in his mind as Master Kong’s Classics. “She is welcome under this roof, for the term of her seclusion and for the term of her marriage. May Heaven bestow on both of you a thousand years of happiness.”


    All this, of course, does nothing to quell the acrid taste in his mouth, and nothing to answer his question—the endless “Why?” swirling in his head like a trapped bird.

  


  
    As manager of the household, Liang Pao is the one who assigns Fourth Spouse her quarters and servants of her own. The best thing for her would have been caihes, but he cannot very well ask one of the two other spouses to wait on her, when she’s still the youngest member of the household—in seniority if not in age.


    Liang Pao selects the only two neutered valets he has, and takes them to help Fourth Spouse unpack her bridal things: three heavy lacquered coffers, antiquities predating the Arrival. If these could be sold, they’d fetch a price even higher than Husband’s silk robes.


    Where under Heaven did Husband find her?


    Fourth Spouse watches him the whole time, with a frank look of appraisal he finds disturbing—she’s neither as meek nor as demure as a woman should be.


    But then, he knows so little of women.


    When the servants have left, Fourth Spouse doesn’t move. She only bows her head, with a stately gesture that looks correct—but that sends a tingle down Liang Pao’s spine, a hint of wrongness. She says, “Thank you.”


    “It’s my place.” He knows he should stay with the prescribed topics, wish her again health and happiness, but his curiosity is too great. “It’s unusual for our household to . . . welcome such a guest.”


    “I have no doubt,” she says, then offers a mocking smile.


    No opening, then, and he’s unsure of why he’s ever hoped there would be one. Ritual assigns each of them their place: to him, the running of the household, including that of her quarters; to her, the seclusion and the regular visits from the Embroidered Guards, the taking of her last few eggs to pay the tax on female marriages.


    After a last bow, he’s preparing to leave, when she does speak.


    “The stars have shifted their course to bring me here from the willow-and-flower house,” she says. Her formal speech is at odds with the frank gaze she trains on him.


    Liang Pao stops, frozen in the doorframe. A willow-and-flower. A courtesan. That’s where Husband found her, then, in a high-class brothel—one that can afford a few women from the Ministry of Rites, in addition to their usual fare of caihes and boys.


    “So that’s why he could afford you.” He doesn’t even attempt the usual courtesies; but he doubts she’ll be shocked by this breach. That’s why her gaze was assessing him then—as a potential client, even though the idea of a caihe sleeping with a woman is ludicrous.


    She shrugs. Her robe slides down her shoulders as she does so, revealing skin the colour of the moon, and tight, round breasts that he could hold in one hand. And, as he thinks of that, the same deep sense of wrongness tightens in his womb.


    There’s a smell in the air—blossoming on the edge of perception, a mixture of flowers and sweat and Buddha knows what. Liang Pao’s breath quickens. He knows what it has to be: spring-scents, tailored to arouse her clients. But he’s not one of them. He’s not even a man. It can’t be working on him.


    “You’ve never seen a woman before,” Fourth Spouse says, as blunt as he is.


    He shakes his head. “I was born the normal way,” he says. In an automated incubator, after his father filled out the necessary forms at the Ministry of Rites.


    “I see.” Her lips curl—she’s amused, and bitter, though he doesn’t know why. “You were born a man.”


    Liang Pao shrugs. It seems such a long time ago, when he was still a boy and still dreaming of being head of his own household, fantasizing over how many spouses he’d be allowed to take—long before he failed the exams, long before knives and needles cut into his flesh, before regulators moulded him into something else. Now it’s a faded memory, blunted and harmless. He’s caihe now—has always been so.


    Fourth Spouse draws herself up, her chest jutting out in what looks like a practised pose. But the ease with which she does it belies that. It’s a reflex, as ingrained within her as politeness and courtesies are within Liang Pao.


    His heartbeat has quickened; but underneath is the familiar languor caused by his regulators releasing new yin-humours, and within a few moments his breath grows calm again, his heartbeat steady once more.


    He shouldn’t be here. Anything out of the ordinary could endanger the pregnancy; and though Husband’s post as a fifth-rank civil servant entitles him to nine transfers, he doesn’t want to be the one to spoil a perfectly good egg. “I’ll leave you alone,” he says.


    The look of veiled contempt she gives him sears him to the bone. “You’re less than a man, then. Unable to give voice to your desires.”


    He doesn’t understand. “I have no desires.”


    “Not anymore, I guess.”


    Liang Pao rubs his hand against the bulge of his belly—feeling the child twist and turn within him, wondering if the heartbeat he hears is his own or the baby’s. “I’m carrying.”


    “I can see that,” she says, again. “Husband’s child by—”


    He shrugs. She knows the ritual as well as he does: Husband donated the sperm, and one of the thousand thousand eggs in the huge vaults of the Ministry of Rites was unfrozen, fertilized—and transferred into him. That’s the way it works, with caihes.


    Wives, of course, are different, and the transfer is much easier. Natural, one of his teachers at the Ministry said, once, in an unguarded moment—before closing his eyes and forcefully changing the subject. For most of New Zhongguo, wives are an unattainable dream: sold for fortunes by the Ministry of Rites, and all but reserved to High Officials.


    Fourth Spouse laughs, a quiet, pleasant sound, the tinkle of a chime over a waterfall. “Carrying or not, you can’t change the fact that you’re a man.”


    “You’re mistaken,” he says, calmly, carefully, in the same tone mandarins use to explain things to off-worlders. “I’m not a man.”


    Fourth Spouse smiles, shaking her head in disdain.


    This is ridiculous. He’s First Spouse of the household, carrying Husband’s child within him—and here she is, all but flirting with him, taunting him for what he is not. “I would seem to be disturbing you,” he says, as stiff and as formal as he can manage. “I will leave you to your rest.”


    He goes away: walking as quickly as he can, feeling the languor in every fibre of his being, the regulators struggling to keep up with the quickening of his breath, with the tight feeling in his chest.


    Caihe, he is caihe, he has to remember that.

  


  
    Liang Pao never goes into her room, after that. He has his life and she has hers, and he won’t think on her words or of the images she’s conjured in him: memories of a distant childhood when he flew steel-yarn kites just like his own children are doing in the courtyard—just like the boy in his womb will do some day.


    Still, he wakes up every night, in the privacy of his quarters—his heart beating madly for a few, interminable seconds before the yin-humours kick in and he sinks back into sleep again. In his dreams, in the waking world, he aches with a desire he can’t place, a need that seeks to supersede even the pregnancy.


    Fourth Day comes round again: the moment of his moonly examination. The doctor arrives at the gates of the household, prim and on time, and is shown into the examination room, where Liang Pao sits hidden behind a chromed screen. The doctor takes his place near the entrance of the room. His caihe assistant goes back and forth behind the screen, observing Liang Pao’s symptoms and reporting to the doctor. As the cool, capable hands rest on his wrists and on his throat, taking one by one the twelve pulses of the heart, Liang Pao remembers other hands against him—wielding knives and injectors, gently pressing their blades until the skin broke and blood pearled with the first prickling of pain. He remembers the first yin-humours within him, the sickening taste in his mouth and the unfamiliar languor, as constricting as the cangue restricting a prisoner’s arms . . .


    He comes to with a start. The caihe assistant has finished; behind the screen, the doctor is busy reporting. He’s been droning on for a while, about the rate of metal-humours and wood-humours in the body—nothing out of the ordinary, it would seem. Everything is going as well as expected, and within a few moons Husband will have a young, healthy boy.


    Then he’s gone, but Liang Pao doesn’t move for a long while—not until the memories fade into harmlessness, and his hands stop shaking.


    He’s never had dreams like those before; but then he has never been so close to a woman before. He’s been taught to be a good caihe: to sing and recite poetry; to walk in fast, mincing steps that make it look as though he’s swaying; to play soulful songs on the qin until his fingers are numbed to the pain from the strings. But he has never been taught what he should do with a woman—or what to do when his yin-humours struggle to keep up with the pregnancy.


    Carrying or not, you can’t change the fact that you’re a man.


    Is that all there is to it?


    On a whim, he rises and walks to the freezer, and orders it to open. In the first drawer is a beaker engraved with phoenixes and dragons sporting among clouds—and within, hanging suspended in nitrogen, is a single egg, due to be transferred into Second Spouse’s womb at the next Moon Festival.


    The second drawer . . .


    In the second one are three elongated pouches, encased in layers of insulation, enough to keep them well below freezing point for a day.


    His hand hovers over the leftmost one—the one bearing the characters of his own name, entwined on a background of peach blossoms. After a while, he withdraws it from the drawer, and holds the cool surface of the insulation in the palm of his hand.


    It’s an old, old custom, dating back to the days of Old Earth—before the space exodus, before the colonist ancestors. Long before there were caihes on New Zhongguo, there were eunuchs—and they kept the excised parts with them, so that they might be buried with everything their parents had given them.


    Here, resting snug in the palm of his hand, is proof that she was right—that he wasn’t born a caihe, that he will not die as one. That he is . . .


    He doesn’t know what he is, anymore.


    “You look thoughtful,” Husband’s voice says, behind him.


    Liang Pao doesn’t start, or show surprise in any way—only small children are still impulsive enough to display what they feel.


    Rather, Liang Pao turns, slowly, and bows to Husband, the precise depth required by ceremony. Today, Husband is wearing a robe shimmering with moiré; his hair is done in an immaculate top-knot, with the eight-metal pins denoting his status as a fifth-rank magistrate.


    Husband shakes his head. “No need for that,” he says. Gently, he picks the pouch from Liang Pao’s hand, and turns it over. “That’s the first time I’ve seen you take this out.”


    Liang Pao doesn’t quite know how to answer. It’s never been his place to bother Husband with his own problems, just as Husband’s troubles at the tribunal stop at the door of the house. “I—was curious,” he says finally.


    Husband stares at the pouch, as if, like a poem, it might twist and turn on itself and reveal something else. “Something is on your mind,” he says, and he looks distinctly worried. “Isn’t it?”


    How does he know? “It’s been—difficult, lately, for me,” Liang Pao says.


    Husband’s eyes freeze: a minute expression that Liang Pao isn’t sure how to interpret. “You have a good life, Pao. Don’t you?”


    The use of Liang Pao’s personal name is almost as shocking as the hunger with which Husband watches him—and Liang Pao doesn’t know what to do, doesn’t know what to say to make things go back to the way they were. “Of course,” he says, but it doesn’t seem to be enough. “Fourth Spouse . . . “ he starts, and can’t finish.


    Husband still watches him.


    “Fourth Spouse is . . . unexpected.”


    Husband relaxes a fraction, though his gaze is still harsh. “Yes, of course. I should have known. She’s not here to supplant any of you, Pao. I just—” He hesitates, but then goes on. “You should have seen her in the willow-and-flower house. You should have heard her make up verses to cap the poems of the customers—and such talent, when she played the qin . . . “


    Liang Pao doesn’t speak. He doesn’t dare to. He’s never heard such contained emotion in Husband’s voice. He loves her, he thinks, and it’s a bittersweet thought, because he’s not quite sure how he should react to this.


    “They go back to the government, when they’re too old to procreate,” Husband says. “They’re sold to High Officials as ornaments—as pretty things, exhibited before one’s friends at receptions and festivals. That’s . . . That isn’t a life for her. You understand?”


    Liang Pao isn’t sure if he does, but he nods all the same. “You rescued her?”


    “Yes. Rescued her. But she’s not here to take your place. She isn’t here . . . “


    To carry his children. Liang Pao shakes his head. “I understand.”


    “Good. Good.” Husband smiles, looking relieved, and puts the pouch back in the freezer.


    And then it occurs to Liang Pao: Husband didn’t know. There is one time in his life when a caihe receives his pouch—for the last few breaths, the last few heartbeats, that he might die as he was born.


    No, he wants to say. I didn’t want to commit suicide. But Husband has already moved on. “You should go and see her,” he says. “Be friends with her. For the harmony of the household.”


    Husband’s words are commands, of course, even if he doesn’t always realise it. “I will,” Liang Pao says, but the last thing he wants is to talk to Fourth Spouse.

  


  
    That evening, Liang Pao goes into the garden, and stands for a while, listening to the plaintive accents of a qin wafting from inside Fourth Spouse’s quarters.


    It’s a song he knows, a poem about the pain of parting:


    “Two regal daughters are weeping


    off within green clouds


    They went along with the wind and the waves . . . “


    He should go in. He should enter her quarters and talk to her, as Husband has asked.


    For the sake of the household, if nothing else. But he can’t . . .


    He can’t go in there again.


    “ . . . the Xiang may stop its flow


    only then will the stains disappear


    of their tears upon bamboo.”


    The qin falls silent, and nothing moves within. He hears the scuffle of the valets withdrawing from the inner chamber; her evening is over, and she will be preparing herself for bed.


    It’s not too late, he tells himself, but he knows he’s only lying to himself. His swollen breasts hang over his chest—his nipples tingle, and the same feeling climbs from his womb, mingling with the baby’s heartbeat within him. He aches with need.


    That’s when he hears the door slide open—and sees her shadow slip out of the quarters.


    At first, he thinks Fourth Spouse is only there to enjoy the moonlight—but something in the way she walks tells another story. She looks left and right, pausing every few steps to make sure no one is following her. That’s no mincing, womanly walk, but the careful step of someone on reprehensible business.


    Surely she wouldn’t—


    Liang Pao starts walking faster, heedless of his body’s protests—his muscles ache, and his breasts, unhampered by any underwear, shift up and down on his chest, to the rhythm of his race. He takes care to stay hidden, but she’s running now, heading towards the back of the garden and the small passageway that opens only for the Moon Festival.


    Surely . . .


    She stands by the door—and then she reaches inside her wide sleeves. She throws a last, furtive glance behind her—Liang Pao presses himself harder against the trunk of a willow tree, tries to merge with the night . . .


    She doesn’t see him. With a shrug, she slides a card into the door and it slides open, infinitely, heart-wrenchingly slow.


    That’s not meant to happen, Liang Pao thinks, standing frozen where he is. The door can’t just . . .


    There’s no time to think about all of this. One more moment; and she’ll pass through into the passageway, through the door at the end, and she’ll slip outside and they’ll never find her.


    Fine, that’s his first thought. Let her be gone, her and her disturbing presence, and the feelings she evokes within him. But then he remembers Husband’s voice when he spoke of Fourth Spouse—brimming with an emotion Liang Pao has never heard from him. Her flight, he knows, will break Husband’s heart.


    He moves before he can think. He runs—his head spins, and the unaccustomed weight of his belly forces him to bend backward, but he doesn’t stop. He has to reach her.


    She’s squeezing herself through the door, pressing against the metal panels even though they’re not open yet—and he’s not fast enough, not strong enough to catch up to her before she goes through. So he does the only thing he can do.


    “Stop,” he says. His voice echoes against the walls of the empty garden, triggering a flood of soft lights from the garden walls.


    But that doesn’t work—she’s still pressing on, still hoping to pass the second door and lose herself in the deserted streets of the city. “Stop”, Liang Pao says, again. “Or I’ll call.”


    She freezes, then. “You wouldn’t. You don’t want me here.”


    “I already told you. I have no desires,” he says.


    Fourth Spouse watches the open door, her face half-turned away from him, washed smooth by the soft, swirling light emanating from the garden walls—and he stands, already out of breath and waiting for the adrenaline to leave his muscles. Thankfully, each garden section is independent: the light will be small, and barely visible from Husband’s quarters. For now, it’s just the two of them.


    Her face is unreadable under the harsh neon light. “Surely you can understand.” Her voice is flat, emotionless. “I will humbly remove herself from your presence, and the house will return to harmony.”


    Liang Pao puts both hands in his sleeves—standing away from her, both feet firmly planted in the muddy, fragrant earth of the garden: a gesture of disapproval.


    The door is closing again—between that and the door at the other end of the passageway, that’s two sets of doors now, two barriers against her escape. He doesn’t move, though, to stand between her and the panels; that would be showing weakness.


    Finally, Fourth Spouse says, “Let me go.” Her voice is shaking now. “You have to.”


    “You’ll break his heart,” Liang Pao says. “Why should I let you go?”


    She shakes her head, in that oddly disturbing way. “I’m not meant for him.” She looks at him, and some of the same freezing contempt creeps back into her face. “But you don’t understand, do you?”


    “I—” Liang Pao says, and she’s right: he doesn’t understand a word she’s saying. But her voice—her voice is like an electric tingle in his body, and he can’t seem to focus on anything but the carnation of her lips, and her wide eyes.


    She bends her head towards him, gracefully. “We didn’t only have New Zhongguans, at the willow-and-flower house. We had navigators and engineers, and other people sailing the space between the stars.” Her voice is oddly reflexive. “Some of them were women—we used to lie against each other afterwards and whisper sweet nothings on the pillows—” and it’s all too clear she’s not talking about women, but about one woman in particular.


    He doesn’t want to hear that. Women sleeping with each other—it’s as unnatural as a fish out of water, or Heaven under Earth. His throat is pulsing again; he fights an urge to come closer to her.


    “I—”


    Fourth Spouse’s smile is malicious. “Rubbing each other’s nipples, and pleasuring ourselves with tongues and fingertips . . . “


    The tightening in his womb has become unbearable. “Stop,” he whispers. “Stop.”


    “She’s out there,” Fourth Spouse says. “Waiting for me—waiting to take me away from all this, to a place that’s meant just for me. Let me go.” Her voice is low, urgent, and the odd, frightening smell of her spring-scents saturates the air. “Let me be free.”


    He gives her the rote answer, the one they taught him at the Ministry of Rites: “A woman’s true place is in the house, with her husband.” As is a caihe’s place.


    “Perhaps. Perhaps not.” She’s not smiling anymore. “You were a man, once—before you changed. I thought you’d understand. I thought—” She looks at him, tears glistening in her eyes. “Don’t you want me to be happy?”


    “I—”


    Her eyes are wide, and he feels himself falling into them, a fall that has no end.


    She whispers, “Don’t you remember what it felt like, being a man? Don’t you remember the life you were promised—the fight against the shenghuans on the boundary, the grand merchant adventures in space—dreaming of what it would feel like, kissing a wife? Don’t you remember?” She moves closer, and her scent enfolds him, an intoxicating tingle on every pore of his skin.


    Like the kites, her words mean something to him—stir the same indefinable longing in his womb—but this is wrong, all wrong, those are selfish dreams. “This doesn’t matter,” he says. “This isn’t my place.”


    “Then you’re a worse fool than I thought.”


    But he’s had enough of being dominated by her—woman or not, she’s still the most junior member of the household, and he’s still First Spouse. “No. You’re the fool, Daiyu. You think that all you have to do is walk through that door, and you’ll be free.”


    “More than you.”


    He shakes his head. “You and your—lover . . . “ He spits the word, ignoring the odd taste it leaves in his mouth. “You wouldn’t go past the first street. You’re still in seclusion, remember? You owe a tax, and you haven’t paid it in full.”


    Her lips purse, and he can well imagine what kind of fire she’ll be hurling at him. He forestalls her, quietly. “You may think her clever enough to evade the patrols. But the guards at the space-harbour—they won’t overlook you. Two women, without any kind of travel permit? You’ll stand out like Buddhist monks in a crowd.”


    “You’re wrong,” Fourth Spouse says. “We have the papers.”


    “Faked papers?” Liang Pao says, slowly, carefully enunciating each word. “Is that what you think it takes to leave? For an off-worlder with a New Zhongguan? The first thing they’ll do is call this house, to check that you do have a travel permit.” He takes a deep breath to steady the erratic beat of his heart, and says to those wide, entrancing eyes, “And even if they don’t call . . . I’ll make sure Husband knows you’re missing the moment you run through those gates.”


    He doesn’t move; he simply watches her, trying to ignore the fluttering in his womb.


    “No,” Fourth Spouse says, finally. Her voice is bitter, angry—but she’s not looking at the door anymore, and the anger is directed in equal parts at him and at herself. “All right,” she says, shaking her head. “Next thing I know, you’ll blackmail me into staying here in exchange for not reporting this little . . . incident.”


    Liang Pao shakes his head. “I know enough to guess it wouldn’t work.”


    Fourth Spouse’s lips tighten in a smile. “You have that right, if nothing else.” She turns to leave—but Liang Pao stops her.


    “The card,” he says.


    Her smile is a terrible, wounding thing. She throws the card in the air—a shard of light spinning upwards, and then plummeting into the soft air. “That cost me dearly. Two moons of negotiation with your doctor’s assistant. Two moons of promises and cajoling,” she says, contemptuously—whether of him or of the assistant, it’s not clear.


    “You won’t have that opportunity again,” Liang Pao says.


    She doesn’t move. “I guess not,” she says, more quietly.


    And, as quick as an unsaid thought, she spins on her heels, and walks back to her own quarters, leaving Liang Pao alone in harsh moonlight—shivering in the night cold and no longer sure of the right thing to do.

  


  
    In spite of what she thinks, he doesn’t denounce her—but he finds himself watching her, wondering if she’s still thinking of escape. Liang Pao calls the assistant, seemingly on a trivial matter about yin-humour dosages-and shows him the card, quietly making it clear to him that such things won’t happen again.


    As far as he knows, Fourth Spouse keeps within her quarters, obsessively playing the qin, and painting, with decisive flicks of the pen, landscapes of New Zhongguo—from the red canyons where shenghuans ambush the unwary, to the settlements scattered among the dust plains. He resumes his old routine, and never speaks to her.


    Her words, though, still haunt him.


    Don’t you remember what it felt like?


    He remembers a boy flying a dragon kite, and laughing at the way the thin aluminium sails flexed against the wind; he remembers cutting the string, and standing on the red hill, watching the kite flying high in the sky—growing smaller and smaller, taking away his sorrows and bad luck. His father had smiled, then, and said this presaged success at the exams, and many happy marriages—but that was before everything changed, became as dead as the wilted plum flowers in the garden . . .


    Don’t you remember the life you were promised?


    “I don’t,” he whispers, when he wakes up, shivering in the night. “I was never promised anything.”


    He wasn’t—not then, not now. He has his life and he manages Husband’s household, and that is all he needs.


    It is enough. It has to be.

  


  
    When Fourth Spouse’s seclusion ends, the whole family accompanies her to the Monastery of Cleansing Mercy, to receive the monks’ formal blessing. All, except Liang Pao’s third son, born only one moon ago and still too young to risk the harsh air of outside.


    Liang Pao himself has come, hiding the slight quiver of weakness, the slight dizziness that threatens to blur the world around him: the last remnants of a mostly untroubled birth, a night spent in labour before he beheld the wrinkled, crying face of Third Son—and warmth flooded his chest, tightening like a fist around his heart.


    He stands in the temple, already missing the familiar touch of the baby nestled against him. His breasts are heavy with milk, longing for Third Son’s lips to close on them; and he wonders how long it will be before he gets back to the nursery.


    He holds First Son’s hand, and feels it quiver in his own, feels the boy’s eagerness to leave the staid ceremony and run in the temple’s gardens. An eagerness that was his, once—but he doesn’t remember that.


    Before the image of Guan-Yin, bodhisattva of Compassion, Husband and Fourth Spouse kneel, humbly accepting the sutras recited by the saffron-garbed monks. The air is saturated with incense and sub-vocalised prayer chants from the choir. The goddess herself is represented snatching a boy from hungry waves, her eyes directed towards the viewer—her unreadable gaze not unlike that of Fourth Spouse.


    The children fidget, and Third Spouse sharply calls them to order. Liang Pao is watching Husband and Fourth Spouse—but he sees nothing untoward until the end of the blessing.


    An elderly monk brings a cage containing a pair of lang birds, their shimmering wings beating against the metal bars. They attempt to peck the monk’s hands when he reaches inside and withdraws the first one—they struggle and shriek, and at least one finger is bleeding, but the monk is used to it; and with a smile he throws the bird upwards. “Thou shall have a heart of compassion, a heart of filial piety . . . Thou shall use all expedient means to save all living beings,” he intones.


    The second bird joins the first; they wheel together in the sky, hesitant at first, but gaining speed as they realise they’re no longer confined. Soon, they’re both lost to sight.


    “He who hurts not any living being, he in truth is called a great man . . . “


    Husband and Fourth Spouse turn to face the family. Husband is smiling, looking fondly at Fourth Spouse; but she in turn is looking straight at Liang Pao, and her gaze is a reproach.


    Don’t you remember the life you were promised?


    They walk back to where Liang Pao is standing, side-by-side—the only time in their lives when they will be positioned as equals.


    Liang Pao bows, and hands Husband a scroll commemorating the event: two mandarin ducks, holding a lotus blossom and a lotus fruit in their beaks. “May you find bliss and harmony for a thousand cycles.”


    Husband smiles, and shakes his head. “No need to be so formal. Walk with us, will you?”


    In the gardens, monks watch automated units as they hoe the rough, dry soil of the planet—few things grow on New Zhongguo. From time to time, they unscrew the filter container, and release the underground insects trapped against the grid.


    “Hard at work,” Fourth Spouse says, non-committal.


    Husband shrugs. “They serve New Zhongguo. As we all do.”


    Even wives. Even caihes.


    Husband’s gaze turns back towards the monastery. The abbot, accompanied by a few of the monks, is making straight for him. “That will be for my donation. I’ll leave you two alone,” he says—and the way he says it makes Liang Pao sure that he’s intended this all along.


    He and Fourth Spouse watch Husband start an animated conversation with the abbot, waving his ample sleeves.


    “He’s a good man,” Liang Pao says, though he doesn’t know why he says that.


    “And I’m his wife.” Fourth Spouse’s tone is lightly ironic. He expects her to talk about leaving, or to mock him once more—but instead she holds out her arm to him, in the prescribed position for a chaperone. “Come,” she says. “Nothing says we have to revolve around him.”


    As on most of New Zhongguo, the gardens are sparse: the few fields are devoted to the production of natural grain. Further on, a small fountain breaks the monotony of wheat, its spout of water shaped like a blossoming lotus flower. Monks toil in the fields, supervising the automated harvesters, or carefully trimming the stalks—an atmosphere of reverent industry almost alien to Liang Pao, who cannot remember the last time he did manual work outdoors.


    Fourth Spouse’s arm is warm against his skin—and his breath has quickened again. With the pregnancy over, he isn’t as strong as he usually is; and he fights an overwhelming urge to bring her closer to him, and to . . .


    No.


    “What do you want?” Liang Pao asks, when they’re out of earshot.


    Fourth Spouse shrugs. “Some time on my own, I guess,” but he sees that’s not it—and she’s pressing herself closer to him, her grip changing, becoming a caress through the silk.


    There’s the same smell in the air as when he first met her—except much, much stronger: flowers and sweat, the faint odour of sugared ginger overlaid with a stronger, more acrid one, and his breasts tightening, hungering for her touch . . .


    Spring-scents, he thinks, desperately. That’s all there is to it. Spring-scents.


    But he’s reacting, unstoppably—his yin-humours just aren’t as efficient now that the pregnancy is over. He’s free of the languor, and something tingles within his womb, spreads to his whole skin, a haze of desire he’s never felt in his life . . .


    He wants to . . .


    Almost instinctively, he reaches out, tipping her face upwards, bringing those wide, enthralling eyes closer to his own—breathing in the sweet smell of her scent, imagining her skin brushing his, her sweat mingling with his—he’s not thinking, not any more—save of the need burning through him, the ache deep within to be more than what he’s been turned into . . .


    And in her moist eyes, too, he sees only the reflection of that need—a fire that sears away prudence and reason and education.


    He needs . . .


    Her lips part, revealing teeth the colour of white jade—they brush his, and the fire arches in him, from breasts to womb, reaches its crux.


    “So you’re a man after all,” she whispers, and he doesn’t care, he doesn’t know if she’s right or not, it doesn’t matter.


    But, against the wave of desire, something within him is reacting—beating fists against a glass panel, struggling to be heard. He brings her closer to him, for a second kiss, a second brush of fire, frantically seeking the warmth of her hands through her loose sleeves . . .


    We used to lie against each other afterwards and whisper sweet nothings on the pillows . . .


    And he sees it in her eyes, in the set of her jaw, in the name her lips open on, which isn’t his own. He sees it in her arms and in her stance—the coiled muscles of someone straining to be free, to flee by any means possible.


    His breasts ache—heavy with milk, and not with this alien, frightening desire. Gently, he releases her. She watches him, panting, her cheeks flushed.


    “I’m not her,” he says, slowly, softly.


    “Do you think it matters?”


    “Yes,” he says.


    He remembers the kite, cut free of its string—and the way it disappeared from sight, taking his sorrows and sadness.


    “Of course it does,” he says—but so low he isn’t sure she can hear.

  


  
    He goes to see Husband, afterwards. He finds him ensconced in a chair within the library, watching a multi-sensorial shadow-play to the plaintive music of oboes and the smell of sandalwood.


    Husband shifts positions when Liang Pao comes in, surprised. “First Spouse? What is—”


    Liang Pao cuts him short—something he wouldn’t have dared do, only a day ago. But desperation makes him brave. “Flowers can’t bloom, if the earth isn’t right.”


    “I don’t understand,” Husband says.


    Liang Pao kneels, putting his left hand on the floor in front of him, and the right arm against his back—the posture reserved for a supplicant before the Emperor. “I humbly and reverently beg you to let your spouse Qin Daiyu go.”


    He stares at the ground, hearing only a swish of robes as Husband comes to tower over him. “I thought you’d talked to her,” Husband says.


    Liang Pao doesn’t move. He forces himself not to. “I have.” And, more quickly, before he can remember what he’s doing, “Her place wasn’t with a High Official. Her place isn’t here. Flowers wither if the earth is too shallow, and caged animals only waste away. I beg of you—”


    “Enough.” Husband’s voice is curt. “Do you have any idea how much I paid for her, Pao? How many favours I had to ask from High Officials?”


    Liang Pao says nothing. There is no answer he can make.


    “I rescued her,” Husband says. His voice, too, comes fast, the words tumbling one atop the other, like a children’s game with paper cubes. “I took her inside this house, where she’d be happy. I . . . “


    Liang Pao lets Husband’s voice fade into silence before he speaks. “I know,” he says. “And it is not a humble spouse’s place to tell you what to do. But Fourth Spouse is not someone you can cage. She—” He knows he cannot mention the woman—whoever her name is. To Husband, that relationship will only be an abomination.


    There is only silence, in the wake of his words—broken by the bursts of music from the shadow-play in the background.


    Finally, Husband says, “She’s not happy, is she?”


    Liang Pao tilts his head backward, sucking in air through his teeth—signifying, without words, that it’s very difficult. The message is as clear as he can make it, without saying “No” outright.


    He hears nothing; only Husband’s slow, steady breath. Even the shadow-play has fallen silent.


    “I see,” Husband says. “I will consider this.” Which, coming from him, is a good as an affirmative.


    “I humbly thank you,” Liang Pao says. He rises—only to meet Husband’s piercing gaze. He’d throw himself to the ground again, but Husband raises a hand, preventing him from doing so.


    “Stay here, Pao. Tell me something.”


    “Yes?”


    “What about you?”


    What about—? He says nothing. He thinks of Husband standing by his side in the examination room, worry etched on his face; and of the sweet smell of lips brushing his, kindling a fire in his womb. He runs his hand against his breast, squeezes and feels the milk seep into the silk of his tunic.


    “Not all lang birds long for the sky,” he says, finally. Not all birds will see the bars of their cages open; nor do they wish to. It’s enough, sometimes, to be reminded of who you are and what you chose. “My place is here.”


    He sees Husband smile—a small, barely visible upturning of the lips, soon hidden. Emotions destroy, he thinks, but he knows it’s not quite true.


    Sometimes, like metal, things need to be destroyed—fed through the fire so they can emerge stronger.

  


  
    Moons letter, he receives a package, and a letter traced in a quick, deliberate hand that breathes strength onto the paper. It’s not signed; but he knows who wrote it.


    I humbly thank you for everything, the letter says. I have the audacity to hope that the following gift is acceptable—in remembrance of our meeting.


    Inside is a small, round box engraved with the characters for “dragon” and “phoenix”—the symbols for man and woman. When he opens it, he sees that a miniaturised refrigerant unit occupies most of the inside—and that the small, rectangular sheath at the centre contains a liquid he knows all too well: nitrogen. Within, suspended, is her gift: one of her last eggs, the most precious thing a woman can give to a man.


    He sits in his chair for a while, staring at the characters sprawled on the page—Third Son blissfully suckling milk at his breast. From outside come the noises of steel-yarn unfolding in the breeze: First Son, Second Son and Husband flying their kites, challenging each other to go higher and higher.


    Liang Pao feels, once more, the tightening in his womb, the alien feeling he associates with her and dares not name.


    So you’re a man after all.


    Gently, he sets the box apart—out of his reach. No, he thinks, realising that she never really understood him. I am what I am. I have no regrets. I am caihe.


    Rising, he descends into the courtyard, to help his family cut the strings of sadness and misfortune.
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  For They Heard the First Sound and Trembled


  Jessica Breheny


  
    I am polishing in a circle—sunwise, always sunwise—when I hear the afternoon procession, the jingle of the cymborenes, the rattle of bones shaken in crystal jars. It is still far away. I see the blue robes of the Wordless; the red of the Attendants who walk beside them, some carrying incense holders, and some playing the instruments that announce their approach; the yellow of the Pilgrims, Cleansed who leave their glass cities and walk the dust roads to attend the Thankfulness at the temple. Cleaners are not supposed to look at a procession. Just in case. The Thankfulness says if we were to look into the eyes of a Wordless, we would turn to glass, just like the temple walls we clean—Mama and I—until the glass looks like new ice. That’s why the Wordless are always blindfolded. The Cleansed make laws like this. To protect us. Because we are “children unto them and in them is love and kind sanctuary.”


    The Wordless hold their blue blown-glass alms baskets full of delicacies like rosewater, oranges, cinnamon, and anise, the likes of which I can only dream to one day taste. I watch the procession until I smell the incense the Attendants carry, and then I turn back to the temple wall. The Wordless are Cleansed who are purified of all words except the Word through a secret process called Elimination. They live inside the temple and are holy above all others, coming out for processions once a day to collect alms from the Pilgrims before leading them into the temple.


    The procession music fades as the Wordless, Attendants, and Pilgrims enter the temple. I have always wondered what it would be like to go inside the temple, where they say the Word is spoken all day long the way a bell rings when it is left out in the wind, but I would never do it. The Thankfulness says the sound of the Word—“and hark for they heard the first sound and trembled”—would turn our bones to glass and our souls to dust. That’s where all the dust comes from. From the dead souls of Cleaners who could not resist the knowledge of the Word.


    Our work has been harder since Fitz and his friends started writing on the temple walls. At night, when Mama and I are home at the Warren, they come and paint words on the glass. Today we are washing away WE ARE NOT THANKFUL and THE WORD BELONGS TO ALL. I have already scrubbed WE ARE NO. Mama says it must be someone from the D Warren writing these things. I don’t tell her it’s Fitz. After Mama and I finish cleaning away the last black “L” and scrubbing the walls until we can see—through the thick glass—the colors and distorted shapes of people walking inside the temple, we return to the Warren, which smells of cabbage and potatoes boiling for dinner in the kitchen. A dust storm is starting, so we close the Warren door tight behind us and walk down the earth tunnel. Mama takes the rags and brushes back to our room. I go to the Common Room, because sometimes Fitz is there before Evening Thankfulness, but today there are only children.


    The children surround me and ask if I’ve ever heard the Word through the temple walls. Some say the temple speaks it when the storms come. But when the storms come, all I can hear is the wind and the scratch of the Cleaners’ souls on the glass, as if they are trying to scrape their way back in to hear the Word one more time.


    The children try to guess the Word. Fenugreek and Ferrell, Frederica’s girls, jump around, humming and screaming.


    “Tell us. Tell us what it is,” a boy named Frank says.


    “Stop it,” I say. “I don’t know what it is, and we might become dust if you keep guessing. All of us. Do you want that? To become dust?”


    Fenugreek holds my wrist with both her hands and jerks my arm up and down with her as she jumps and says, “Tell us the Word. Tell us the Word.” Some of the children chant, “You know you will, you know you must, hear the Word and turn to dust,” a new rhyme they’ve been singing ever since Fitz started handing out the instruments.


    I plug my ears, but I can still hear their voices. Ferrell sounds like a baby trying to say its first words. Fenugreek takes out one of the instruments Fitz has been making for the children. Fenugreek looks at me with her dark eyes, dull like old buttons, and yells, “Word! Word! Word!” into the end of the hollowed-out tree branch. A sound that is like four people singing different notes at once comes out. Fitz’s newest theory is that the Word is made from more than one sound spoken at the same time.


    Many times I have repeated to Fitz what he already knows from Thankfulness prayers, that our bodies are not strong enough to hold the Word. The Cleansed protect us. They leave us cast-off clothes when it is cold. Once, a Cleansedman gave me an iceberry when I cried, for his little boy had thrown a piece of rotten meat at me when I walked by on the glass streets of the city. They are like our parents, kind yet strict for our well-being.


    I get past the children still playing the instruments and guessing at the Word. When I walk by the store, Fitz grabs me and pulls me in. The earth walls are lined with jars, root vegetables, and bags of grain. The potatoes are already starting to sprout, and it is only early winter yet. This is a bad sign, but I don’t think about what it means, because I am alone in a room with Fitz. His skin is the color of rice. His hair is a black that reminds me—I don’t know why—of something I might want to eat. His mouth is always smiling, just a little, in a clever way that is not happy or kind, but not unkind either. He always looks like he knows something other people don’t. I think he knows things about me that I don’t know, and the more I’m around him, the more of these things I want to know too.


    All of my life, I have wanted to marry Fitz. Sometimes I even hope it. When our bodies were small enough, we cleaned chimneys together in the city, and once when I was stuck, and my mouth was pressed against the blackened glass so tightly my cries backed up into my chest and filled my lungs with old breath, he told me to stop trying to breathe, and he pulled me by my big toe, and then my ankle, and then my leg down into the hearth. When we were older and no longer small enough to clean chimneys, he was a witness to my Papa’s Return of Gratitude. He stayed with me and Mama while we held our vigil, watching for days as the animals came and ate small pieces of Papa’s body until he was picked clean and finally ready for burial. He held my hand then, all night, even as I slept and he stayed awake to watch the night animals eat the body, even as we watched together as crows came and ate what was left of the skin on my father’s face. He said to me and Mama, through our crying, “Shh, he’s returning to the animals, and he’ll return again.”


    But, of course, it is impossible for two F’s to marry. He will marry a B or a D, as will I. Everyone knows that, but I sometimes imagine I was born into the B Warren. I have the story to tell of it: there was not enough food, and the Bs had to ask the Fs to raise me as their own. I imagine my B name is Belle, and I am beautiful the way B women are, and I think this so strongly I sometimes forget to answer when someone calls, “Francine.”


    Fitz takes a smooth round piece of wood from his pocket and blows into it. It sounds like a baby’s cry. I cover my ears, but Fitz grabs one of my hands and holds it so I have to listen.


    “I think it’s something like this,” he says. The baby’s cry turns into a cow’s moan. “It’s just a matter of finding the right combination of notes.” He sings into the instrument, “You know you will, you know you must,” making his voice go up and down.


    “You have to stop,” I say, knowing he won’t.


    “Hear the Word and turn to dust.” He puts he instrument down. “Close your eyes and open your mouth.”


    Fitz puts a drop of cool liquid onto my tongue. The taste is sweet like beets, but so much sweeter, a sweetness that is like light filling my mouth. The flavor reminds me of the smell of petals left by Pilgrims at the front of the temple. Rosewater. It is rosewater. I open my eyes.


    “Where did you get this?”


    Fitz kisses me—he has never done this before—and I feel like my ribs are opening like a blossom, and his tongue is touching me both in my mouth and under my skin, and I am turning to dust. But I want to. I am not an F, and I’m not even a B named Belle. I want to become nothing with Fitz.


    This must be what it is like to hear the Word.


    Fitz pulls away, holds my shoulders, and looks at me with his clever eyes. He shows me the vial of rosewater. It is the shape of a finger and carved with roses. The glasswork must have taken months. He puts the vial in my hand and kisses me on my cheek.


    “You should have all the rosewater you want,” he says. “And one day you will. But I want to know the Word. I need to know it. You have to break into the temple and find out what it is.”


    One must be a Cleansed to go through the temple doors and survive. “And lo for the souls of the Cleansed are tuned to the Word and it is the Word that is spoken for them and them alone.”


    “To know the Word is to know death,” I say. All Cleaners knows this.


    “Francine,” he says. My name reminds me that we shouldn’t be in the store together, committing forbidden acts near the food. If it spoils, if the Warren goes hungry and we must beg from the Cleansed in the streets of the city, we will be to blame. Fitz says into the instrument, “These things we are taught are lies.”


    Before I can answer, before he can kiss me again with his clever smiling mouth, the bell rings for Evening Thankfulness Assembly. We must go. Absence is punished with hunger. The hallway outside the door fills with the voices and footsteps of the Warren on its way to Assembly. I reach for the door. Into my ear, so I can feel the tickle of his breath, Fitz whispers, “I have to know the Word. I need it.” His voice vibrates down my neck, and I feel like I am choking on my own breath, like I am a little girl again, swallowing my own cries in the chimney. But this time, Fitz is not pulling me out.


    I separate from Fitz in the crowd. When I get to the Assembly, the only seats left are in the front. Fitz is already there, sitting in the back with Forward and Fergal. Pastor Fennimore is leading us in Thankfulness.


    “The Cleansed are our shepherds, our lanterns in the dark night. They are the star we follow that guides us along our path to holiness. For they are strong and bear the burden of the Word so that we may live, so that we—” Pastor Fennimore stops and looks at the back of the room. I turn around to see what has interrupted the Thankfulness. Fitz, Forward and Fergal are whispering. Fitz points at me and nods to Forward and Fergal. Pastor Fennimore looks down at me from under his glasses. “I will start from the beginning,” Pastor Fennimore says, and the elderly Felipe next to me heaves a low sigh.


    During the list of one hundred Qualities and twenty-two Aspects, I think about what Fitz is asking. It is too dangerous to risk turning to dust by going into the temple; it is wrong to leave Mama without a daughter to take over the temple cleaning when she is old; it is a betrayal of the Cleansed, who protect us from harm. After Assembly, I eat the meal of cabbage, potatoes, and milk. I scan the wooden tables, but I don’t see Fitz or Forward or Fergal.


    I return to the room I share with Mama. She is already back, washing our rags for the morning work. Her hands look like old leaves from the soap and water she has cleaned with for so many years. Her face is wrinkled dried fruit.


    “Mama, is it possible a Cleaner could hear the Word without dying?”


    Mama hangs a wet rag on the side of our chair. “The Cleansed protect us from the Word. They keep it in the temple, so it is always there but will never harm us.”


    “But, Mama.” I take a rag and rinse it in the black water. “How do you know for sure?”


    “It is written in the book of Thankfulness.” The Cleansed wrote the book of Thankfulness. That is one of the one hundred qualities. “There is a story that my grandfather—your great-grandfather Fred—once told me, but it is a lost story and I have forgotten almost all of it.”


    Lost stories are stories that no one is supposed to tell, but people sometimes tell them anyway.


    “Tell me the story,” I say. “Please.” I love lost stories. Everyone does.


    Mama turns off the lamp. Lost stories are best told in the dark. “I remember lying on my pile of clothes and listening to my grandfather tell the story of a young man who was in love with the daughter of a wealthy Cleansedman. When the father found out, he sent his daughter away to be locked in the temple—as an Attendant to a Wordless, I think. The young man disguised himself as a Wordless and went into the temple to find her. There, my grandfather said, he learned the Word, and he must have had special powers or have been stronger than any other Cleaner, for he did not die. In the story—as I remember it— he was able to tell the Word to other Cleaners, because through him they could hear it without turning to dust.”


    “Did he find the Cleansed girl? Did he rescue her from the temple and marry her?”


    “All I remember after that is he named the Warrens. But, of course, the story isn’t true. He must have made up a word and told everyone he had been inside the temple.”


    “But what did he tell them the Word was?”


    “Nobody remembers that part of the story,” Mama says.


    I kiss Mama good night and lie down in my pile of clothes. I want to give her a drop of rosewater, but it is forbidden to have such a thing. I don’t even dare open it and smell it in the dark. Though the glasswork on the bottle is sharp, I sleep with it in my pocket.


    After Morning Thankfulness Assembly, I pass Fitz in the breakfast line. He mouths, “Please.” I want to go back to the store with him. I think that if I got the Word, if I didn’t turn to dust, we would have to run away because of our terrible and dangerous knowledge. And if we ran away from the Warren, and there were no one to see, we could kiss and marry and be together alone for the rest of our lives with no one to tell us it is wrong. And if I did hear the Word and turn to dust, I wouldn’t have to marry someone other than Fitz, and he would always think of me. He could breathe me during the storms, and I would be with him forever.


    I go back to the room to get the rags for the day, and I almost leave before I see it—just a scrap of blue sticking out from the clothes I sleep on. It is the unmistakable blue the Wordless wear, a blue like the sky in the summer and like perfect water. A blue I could breathe or drink. I pull the piece of fabric out. It is a full Wordless robe with a blue blindfold tied around a sleeve. A note is pinned to the collar that says THE WORD BELONGS TO ALL.


    The robe weighs nothing. When I touch it, I feel as though I am passing my hand through air. It is almost too beautiful to look at. I hide it in my bag of rags.


    Walking with Mama on the way to the temple, I try to re-feel Fitz’s kiss exactly, but when I imagine his mouth on mine, I can’t imagine his hand on the back of my neck, and when I imagine his hand, I can’t imagine his mouth. I forget and remember and then forget again the taste of his breath, which was sweet and sour like fermented milk. Mama is talking about the slogans. I wish I could tell her about Fitz. I think of the Thankfulness story about the simple Cleaner girl who followed a clever goat to his house under a bridge, and how she agreed to complete four tasks for which he promised he would lead her and her Warren to a cave made of gold on a mountain. The first three tasks were easy: to bring the goat a sprig of fairy lanterns from the meadow; to find the one sweet apple in the forest of apple trees; to build a man made of brambles. Of course, the fourth task was impossible and dangerous: to eat from a bush of magic iceberries and, with the special sweet breath the berries would instill in her, breathe life into the bramble man. She had to eat just the right amount of berries, and breathe into the bramble man’s mouth for the exact amount of time to bring him to life. She didn’t eat too much and she didn’t eat too little, but she breathed too long, and he took all her breath, and his bramble arms wrapped around her and scratched her skin to ribbons.


    CLEANERS ARE THE TRUE CLEANSED is written in letters almost as tall as the temple itself. Mama looks at her bag of rags.


    “I don’t know if we brought enough,” she says.


    I am angry at Fitz and his friends for giving us so much to clean. I feel so angry at him as I scrub CLEANSED on the opposite side of the temple from Mama that I forget about the Wordless robe in my bag until I reach for a clean rag and pull the weightless fabric out instead.


    Among the rags and the gray flat landscape around the temple, the color of the robe is shocking. I stuff it back into my bag. I scrub the letter S until it is faded, but it won’t scrub away.


    I can hear the wind before I feel it, a gust that pushes me away from my faded S and into the still black D. I close my eyes against the few pieces of dust that precede the storm and call for Mama, but by then the wind is so loud, she can’t hear me. There is nowhere to take cover when the dust comes—“to the temple the dust flies and in its path does cover the crops and the people”—so Mama and I always put rags over our faces and lie on the ground until it passes. Past the temple I see a procession of Pilgrims, Attendants, and Wordless. I can’t hear their music through the wind. Though the dust is coming, they still proceed slowly, as is required for entrance into the temple. If they were to run, the temple doors would not open for them. I find Mama on the other side of the temple. She is still scrubbing C, despite the rising storm. She looks like a burrowing insect trying to dig her way inside the temple.


    “Mama, the storm.”


    If we don’t put the rags over our mouths soon and lie face-down, we might breathe the drowning air and our lungs will fill like the bottom of an hourglass, and we could die like Forrest died last year, coughing silently over a spittoon of black spit. Mama stops cleaning and hands me rags from her bucket. She takes a few for herself and puts them over her face.


    “Let’s keep working until the storm gets worse,” she says. “There’s so much to do.”


    I walk back to my S on the other side of the temple. The air is getting thick, and the dust scratches my face. Instead of cleaning, I look into my bag at the blue that makes me feel thirsty for a kind of water that might not exist anywhere in the world. The procession is getting closer. It would be so easy to join it and get out of the storm and inside the temple. I imagine how Fitz’s face would look when I told him I got in, and that I joined a procession to do so. I re-taste the fermented milk smell of his breath.


    On the side of the temple I am on, I am out of sight of Mama and the procession. I change into the robe, leaving my dirty rags and dress against the temple wall. I tie the blindfold around my eyes loosely, so I can still see if I tilt my head back. Through the blindfold, everything takes on the blue color of the fabric. I carry the vial of rosewater like a candle, the way I have seen the Wordless do.


    In the blue robe, I can walk past Mama. She would never look closely at a Wordless, in case the blindfold came off, and also to show respect to those who are “for and of the Word and to the Word the holiest of holies.” I am sick with deceiving her, and if I turn to dust inside the temple, I will deserve it, but I go on anyway, thinking of Fitz beside me, and thirsty for a drink of water that is the Word in my mouth. I join the procession of Wordless, led by a few Attendants in red robes, followed by a group of Cleansed pilgrims leaving a trail of rose petals and calla lilies behind them as they walk.


    Someone takes me by the elbow, and for a moment I imagine it is Fitz, willing to risk his life alongside mine. But I tilt my head back and see that it is a Cleansedwoman Attendant holding an urn of burning incense.


    “Please forgive me,” she says. “I almost lost you. Please. Please.” Through the loose blindfold, I can see the woman bowing desperately in a cloud of smoke. She puts an orange in my free hand. “I beg you for your pardon.”


    I have never seen a Cleansed act like a servant before. I nod at her in a way I hope means that I am not angry. I hold the orange up to my nose, not knowing if this is proper behavior for a Wordless, but I am drawn to its sharp perfume. The Attendant leads me along with the procession through the temple doors, and we get through just as the dust is thickening into drowning air. Before the doors close, I look back to see Mama—a mound of rags pressed into the dirt—cast in the blue light of my blindfold.


    Inside the temple, I want to cover my ears to protect myself from the Word, but the Attendant’s hand is still on my elbow, leading me forward into the giant halls. I listen for the Word, half afraid and half curious, but at first all I can hear are footsteps and echoes and low talking. When I tilt my head back, I can see through the blindfold that everything in the temple is made of glass. It is like being inside ice, but the temple is hot. I hear a sound like hard rain. It is the Word, I think. But it is only the dust scraping against the temple.


    “You can take your blindfold off now,” the Attendant says. “We’re safely inside.”


    We are in a hall. Glass chandeliers as large as rooms hang above us. They look like icicles, like knives, ready to drop. Other hallways lead off from the main one. All the corners are as finely carved as kitchen blades, and I am careful not to get too close. The glass is beautiful, but in a way that makes me want to run back to the Warren, down into the soft ugly earth.


    A Wordless walks by us, looking right at me. I look down to avoid his eyes, but I can feel his searching for mine. I turn my head away to the wall. Through layers of glass, I see the blurry movement of people in other rooms and halls.


    “You are being greeted,” the Attendant says to me.


    The Wordless man is still there, staring at me, searching for my eyes, and I realize I am supposed to meet his gaze. I lift my head and then my eyes and look right at him. His eyes are yellow. I have never seen eyes like his. I stare into them, waiting to turn to glass and shatter, but nothing happens. There is a red sash wrapped around the man’s arm. He nods and walks on.


    “The Elimination hall is close,” the Attendant says. “Are there any words you would like to say before we get there?”


    I stare at the Attendant. I don’t know how she knows I have never gone through Elimination. I look behind me, wondering how I could find my way back to the temple doors, but we have walked around so many bladed corners, and the light moving and reflecting off the glass is disorienting. I think of how tonight’s dinner at the Warren will be a mash of parsnips and carrots, and I think of Pastor Fennimore’s Evening Thankfulness Assembly and how warm the room will be filled up with the Warren. If my words are eliminated, I will never be able to tell Fitz about the temple and all its glass. I want to go home, sleep in my clothes pile, listen to Mama snore next to me in the dark.


    I say nothing, and the Attendant seems to accept this. We walk on. The walls start to vibrate, and I feel the Word before I hear it. It is low, almost too low to hear, but I know it must be the Word. I concentrate on my body, waiting for the moment I will turn to dust and become part of the storm outside, but I am still here, not dust at all, walking with this Cleansedwoman Attendant to the Elimination hall. The sound gets louder, and it is familiar, like a song I once knew, but I can’t remember ever having learned it. The chandeliers, the walls, the glass paintings . . . everything shakes.


    A group of Wordless are standing in an archway, conducting a conversation through nods. They all have red sashes around their arms. They stop their conversation and look at me, circling their heads widdershins. I know this must mean something, since they are all doing it. I respond by turning my head the same way, but the Attendant tightens her grip on my arm.


    “The other way,” she says softly but not gently.


    I follow her orders and rotate my head the sunwise way. One Wordless, a woman, almost smiles, and they go back to nodding at one another.


    “Have you forgotten your lessons?” the Attendant asks me as we continue toward the Elimination hall, but I cannot answer because I do not know the nods to do so.


    I am wondering if Elimination hurts—and, were I to run from this Attendant, if I could find my way back to the temple doors and out to the dust storm and lie down next to Mama and breathe the sweet smell of the ground. The sound gets louder, and I can almost pick out the notes. I think I hear one of the clapping songs the children have been singing, about a little girl who gets sicker and sicker until she finally dies and is reborn as a Cleansedman who gets sicker and sicker and is reborn as a Cleaner girl again. I hear other songs too, a funeral song and a Thankfulness song and the first few notes of a lullaby that my father used to sing to me when he was alive and would kneel by my clothes pile and sing and whisper me to sleep. We keep walking and the sound is like every song I have ever heard and also like the beating of my own heart and the blood moving through me and the vibration of Fitz’s voice in my ear saying, “I have to know the Word.” I want to bring this to him, all the sounds in the world, and I keep following the Attendant toward the Elimination hall, because with every step the Word gets louder and I want to hear what I will hear next.


    The Elimination hall is as intricate as a forest. The glass under our feet is carved to look like a carpet of fallen leaves. The ceiling is formed into the shapes of icicles. An archway is decorated with frightening faces with long, arching tongues that, at first glance, look like the stamens of flowers. Another arch frames an altar alight with flames set into the glass. The hall is filled with the blue of Wordless awaiting Elimination. They all have their blue blindfolds wrapped around their arms, and I realize it is the red blindfold that distinguishes the true Wordless from the initiates. For a moment, I wonder if Fitz knew this when he left me the robe and blue blindfold, and I think of the story of the girl and the goat, but I put these thoughts away, because Fitz could not have known what the colors meant.


    The sound in the chamber is dogs barking and women laughing and horses running and wheels turning and ice cracking and plants growing and sharp growling sounds that make me think that maybe I will run, but I don’t move at all, I just stand with the other initiates, all of us in our robes the color of thirst and drinking.


    An old man and woman stand above us on the altar. They wear the same blue color of the Wordless, but their robes are layered like feathers, and they wear hats that reach almost to the chandelier above them and form waterfalls of fabric from the tops. The room is silent save for the rustling of robes. The woman pulls away a layer of her robe and reveals a harp made of glass and strung with silver strings. The man strums the harp with a glass wand, and the sound—the Word—is like hearing the flames inside the altar, and my blood moving, and the blood of the Cleansedwoman next to me, and a cleaning song my mother sings, and her blood as well, and the dust outside, and the rags drying, and the Thankfulness song called “Holy Gratitude,” and Fitz’s breath going in and out of him, and I am turning to glass and shattering to dust and blowing around in the storm . . . . only I’m not, I’m still in the Elimination hall.


    The hall gets very quiet until the man strums the harp again and two initiates, a man and a woman, climb the glass stairs to the altar. The other initiates begin to hum, and between their voices, I can hear buzzing and whistling sounds that remind me of the songs of singing insects. The man and the woman take off their robes, and their bodies are as clean and smooth as the glass. I hum with the others, a note that approximates one nearby. The man and woman embrace, their arms and legs slithering around each other’s bodies and tightening. They kneel on the altar, their bodies rocking together, and they kiss. I think of Fitz, and then I feel ashamed. Their mouths are pressed together, and their eyes are open, and then I see tears in the woman’s eyes and blood running down their mouths. The blood pours like a long piece of fabric, and I don’t know why no one is doing anything about it. The initiates still hum.


    Then the man and woman pull away from each other, and the man spits something small and red out of his mouth. The glass walls reflect the red that now looks like a carpet that the man and woman stand on. The woman smiles a red smile. The old woman with the harp picks up what the man spit out and holds it up to the crowd of initiates. It looks like the heart of a rabbit, but I see that it is a tongue, the woman’s tongue. The smiling woman kisses the man. He struggles a little, but she holds him close, and a fresh stream of blood unfurls from their mouths. She spits out his tongue, and the two embrace more gently this time. The old man strums the glass harp the old woman holds and gives the naked man and woman each a red blindfold. The couple dress, wrap the blindfolds around their arms, and descend the glass stairs.


    Two by two, the couples go up to the altar, disrobe, and perform their ritual. I want to run, but the Attendant keeps a grip on my arm. Each time the harp is strummed, I hear another song I thought I had forgotten long ago. I hear songs no one sings anymore, songs for cleaning and songs for scrubbing potatoes, songs about babies who live in trees and frogs that can speak. The music takes away my will to run. I don’t know who I will be coupled with, but I don’t care. I feel as though I am half-asleep in my clothes pile with a fever. But the man strums the harp again, and I hear a note that wakes me up. F, the sound of the Warren. I think Francine, Francine, and I want to go home.


    The Cleansed woman leads me to the base of the stairs. I am cold and all I think about is the dirt smell of the Warren, the children and their instruments, Mama washing rags. She will miss the company of my voice while we clean. I will never go home to the Warren again, or see Mama, or sing the songs I had forgotten. I will never kiss Fitz or listen to Pastor Fennimore’s Thankfulness. The old man strums the harp, and I hear the lullaby about the bee who married the flower. Little bee. Little bee. Are you awake? Are you awake? Your bride is flushed and waiting, her pollen yours to take. She’ll marry you in the meadow, she’ll marry you in the tarn, she’ll marry you in the blackened ash below the mossy carn.


    A mouth is like a flower.


    An initiate man stands before me and removes his robe. His genitals are as pale and smooth as the rest of his body. He waits for me to remove my robe, but I do not. I am so cold. The old man strums the harp again. I hear B and D, and then I hear F, B, and D together, and I understand everything now. The three Warrens form the Word. The Cleaners are the Word. I laugh because this is something Fitz might write on the temple walls. I laugh, and I can’t stop laughing. The initiate man embraces me gently and removes my robe. All of the sounds in the hall stop. My body, compared to the other initiates, is filthy, and I am wearing an undergarment made of cleaning rags Mama stitched together.


    The Attendant who led me to the halls yells, “Uncleansed!”


    I am surrounded by blue robes and pushed onto the bloody glass floor. The initiates turn their heads in circles and wobble them side to side. I look up at them, trying to interpret their silent conversation. Feet kick me, I slide in the blood. The old man and woman who had led the ceremony stand over me. The man nods, the woman shakes her head, and the man nods again. I am picked up by an initiate, a man, whose hands are gentle despite the look of disgust on his face.


    “Please,” I say. “Please let me go home.”


    He circles his head three times. His eyes are angry. I cry and hide my head in his shoulder. He is taking me somewhere. This man will kill me, I think, but I wrap my arms around his neck, soaking his robe with my tears, staining the blue with the blood from the floor. He takes me down a flight of stairs and into a room, then down another flight of stairs. I don’t hear the Word anymore. All I hear is the man’s footsteps on the glass floor and then an earth floor. We are underground. The damp earth smell soothes me. The man balances me against one arm and takes a key out of his robe.


    He carries me up a few stairs to a wooden door. I hear the dust outside, scraping against the door. He opens the door and throws me into the storm. I am almost naked. The dust tears at my skin.


    “Please,” I say. “Don’t leave me out here without rags.”


    The initiate wobbles his head and goes back inside, closing the door behind him. I cover my face with my hands and lie face down on the ground. Mama can’t be that far away, but I would never be able to find her in the storm. Everywhere I look is brown. My skin is scratched by the dust, and I can’t breathe. But I can almost hear the Word from the temple. I listen through the dust. I sit up so I can hear it better. I stand up. I gasp a deep breath, and the brown narrows to a circle at the end of a tunnel inside my eyes that closes into black.


    I wake on my back. It is night and cold. I can feel the dust crowding and holding me from the inside. I can barely cough. I stand up and walk towards the Warren, coughing a deadly, silent cough and spitting out dust. I come to a copse of trees and go into the room of leaves and branches they make. Among the trees there is more air. I can feel it on my skin, but I can’t breathe it. Everything is hushed. There are no birds, no pigs rustling the branches. I sit in the dust-coated leaf litter and lean against a tree. I know I need to get indoors, away from the carpet of dust and the cold. I fall into a half sleep.


    Inside my eyes are the colors red and blue and the shimmering disorienting glass of the temple. I hear footsteps. A finger touches my cheek, and I hear Fitz’s voice say, “Drowning air.”


    I open my eyes. Fitz, Forward, and Fergal are in the copse.


    “Fitz,” I try to say, but I have no breath to speak with.


    I want to sing the notes of the Warren for him, so he can hear the truth, but there is too much dust in my lungs.


    “What is it?” Fitz asks. “What is the Word?”


    I hold my hand up to my throat to show him that I can’t speak.


    “She’s been out here in the storm,” Fergal says, “without rags.”


    “Did you hear it?” Forward asks.


    I spit dust onto the dust-covered ground. I find a stick and write into the dust: WE ARE THE WORD. Fitz dampens my lips with rosewater. I can barely taste it. He breathes into my mouth. His breath pushes against the dust in my chest. It is not like a kiss. He is unbreathing me. Unwinding me. He pushes my breath backward. I cough and spit and vomit black onto the ground. Fitz holds me up, presses into my stomach hard with his hands.


    And I laugh, a silent, painful laugh.
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  The Mezzo


  Eli Effinger-Weintraub


  
    New York City came to its feet.


    The ovation in the Metropolitan Opera House drowned the final notes of The Chemist’s Flute. The sulfur reek of the camera flashes choked the air; the purifiers surrendered in defeat and wheezed mechanically on the walls. The crowd showered renowned mezzo-soprano Honoria Fisher with mangled floral oddities that bathed her in chemicals as she took her seventh bow.


    “Miss Fisher!” “A moment, Miss Fisher!” “Miss Fisher, over here!” The shouting began the instant the chestnut-haired diva stepped out of the wings and did not stop until she shut her dressing room door firmly behind her and dropped onto her dressing table chair.


    “Alice,” she said, resting her forehead in the palm of her hand, “tell me when they’ve gone.”


    “They are never gone, Mademoiselle.”


    Smiling weary agreement, Honoria Fisher began the arduous process of undressing. She lit a cigarette and tracked the smoke up to the ceiling. “I have specifications for the Mark Seven.”


    Alice collected stockings and chemise from the floor beside Honoria’s chair. “Are you considering trading me in?”


    Honoria laughed and refrained from answering.


    Alice shook out the legs of the stockings. “You asked me to tell you if he came again.”


    Honoria whirled, showering ash around the room. “Of course! Opening night!”


    “He left a note this time.” Alice hung the clothing in the armoire.


    The envelope was wrinkled and smudged with mechanical grease, but the hand that had addressed it was neat and precise. Honoria tore open the envelope and scanned the note hastily. A photograph tumbled out and to the floor. She glanced at it—froze—gathered it up in a frenzied swoop.


    Against the back of her chair, Honoria’s fingernails, famous across three continents, beat a sharp tattoo, leaving faint half-moons in the note. “Alice, I wonder if you couldn’t arrange a meeting with this Dr. Broom.”


    With a dramatic eye roll, Alice flung open Honoria’s dressing room door. “With pleasure, Mademoiselle. You’ll find him in the alley. Looking, if I might add, entirely unsavory.”


    Honoria smiled and picked up her plumed going-out hat and new blue dress. Alice closed the door, and, as Honoria began the arduous process of dressing, went back to collecting the thousand-dollar wardrobe before the costuming department could see it strewn about the floor.

  


  
    The unhealthily thin man, shivering in his threadbare coat, stood alone in the alley. Beyond him, the theater-goers of New York spilled into the streets, a chaos of laughter and jabber as they tried not to think of the days when plays could make them quiet and introspective, when they could have tragic endings. But on a performance night, the alley behind the Metropolitan was cleared of the delivery trucks that would otherwise have clogged it. Now it contained only this peculiar devotee of the mezzo, attempting—unsuccessfully—to restart a horse-drawn-cum-steam-powered carryall like the myriad others that littered the city’s ditches and alleyways.


    Honoria stepped forward from the foot of the stairs. Alice hovered at the top, waiting.


    “Dr. Broom?” Honoria asked.


    The man whirled. “It’s Broon, actually,” he said automatically. “Scots.” Once he beheld the vision in ostrich feathers and faux fur who had addressed him, further commentary on the noble lineage of the Broon name died quite abruptly. “Mademoiselle Fisher!”


    “Scots Broon?” Honoria frowned. “What a singular name!”


    “No, no; it’s Goddard. I only meant that Broon is a Scots name.” The ridiculousness of the conversation seemed to strike him suddenly. “Did Mademoiselle need something from me?”


    Alice withdrew into the opera house. Broon watched her departure. Perhaps he thought the retiring of a maid a more believable happenstance, than for a beloved diva to be in the back alley of the opera house, speaking to him.


    Honoria stepped forward with a dignity that Victoria herself would be hard-pressed to match. “She is here? With you?” Honoria asked.


    A proud glow spread across Broon’s face. “In the carriage, Mademoiselle.”


    “Will you show her to me?”


    “Really?” Broon blinked. “That is—of course! I would be honored.” The frantic sheen of his face said that while “honored” was not, perhaps, the most accurate word, it was the only one suitable for public utterance. He opened the carryall door and pulled down a tarpaulin covering the seats.


    Honoria gasped. She reached out her hand, then snatched it back. “Truly, Dr. Broon, you have created a masterpiece.”


    Blushing as he replaced the tarpaulin, he muttered, “It was a labor of pure joy, Mademoiselle. My research was . . . extensive.”


    She studied him under the approved lumens shed by the gas lamp. “I imagine it was. Might we walk a ways together, Doctor?”


    “The weather—that is, my carriage—” Obligingly, the carryall chrrred, sputtered, and then died with a tiny puff of steam.


    Honoria smiled. “The night air is so refreshing.”


    “I suppose.” Although, with the purifiers whirring diligently on every lamppost, finding true refreshment in New York City air was difficult at any time of day. Honoria cleared her throat.


    “Oh!” Broon exclaimed. He bent his arm and held it out; she slipped her black-gloved hand through it. “Does Mademoiselle have a destination in mind?”


    “Walk me to Arthur’s.”


    “I would gladly walk you to the ends of the Earth. Alas, I do not know where Arthur’s is.”


    Laughing, Honoria started up the alley. They ignored the sound of indigent feet scrambling toward darker shadows. “Fear not, Doctor. I only require your company, not your navigational skills.”


    People they dodged on the street stopped to boggle at the mismatched pair, yet somehow Honoria passed unrecognized. Perhaps no one could believe that so great a star would be on the arm of so shabby a man. The streets had been cleared of beggars, the New York constabulary being quite cozy with the Society for Purity, Health, and Happiness, but from time to time a hand reached out and dropped a coin, as if by sheer clumsiness, into the nearest alley. No coin ever reached the ground.


    Honoria took a deep, satisfied breath. On the exhale, it plumed out in ornate swirls. “I find a cup of tea soothing after a performance, don’t you agree?”


    “I—well, I cannot say as I am any manner of expert in the needs of the performer, Mademoiselle Fisher.” Around them, the crowds were thinning. Broon’s breath puffed prosaically ahead of him.


    “No? No, I don’t imagine she has needs. Will she be safe, unguarded in your carriage?” Honoria asked.


    Broon hesitated. “She should be. I did endeavor to bring her inside the opera house. Your door boys are quite ferocious. Even after my liberal distribution of dreadfuls, I consider myself fortunate to have convinced them to deliver my note.”


    “That I quite understand.” Honoria gave a silvery laugh. “Here we are!”


    Theaters and shops and restaurants had given way to residences, and they stood before an unremarkable gabled brown house. Honoria ignored the tasseled bellpull and rapped sharply on the door. A panel slid open, and a pair of black eyes squinted out.


    “Tragedy to all who enter here,” Honoria said. The panel closed. Honoria giggled. “Isn’t that the most divine code?”


    The door opened. A burly automaton of the Tranquility line stood aside while they entered, then slammed the door behind them.


    Honoria was a world-class singer. A performance of The Chemist’s Flute put considerable strain on her voice. So Broon might, perhaps, be forgiven for assuming that by “a cup of tea,” she meant “a cup of tea.” But he would have been hard-pressed to find a single leaf of Camellia sinensis on Arthur’s premises.


    There were no purifiers here. From his pocket Broon produced a glass rod with brass dials around the handle. He twiddled and turned and frowned a great deal. “These smells—who is their Chemist?” he demanded.


    Honoria laughed. “All the scents in Arthur’s are real.”


    Broon’s hand went slack on the rod, dipping it toward the ground. He stared at Honoria with undisguised shock, commixed with disgust and fear.


    A debonair Chinese man with a well-oiled mustache glided over, so graceful he more resembled the automata working around the room than the customers sitting in it. He bowed. “Mademoiselle Fisher. Seeing you is always such misery.”


    Honoria inclined her head. “And being here depresses me so. Is the Blue Table available, Arthur?”


    “Of course, Mademoiselle,” he said, leading the way. “A suitably mediocre choice.”


    Arthur’s was part exclusive club, part low crystal den, part Chinese circus. Between the long crimson dresses and gold tunics of the serving automata, the aquaria of exotic fish lining every wall, and the lacquered black fainting benches, escaping into one’s fantasies was clearly the order of the day.


    “What is your poison?” Honoria asked.


    Broon started. “Beg pardon?” Honoria pointed at the tables, where thick crystal tumblers concealed smoky liquids. Broon’s eyes widened. “That’s illegal!” Honoria glared at him; he dropped his gaze. “Sherry, please,” he stammered.


    Honoria nodded as she slid into the booth of the appropriately-named Blue Table. In her blue dress she all but disappeared into it, only her pale hands and face marring the illusion. “Nothing ever changes with me, Arthur,” she said mournfully. “But my friend was inquiring after the health of your daughter-in-law.”


    “She is quite unwell, I fear,” Arthur said. He bowed and disappeared.


    “His daughter-in-law?” Broon squinted upward. “Do I know her? Is she in the opera?”


    Honoria rolled her eyes. “Did you expect me to just say it?” She cleared the goldware from in front of her and upended her wine glass on the hors d’œuvre plate. “This is the third Arthur’s,” she said. “PH&H infiltrated the first two and made such a nuisance of themselves that he had to shut down.”


    A gold-tunicked male model from the Domestic Harmony line slid up to them and set before Broon an exquisitely ridiculous thimbleful of sherry. In front of Honoria he placed a small ebony box with a snowflake embossed in the lid. Beside her elbow he set a small package of grease-blotched parchment. “Can I bring you anything else?” he asked. Arthur might clothe his servers in New York City’s finest apparel, but he could not conceal the vocal buzzing that marked the model as at least six years old.


    Honoria raised her eyebrow at Broon; he shook his head. “That will be all,” she said. The server slid away. Honoria raised the lid of the black box and removed the bundle of cream linen within. She unrolled it and tipped it toward her overturned wine glass. A shower of tiny crystals rained down—blue, black, white, and transparent. “An excellent mix tonight!” She held one up between her long, tapered fingernails. “The clear ones are my favorites.” She studied his face. “You disapprove.”


    “It’s hardly my place.”


    “Hmm.” Honoria lifted a resin rod from the box, heated one end in the candle’s flame, and slipped it beneath the inverted bowl of the wine glass. Instantly the crystals began to bubble and hiss. “You prefer the PH&H set?”


    “I prefer a path between extremes.” He gulped his sherry and blurted, “Mademoiselle Fisher, it is incumbent upon me to express my fathomless adoration of your work. I have seen every opera in which you have performed since your arrival in New York. I was at Lady Faustus the night PH&H picketed. I came to Tales of Hoffmann the night of the Hudson River fire. I saw Steammaster’s Bride three times. Paris and Venice can keep their sopranos; New York is loyal only to you. My own devotion—well . . .” He swigged the rest of the sherry and found his glass already empty.


    “Devotion, indeed,” she said dryly. Leaning over the steaming, melting crystals, she inhaled deeply. Her green eyes went as dark as that river whose flaming waters Broon had braved to see her. She lifted her head and stared at him. “She is a Mark Seven?”


    “Of course!” Broon said indignantly.


    Honoria nodded. “I have studied the specification documents. The improvements make the Six look like a child’s toy on Boxing Day.”


    Broon looked slowly from the diva to the package at her elbow and back. “What’s in the package?”


    “Antipasto. The loyalty of New York is suffocating enough as it is. Imagine how unbearable it would be if I didn’t stay fat and unattractive.” The drug had saturated her blood very quickly tonight.


    “Then why aren’t you eating it?” His breath was coming faster.


    “It’s delicious. I can hardly enjoy this—” She waved her hand at the crystals—“if I’m tasting something exquisite. I’ve told Arthur he ought to serve slop like other dens, but the man’s an idiot intent on running himself into the ground. I’ll eat it when the faint wears off.”


    “You won’t.” Broon shook his head. “It’s for Alice.”


    “Don’t be absurd.” Honoria flipped her knife over and over. “What use has an automaton for antipasto?”


    “None at all,” Broon agreed. “But Alice isn’t an automaton.” He looked at Honoria; Honoria looked away, face flushed. “I knew it!”


    “Would you kindly lower your voice?” Honoria hissed. “I’m not going to dignify this rubbish with a response.”


    “Why else would a diva study the specs of a Mark Seven?”


    “Steammaster’s Bride—”


    “Alice needs to know what each model can do so she knows how to act. And another thing: she left us tonight. Without a word from you, she left and closed the door behind her.”


    Honoria waved her knife airily. “I gave her her orders beforehand.”


    “She decided for herself.” Broon leaned back.


    Honoria slammed the knife down on the table. “And if any of that blithering is true?” she demanded.


    “A human in servitude! The number of laws you’ve broken, Mademoiselle—”


    “Laws! Hah!” She took another deep inhalation of fumes. “If you saw Steammaster’s Bride three times, Doctor, then you know that I know the Mark Seven’s capabilities—especially one designed to exactly resemble a woman for whom you proclaim ‘fathomless adoration.’ ”


    They stared at each other, breathing fast. “We seem to have arrived at some manner of impasse,” Broon said.


    “Not in the least.” Honoria trailed her pinkie through the pool of melted low crystals. “I don’t care two figs about my reputation, or about the sanctimonious prigs in the Society of Purity, Health, and Happiness.” She gave her voice the superior air that most PH&H members adopted when speaking of their institution. “But you give considerably more than two figs about me. I have confidence that I can use my advantage to extract a small favor from you.” She slid the crystal-coated finger into her mouth.


    Anyone watching Dr. Broon shudder would have shared that confidence.

  


  
    New York City fell out of love with her mezzo. Honoria Fisher’s performances were, from a technical standpoint, even more perfect than ever. But where was the passion that had brought them to their feet after her premiere performance in Tales of Hoffmann? Where was the sly seduction that had brought scores of Purity, Health, and Happiness officers and supporters to picket Lady Faustus?


    A negative review of The Alchemy of Love in the Times was less scathing than puzzled, less dismissive than disappointed. For the first time in nearly three years, chairs at the Metropolitan sat empty.


    In the wings, Alice, indispensable assistant to the diva, watched with arms crossed and lips pursed.

  


  
    Thin hands reaching down from above to grasp one’s arm are always terrifying, but even more so when the individual being grabbed is in the throes of a low crystal faint. Honoria startled up and flailed her legs, scraping one against the edge of the fainting bench. “What do you want?” she snarled. Then her eyes widened.


    Arthur wrung his hands. “My sincerest apologies, Mademoiselle Fisher. I could not stop her.”


    “No,” Honoria said, staring beyond him at Alice. “I don’t imagine you could. Do you have a table free?”


    “Yes, Mademoiselle. The Blue Table is empty.”


    With a grimace, Honoria said, “How apropos.”


    The air was chilly with silence as they crossed the room. Arthur’s never closed, but at this hour its only customers were unconscious, tossing fitfully on the fainting benches.


    Once more Honoria slid into the booth, although, in her torn cream overdress and wrinkled blouse, she was a far cry from the queenly being who had sat there with Goddard Broon. “Black coffee, Arthur,” she said. “The strongest you have.” After a quick glance at Alice she added, “And some for my friend, too, I should think.” Arthur bowed and vanished. “You’ll forgive me taking the liberty.” Honoria did not look at Alice as she spoke. “You look as though you could use it.”


    “I could, indeed.” Alice removed her gloves and folded them neatly beside her. “I’d no idea how many low crystal dens were in New York. Nor how many Chinamen named Arthur run them.”


    For a moment, Honoria looked into Alice’s eyes. Then she looked away. “When did you know?”


    “Oh, I knew the instant you asked me to introduce you to Dr. Broon.”


    “What do you intend to do? Turn me in? You’d be in far more trouble than I.”


    Alice shook her head. “No, Honoria, I intend to ask for what I should have long ago—my freedom.”


    “I give you more freedom than you’ll find elsewhere.”


    Alice studied her. “How easy it is for you to say that,” she said, voice tinged with awe. “To believe it, even. I believed it myself, once.” She sighed and then paused while the coffee was delivered. “Oh, Honoria, what fools the young are. You were devoted to your music, and that made me want to be devoted to you. And I thought that devotion would be my stand. But the more of a legend you become, the less of me there is. There’s only the mezzo. And to what is she devoted now? I didn’t surrender my dreams so you could surrender to low crystal.”


    Honoria’s eyes fell to the tools of addiction laid out before her. She blushed. “You have no proof.”


    Alice pulled a small mesh bag from her handbag. It cradled a single strand of chestnut hair. “Such a remarkably useful tool, the hairbrush.”


    “Surely she doesn’t brush her hair!” Honoria exclaimed, wide-eyed.


    “No indeed,” Alice said patiently. “But the heroine of The Alchemy of Love does.”


    “So,” Honoria said, “a single strand of hair will prove my perfidy?”


    “It does the most startling thing when one sets a flame to it. Would you care to see?” She held the hair over the candle. The flame jumped up and formed a droplet of fire around the hair, but it did not spread or move, and the hair was not consumed. “The Mark Seven may well be the pinnacle of human automata,” she said softly, staring at the flame. “It can do practically everything a human can.” She looked at Honoria. “Except say ‘no’ to the mezzo.”


    “No one can say no to the mezzo,” Honoria said, equally softly. “You won’t leave, you know.”


    “I already have.” When Honoria’s eyes narrowed, Alice said, “When you return to the Met, you will find my possessions gone. And you will not be able to ascertain to where I have moved them.”


    “But—but you can’t,” Honoria whispered. “Automata don’t choose. If you leave, how will I explain it?”


    Smiling as a mother might at a frightened child, Alice handed Honoria a calling card: Doctor Goddard Broon, Wonders Mechanical and Automatonical. “The likeness is . . . uncanny.” She laughed incredulously and closed her handbag. “Good-bye, Honoria. Watch the papers for my exploits. I am certain they will cause commotion.” She slid across the bench.


    “I’ll tell!” Honoria’s voice went shrill and harsh. “I’ll tell everyone what you are!”


    Alice paused, studying Honoria. “You’re welcome to,” she said evenly. “A surly gentleman from PH&H has been skulking about the stage door all month. Invite him to explore your dressing room. Or you could just stay . . . here, doing . . .” Alice looked around, and her upper lip curled, “. . . whatever it is you do. I’d be fascinated to see what would happen were one enslaved creation put in charge of another.”


    Honoria shuddered. “I can’t have an automatonic assistant. Who will make me laugh, and keep overzealous admirers at bay? How can a machine save me from myself? Alice, couldn’t you please just—just stay? For me?”


    Alice shook her head. “What do you think I’ve been doing?” She stood and looked down with a fond smile. “Farewell, Honoria. You have a great gift.” She walked through Arthur’s doors and out into the sterile, whitewashed reality of a New York City beholden to PH&H, leaving Honoria unheeded and alone in a gritty, unvarnished fantasy.

  

  


  
    Story Notes:


    The seed for “The Mezzo” was planted in a conversation about corporate influence in U.S. politics, wherein I contemplated world in which the Walt Disney Company was the nation’s strongest corporate power. That seed is barely recognizable in the finished product, but I like the flower that grew from it.
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  Under the Tree


  Tania Hershman


  
    Under the tree


    He sits and I come out and I bring him breakfast, lunch, dinner, on a tray, and he says, I’m fine, Mum, don’t worry, but he doesn’t get up, doesn’t come in. Just sits, under the tree. And I sit, in the kitchen, and watch him. Then, when it’s too dark to see any more, I stumble upstairs, fall onto the bed. Next morning I get up and we do it all again


    First day


    I was curious, puzzled, asked him in a jokey way, You trying out for the local drama club, is that it? Make a great plant, you would, I say, going for a laugh, for a fight back, for a getting-up-standing-up-stopping-all-this-nonsense. But what I got was a grin, a nod, nothing at all, no answers, all open, everything hanging, falling apart.


    Second day


    My stomach’s knotting itself, whispering words, burning words, not-normal-you’ve-always-known-it-better-call-someone words, and I’m trying to be Regular Mum, carrying out breakfastlunchdinner on a tray, Jokey Mum sounding thin, worry creeping in, urges to slap and shake just under my uppermost thoughts. Get up, get up, but I don’t say it, I’m humouring him humouring me, him in the same clothes as two days ago, in the same spot, but looking fine, teenagery, smiling. What would I say to someone, what would I say? Coming in? I ask like I was just tossing it out there, like it wasn’t important, like I didn’t want to get a bulldozer and dig up that tree, dig up the whole garden just to get him inside. It’s peaceful, he says. Right here, he says, looking up through the branches, up at something, and I’m losing it, all grip, all rightness. I take the tray and go.


    John


    John would say what needed saying, would sit with him, unearth what’s bothering, get it up and out. John and he had this knowing between them that I could never. Even though he came out of me. Out of me. But John’s gone, and that’s gone, and maybe that’s what this is, although it wasn’t a shock, it wasn’t sudden, John passing out of our lives, out of life. We watched it, we talked about it, we cried together, it was The Most Terrible. But it didn’t destroy us. I thought we were okay. I thought. But now there he is, under the tree, and I hear a sound and I think it’s something ripping.


    Fivedayssixdayssevendays


    My mind’s gone on holiday. I’m Robot Mum, preparing food, serving food, lips moving, brain frozen. He’s under the tree, still under, still the tree, and trains of thought are barrelling at top speed, carving ravines through me, losing, loss, empty, gone. I’m Pleading Mum now, almost on her knees, whiny-voiced, Why? What are you doing? Please, darling, please, stop this, please, and him placid, unmoving, unshakeable. I’m the storm and he is rooted, I try to pull, he digs in, and we’re standing still, still standing, sitting, he is, and crumbling, I am.


    The Phone


    Someone calls, keeps calling, the phone keeps ringing and I keep not-answering because what do I say? Sorry, he can’t speak, he’s under the tree, yes, in the garden, the tree, been there for a while now, no, not hours, days, days, more than one, in the same clothes. What’s he doing? Sitting, isn’t it? Just sitting, from what I can see, from where I’m standing, trembling, falling.


    Ghost


    Help me, I say at night, lying in the lonely bed, the marriage bed of not-John and me. Where are you? And there’s a whispering in my ear, a shuffling of John-ness, and I know I’m ungripped but I stay with it. It’s our boy, I say, but the John-ness, it knows already, it knows about our boy, fixed onto the earth outside. And then there may be words, maybe, justforme words, some sort of sense saying Sit with him, Be with him, Be him, See him, and I’m sleeping and the John-ness is holding on, holding on, until I drift.


    Gone


    I come down, I stand in the kitchen, I look out, and he’s gone. He’s gone gone gone, nothing there, just grass, rubbing my eyes, stumbling out, insides rising to a spill, but then. No. He’s there. A trick, my brain played me, deleting and rearranging, my eyes believed it, my heartsoreness. He’s there. There he is. I glide across, sink down, stare into him, drinking him. Still here? I say, Jokey Mum, Shaky Mum, Half-Mum, and he nods, smiles, nods, my Garden Boy, and then his hand is reaching, reaching over to me, gentle and warm, and I am pulled towards him and I sit, damp on damp grass, with a damp heart bursting, and we sit, under the tree, listening and breathing together as the day begins.

  

  


  
    Notes from the author:


    This was one of the most difficult stories I’ve ever written. I had the idea but couldn’t find the language and structure to tell it in the way I wanted. I began it in 2006… at that time I hadn’t read much experimental writing, and it wasn’t until a few years later, when my own work started getting more abstract and, well, odd, and til I read the first short story I’d ever seen with titled subsections did it click. I am delighted to be included in Electric Velocipede, and that this story finally found a good home!
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  The Leaf


  Erik T. Johnson


  I. A Wise and Worldly Piece of Wood


  
    I led my father through the lanes of our apple orchard, watching wormy balls of fruit drop to the soft earth, so glutted with decay they couldn’t roll. The sky was a healthy blue flame and my father put his hand up to block the light from bursting his old eyes. He laughed.


    I looked back over my shoulder under the shady brim of a lopsided straw hat.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “My hand can stop the sun, but it can’t keep a single apple from falling.”


    He dropped his walking stick and sat in a pool of tree-shadow. He wheezed heavily, splintering twigs with his thick fingers. His nails were too long and collected dirt. It repulsed me to think that my father had gutters on his fingers.


    “What do you mean?” I asked, walking over.


    A fruit struck my head and unhatted me.


    He said, “That’s what I mean. It’s the big things that are easy to do. Own an orchard. Have a wife. Have children. Even living and dying are nothing. But the little things, those are not so easy. You cannot see them and what you cannot see you cannot even for wait for. You cannot even wait, do you understand how sad that is? Watch out for the little things, Gideon. Blights hit your trees, your wife stops talking to you, and all your children go off and disappear.”


    “I’m right here.”


    “Of course I don’t mean you, but your brothers. Aren’t you going to pick up your hat?”


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “It’s lopsided.”


    “Wasn’t it lopsided this morning?”


    “Yes.”


    “So why did you put it on to begin with?”


    “I felt different then.”


    “Just a few hours ago?”


    “Yes.”


    “You’re a strange one, Gideon. You’re given to dreaming and your moods . . . are your moods, and nobody else’s. It will be trouble for you.”


    “I’ll help you get up. Let’s check the rest of the orchard.”


    “What for?”


    “For apples that aren’t ruined.”


    “Here? Sooner look for a newborn in a grave. You know what this is?”


    “Don’t start with the curse. The curse isn’t real.”


    “First your brothers disappear. Now our fortunes are destroyed. I’ve been cursed.”


    “You left out, we conceived you by accident.”


    “No need to state the obvious, Gideon.”


    “I’m going to keep looking,” I said.


    “I’m going back to Bronx.”


    “What’s Bronx?”


    “I know that apple wasn’t hard, so your skull must be soft. It’s the town you’ve lived in your whole life.”


    What the hell was he talking about? We were two wounds bleeding into each other.


    “But our town is called Brookridge,” I said to him.


    “You’re a strange one,” he said, spat, and turned to go.


    “What will you do at home?”


    “Watch your mother hide my things in plain sight.”


    “Tell her I have hope at least, if you don’t.”


    “Don’t get lost,” he said.


    “I know these lanes well.”


    “They might have changed. The rot . . . has twisted the trees here and there—you see? A twist here and a twist there, and who knows where you’ll wind up?”


    “You’re stranger than I, old man.”


    “I was first, anyway. That entitles me to something.”


    He planted his cane in the ground and began pulling himself up. I offered my hand and he ignored it. It could block the sun, but it couldn’t help my father. He struggled to his feet on his own.


    I watched him hobble away, each step an effort, his right arm barely swinging, his left advancing the cane. He used to beat me with that stick when I was young. That stick had taught me about cruelty and how to wake up in the cold dawn. A wise and worldly piece of wood, now it tutored him in walking.

  


  II. You Can’t Wake a Gourd


  
    A squirrel took my hat away and my thoughts with it. That is how light thoughts are, even thoughts about flipping the universe on its head. I turned round and kept on down the lane. A curled-up leaf rolled by my feet. There was something about that leaf, but I couldn’t figure it out. It wasn’t the way there’s something about rocks or twigs.


    A white fungus scarred the tree trunks. Apples were blackened and devastated. I stopped to listen to them thudding to earth, like raindrops sound to ants.


    Salamander popped out from behind a tree with the ho-hum surprise of wind-blown trash.


    “Gideon, there are lots of people named Wolf but no wolf with a name,” Salamander said. “I mean: hello.”


    He was tall and scrawny and his pigeon-chest was tanned a leathery brown and his red hair was sparse from pulling. There was fragile china on the edges of wobbly tables in his bomb-shelter eyes. There were scars on him, too. Many of them were the result of my hitting him too hard, when he needed hitting.


    Salamander’s mother died giving birth to him. At the time, he understood what had happened and tried to hang himself with an umbilical cord. But the midwife believed in the Right to Suffer and cut the noose. He lost much oxygen and—where there had been a sense of purpose—was now a half-idiot.


    The other half? I took it for my friend. But his learning problems grew faster and stronger than his bones, he couldn’t read, and he sometimes made odd prophetic announcements that came true and made him highly unpopular.


    A few years back, Salamander’s father was struck by a triangle-wheeled cart full of experimental blue pumpkins, donkey-driven by the destitute inventor Lester Treat. The cart was rather slow and didn’t crush Mr. Mander. But on the point of reviving he swallowed some blue pumpkin seeds. His skin turned a purplish-pink and he fell into a deep sleep.


    Salamander asked around for advice. Nobody knew how to wake a gourd, but he received several excellent recipes for pie. As reparation for the accident, Judge Afterwit ruled Salamander should keep the cart and half the offending farmer’s pumpkin patch. There was no patch. Salamander moved into the dilapidated Barn of Slim Mercy on Lester Treat’s plot and laid his father in the cart. He fed him gruel daily, waiting for him to wake.

  


  III. When Stars Become Apples


  
    Back in the rotting orchard, I said, “Salamander, how are you?”


    He swayed dumbly as a sapling in the wind.


    “I asked you a question,” I said.


    No response.


    I slapped him, somewhat half-heartedly, on the cheek. He stared stupidly. I lifted my hand again, but something stopped me, maybe something that described what a leaf is not, or something like death that I would never remember when it pulled me away from myself. Today I was aware that if I hurt the half-idiot nobody would care. It would be consistent with the way the world was at that very moment. Each drop of Salamander’s blood would be a justification for the sun to rise in the east. If I didn’t strike him the sun would still rise—but I would’ve had nothing to do with it.


    How did I know this? It all goes back to my youth, which I remember so vaguely it has become private legend. My parents didn’t bother to teach me the word “apple,” despite the fact we owned an orchard of them. I assumed they were stars, since I’d heard stars were in the sky, and I thought sky referred to anything above ground level.


    When I harvested round reddish stars you could eat, I felt somewhat divine. And a shooting star was one that fell to earth, and starlight was when you set the stems on fire. But when my mother took a basket of them to make “applesauce” I asked why it wasn’t called “starsauce” and learned stars couldn’t be collected. I despaired. When stars became apples, the world was drained of life. So I tried not to go along with the world, as much as possible.

  


  IV. A Cloud That Died


  
    “My mother gave up mothering twenty years ago today,” Salamander said.


    “Shut up.”


    “Sorry, Gideon.”


    “Oh, you know you’re allowed here. I am in a mood.”


    “What kind?”


    “I don’t know. The one where you say the wrong thing. Why are you here, though?”


    “I wanted to see if it was true about the blight.”


    “Well, see for yourself,” I said. “Why don’t you come along? I’m looking for one decent apple.”


    “I saw one, up the road.”


    “That’s good news. I told my father I had hope, and it wasn’t unfounded. It had no blight at all?”


    “None.”


    “Better than good news. Sally, you’re like a brother to me.”


    “Do you ever think about them?” he asked.


    “I never knew them. I know more about their clothes. You see all these patches on my trousers? My mother takes them from different articles of clothing belonging to each of the five of them. Whenever I get a tear in a garment, she mends it with Ben’s sock or Blake’s vest or Nestor’s shirt. I wish I knew them better. It appears that Wegman was somewhat flamboyant. In fact, I think the red fabric on my knee is part of a strapless gown. But you’re like a brother right here beside me, and that’s worth more than rags and wishes. Now show me this good apple.”


    “I ate it.”


    “Happy birthday, Sally . . . shall we skip stones? There’s no lack of those.”


    “I miss my father. A person who is sleeping is not a person at all,” he said, collecting pebbles.


    “My father snores so I get no rest. Does yours?”


    “No.”


    “Well, gourds don’t snore. Maybe if you made him snore, he wouldn’t be a gourd any longer and he’d wake up.”


    We followed a path to the edge of Nobody Lake. It carried no reflections on its silvery surface. It didn’t increase with rain; it didn’t dry up with drought. It ended in an omnipresent, huge wall of gray fog, opaque as granite.


    Salamander thought the lake was a cloud that fell into a deep hole, couldn’t move, and died. That made sense to me—who ever saw a living cloud stay still?


    I didn’t know what my brothers thought about the lake, but I knew that one night, drunk and egging each other on, they rowed across it through the fog and were never seen again.


    Since dead people are equally nobody, our town’s funeral rites were performed at Nobody Lake as well. Salamander’s mother’s pyre had drifted across it, growing smaller in perception as it went further into the distance and less in size as it burned to cinders, disappearing in two ways at once. That bothered me because if you can vanish in simultaneously multiple fashions, it suggests there were many of you present. Speculations aside, nobody—living or dead—had crossed the lake and returned to talk about it.


    “Something about this day,” I said, “makes me feel like we’re giants about to skip tombstones.”

  


  V. Close to Meaning What I Say


  
    “Did you hear Goody Treat died this morning?” Salamander asked.


    “No. You’re not going to her wake, are you? Her widower Lester Treat will be there—do you want to see the man who turned your father into a gourd? Besides, people think you’re weird enough as it is, without you slinking about the corpses of strangers. Why do you do that? It makes people nervous.”


    “They don’t know what I know,” he said.


    “What does that mean?”


    “More butter, please.”


    “Sally, are you okay?”


    He was gazing at the gray line where the lake met the fog. The dead cloud glistened like fat. I skipped a nice flat stone three times across it.


    “Do you remember when things were different?” Sally asked.


    “Not really.”


    “Me either. It seems to me we’ve been standing at this lake for our whole lives.”


    “Even if we had been, things would be pretty much the same. The orchard would be rotting. My father would be miserable. I’m restless, Sally. It seems to me nothing goes on here, nothing ever did. Sometimes when I wake up, I wish I was still asleep, like your father even, never having to put on these ridiculous pants, or say good morning and good night ever again. We’re only bold enough to toss rocks in this lake. What kind of risk is that? The stones are worthless. They’re not even ours. I can understand why my brothers tried to cross this water. They had to get drunk to do it. But I’d like to do it sober.”


    He said, “You can’t be serious. Nobody leaves Grahamsblat.”


    “What’s Grahamsblat?”


    “It’s the town we live in, Gideon.”


    “My father thought it was called Bronx earlier . . . why can’t we agree on a name for it?”


    “I don’t know much, Gideon. What do you think it’s called?”


    “Brookridge.”


    “Okay, well, nobody leaves Brookridge, then.”


    “Goody Treat just left today, didn’t she?” I asked.


    “Gideon, you can’t be telling me you want to die. You’re my only friend.”


    “I know. And, I don’t exactly mean what I’m saying. But I’m close. I’m close to meaning what I say—do you see how unusual that is for me? I’m frustrated and bored, and I want out of this, all this world we know. All Crumbull’s gigantic utensils. Don’t you get sick of having to lift a fork with two hands? I wish I had something to live for besides what others lived for me first. I wish I was the son who got away.”


    I looked down at a rain puddle at my foot. A leaf had fallen on the face of my reflection. I felt the oddest sense of recognition, but it passed quickly.


    “You see that leaf?” I asked.


    Salamander picked it up, dripping.


    “What about it?” he said.


    “It looks pretty normal, but it isn’t. You know what’s so special about it? Its origin.”


    “I bet it came from a tree.”


    “But which tree?”


    “I don’t know,” he said. “There are hundreds and hundreds here.”


    “Exactly. And every leaf on the ground, every single errant leaf you ever saw, is a mystery, because you simply don’t know where it truly came from.”


    “What are you getting at?”


    “I don’t know—but I’m close. I’m close, and I’ll be sure to tell you when I find out.”


    “I need to feed my father,” Salamander said.


    Without a word we rose and started back, dodging falling apples all the way. The white fungi on the trees were like markers for a path that didn’t exist—yet.

  


  VI. A Piece of Wood’s as Good as Fate


  
    After Sally and I parted, I headed home: a cottage standing at the outskirts of Brookridge (or whatever it was called). It was overshadowed by willows that swept the eaves and threw branches down the chimney, leading squirrels to the disappointments of Mother’s kitchen.


    Since childhood I waited for inanimate things to move, hoping a spirit stirred in them. Many a knot didn’t untie under my gaze and many a table refused to jig. I paused beneath an elm at the crest of a hill, to look at the still white cottages stacked up and down the green sward like boxes for storing lives.


    I took one step forward and a whistling pierced the air. More whistles followed. Hundreds of shrill notes were carried and dropped by the wind. It was tea-time.


    My cottage door was open and our kettle screamed. Father sat at the old oak table, his back to the door and fire. Next to the fireplace were empty bookshelves. My father had burned all the books long ago as fuel for the fire.


    One dreadful winter, long after Bob’s disappearance, Father stole the boy’s diary from under Mother’s bed and tossed it on the flames. I hadn’t summoned up the nerve to read it yet and I cried out as the pages were eaten. I took to hiding the books, but we nearly froze to death and I had to give them up.


    Father faced a painting of himself and Mother. Pots and pans the size of bathtubs hung in front of it and obscured the canvas. The painting told the story of my parents’ meeting in their youth. It depicted them pinned under a large piece of timber.


    They both worked at the sawmill. One day, they were the only ones there and were accidentally trapped beneath a beam. The whole time neither one uttered a word, each resenting the other for being witness to such an embarrassing and painful episode.


    They lay side by side for a full day before they were found by an art student. He began sketching the unusual scene. After several drafts he pulled the timber off them. “A piece of wood’s as good as fate,” my father said to his co-worker. “I need a wife, and you need a husband.” So they were married, and the artist gave them a painting to commemorate the event, suitable for blaming.


    Putting Father’s thick coat on, I hugged the enormous kettle and set it on the cool stone floor.


    He said, “So, you’re finally back. I know you put the tea on before you left just to drive me crazy. You know I don’t feel up to lifting that kettle, and Heaven forbid that idle son of mine would be around to help his own father. Did you find a fine apple?”


    “No. Where’s Mother?”


    “Your Aunt Leona’s house.”


    “Why?”


    “I’m not there.”


    “I’m going, then, to see Mother and then to check in on Salamander.”


    “You shouldn’t hang round that one, I’ve told you before.”


    “Save your breath, old man. If I cannot choose my enemies, at least no one will ever stop me from choosing my friends.”


    As I was leaving, I noticed something stir across the room in the stillness. For a second I thought the inanimate world was finally going to sit up and do a somersault for me. But it was a reflection in the mirror atop the dresser. Father’s wrinkled face was framed there, and it was crying. I had never seen him cry before.

  


  VII. The Mandolin


  
    Aunt Leona lived just past the Barren Well. She was a spinster who offered you things she couldn’t locate and spent the rest of your visit trying to make up for it by giving you things you didn’t want. She reminded me of everyone.


    I knocked. Leona appeared in a crumpled pink dress, her ageless smile wide and smooth as a brand-new sled.


    Mother was busy rearranging furniture. Because she couldn’t make people do what she wanted, she liked to show her authority over things. She once insisted my right shoe was my left, dominating my feet because she lacked access to the concomitant halves of my brain. I wondered what Leona had done to make my mother bring her passion for reorganization to her sister’s living room. Mother wore a green skirt and a yellow top and whirled about like an angry flower.


    “Mother, what’s happened?” I asked.


    She said, “The chair has taken the desk’s place.”


    “I mean with Father.”


    “Did you find a good apple?”


    “No. I believe the orchard is completely useless.”


    “Damn, and I swore you would. If only your brothers were still here. You can’t do the job of five.”


    “Six, counting me.”


    “Five or six—there’s little difference.”


    “There’s all the difference in my world, and I would hope some of yours, too,” I said. “My brothers are gone and that’s it. I’m tired of living in the shadows of people who don’t even have them.”


    Leona tapped me on the shoulder. “Can I get you some tea?”


    “Please.”


    “Milk?”


    “Yes, thank you.”


    “Mother,” I said, as she took two unicorn tapestries off the wall and looked about for new locations, “I saw Father crying just now.”


    “You were seeing things.”


    “Yes, they’re called tears.”


    “Don’t talk back to me, Gideon Prop.”


    “But do you know why?”


    “I’m afraid I don’t have any milk,” Leona said, returning from the kitchen. “Can I offer you some biscuits?”


    “No, thank you. Do you know why my father is crying?” I asked her. “That’s why I’m here. Maybe you can tell me.”


    “Certainly not. What can I give you?” Leona said.


    “Oh, I don’t know.”


    “There must be something.”


    I spied a mandolin on the wall. I couldn’t play, but then my lack of knowledge never stopped an object from existing.


    “How about that mandolin?” I asked.


    “I was about to put that away somewhere, anyway,” Mother said. “It clashes in here.”


    “Oh, I don’t know . . .” Leona faltered, her smile vanishing.


    “What do you want with that old thing?” my mother chided her.


    “Nothing, of course. No, nothing. Don’t be silly! Why would I need a mandolin?” Leona said.


    We stood there in silence until Mother took the instrument from its peg and handed it to me.


    “May I be alone with your sister for a moment?” I asked my aunt.


    Leona smiled and went out of the room, but the smile and exit were unusually forced.


    “I’m going to do something crazy soon,” I said.


    Mother was puzzling over a three-foot long rolling pin. She twirled to face me.


    “Gideon, I’m going to sit and show you how ridiculous you are.”


    She backed up to where the chair used to be and fell on her behind.


    “Do you need help?” I asked, crouching to her level.


    “You’ve always asked too many questions, Gideon. Why can’t you be more like your brothers?”

  


  VIII. If Your Vases Are Enormous


  
    I left Mother trying to move a spider’s web from the wainscoting to the ceiling and went to see how Salamander fared with his father who slept in his Barn of Slim Mercy. The barn was at the bottom of a little wooded valley. It looked as though it had tumbled there. It was built on a foundation of clover and so full of holes it was more thin air than wood.


    As I descended the path, a cold shadow enveloped me and I turned to see mighty Crumbull and his gang looming.


    Crumbull was a potter, or illusionist, which is the same thing. Everyone drank from his cups, ate on his plates, and pissed in his bedpans. He also made cutlery. Because Crumbull was a ten-foot tall giant, all his products were giant-sized. Thus the rest of us felt ourselves living in a world too large for us.


    I think nobody journeyed far from Brookridge because of those great mugs and vases. It gave the illusion there was enough space as it was, because a vase captures space and if all your vases are enormous, then clearly all one has to do is break the vases in case one needs more room to live.


    Behind Crumbull the Illusionist stood at least twenty of his gang, various half-Crumbull-sized townspeople who liked to think spending time in his company made them as big and influential as he. All wore black mourning dress.


    “Seek shelter, Gideon Prop,” he said. “It’s about to rain.”


    I looked up. The sky was blue.


    “Apparently you’ve gone completely mad,” I said. “At least I know it’s not just my family. Do you know what my father said to me today? He said, and I’m not exaggerating this one bit, that—”


    “—Enough!” Crumbull shouted.


    “Enough of you. There’s not a drop of water in sight.”


    “I didn’t say anything about water, did I, mandolinist?”


    “Oh, this? I don’t even know how to play.”


    The gang dragged large crates of broken pottery and stones forward.


    “What has Salamander done?” I asked.


    “Ask Goody Treat’s widower!” Simon Dimple said, pulling Lester Treat to the front of the crowd.


    “He poisoned my wife. He’s killed my Goody,” Treat said.


    “Impossible,” I said. “Salamander has no motive or ability. He scarcely knows his own name.”


    “He knew her last words. He must have been in the room, hiding. Demons can hide.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “He passed by the wake,” Treat said, “and we didn’t want him there. But I thought maybe he was paying his respects and it wouldn’t be right to turn him away. Then when I thanked him for coming he said ‘More butter, please.’ And those were Goody’s exact last words. But he wasn’t there when it happened. My Goody never got her butter . . . and all thanks to Salamander’s evil ways.”


    I remembered Sally saying those words at Nobody Lake, and saying, “They don’t know what I know.”


    “He knows,” Crumbull said, pointing a drumstick finger at me. “You can see it in his face. You’re protecting a murderer, Mr. Prop.”


    “It’s no surprise,” another said. “Gideon’s family is cursed. He probably did his own brothers in.”


    “Yes,” I said. “At the age of five, I cut them to pieces and hid the bodies so I might grow up to wear the stupidest pants in all Brookridge.”


    “What the hell is Brookridge?” Crumbull asked.


    “Oh, forget it.”


    “Out of the way,” Crumbull said.


    “Wait,” I said. “You say I know Goody’s last words as well as Sally. By that logic, I might be the murderer, and Salamander just happens to know my secret.”


    My father always told me that I was an idiot.


    “Listen,” I said. “The simple truth is Salamander didn’t kill Goody Treat, rest her soul. And neither did I.”


    “It looks like you’re involved,” Spatch the titmouse–droppings addict said, standing between Crumbull’s legs.


    “Looks can be deceiving,” I said.


    “Not about looks they can’t,” Crumbull said. “Get out the stones, boys.”


    “How would you like to hear the mandolin?” I asked, stepping back and holding it aloft.


    “I thought you don’t play,” Crumbull said.


    “I don’t. But if you’ll just wait here for a bit, I’m sure I can find someone who does.”


    “Mr. Treat plays, actually,” someone said.


    “Fantastic,” I said. “That’s great.”


    “I’m not very good,” Treat said.


    “Wait, in fact, isn’t that your mandolin, Treat?” Crumbull asked.


    “No, I’m sure it’s not.”


    “I think it is. It has your initials on it, right there in mother-of-pearl. I’ve seen you playing it at The Toasty Eunuch. This bastard must’ve stolen it.”


    “I did no such thing,” I said. “It was given to me by my aunt Leona, who—”


    Treat threw a rock at my chest.


    “Up yours,” I said.


    He tossed another rock. I blocked it with the mandolin, which broke open. A letter and a small leather whip fell out. I could see clearly that it was addressed to Leona and signed “Your Sweet Treat.”


    No wonder Leona was always smiling.


    Treat ran forward to snatch the note. If their affair became public it would ruin him, especially since Goody was so beloved by all.


    He picked it up and tore it to pieces.


    “What does it say, Treat?” Crumbull growled.


    “It . . . I cannot say . . . it is too painful . . . but it indicates Gideon and Salamander as Goody’s murderers . . . it’s some kind of curse, a magical note.”


    I turned and ran toward the Barn of Slim Mercy. Pottery crashed at my heels and stones rained on my back. I swung the door open. It fell off its hinges.

  


  IX. How to Wake a Gourd


  
    Through broad barn-piercing sunbeams I saw Salamander lying on his father, head on his chest, both of them sound asleep in the cart, a line of drool from Sally’s mouth to his father’s shirt, an equally tenuous string of life binding us together.


    Rocks showered the barn. I didn’t think the wall would stand much longer. The mob flooded the doorway, crushing clover, walking slowly because their crates of ammunition were so ponderous. They could not see us behind bales of graying hay.


    “Sally,” I said, tapping his shoulder. “Wake up.”


    He opened blast-crater eyes.


    “Did you kill Goody Treat?” I asked.


    “No,” he said, getting up and straightening his father’s shirt.


    “You knew her last words. That’s what this is about.”


    “I know everyone’s last words.”


    “What?”


    “Yes, I have always known everyone’s last words—”


    “—Never mind.”


    A stone crashed through the wall and hit a bucket. Sally looked at me blankly, still drooling. I tossed him on the ground under the cart and pushed a bale of hay in front of it to hide him.


    Crumbull filled the doorway.


    The mob came through holes on every side of the barn. A foamy tide swarmed around me, black-waved and crested with pale leerings. I grabbed a rusty rake, wielding it like a bouquet of daisies.


    Lester Treat looked past me at Sally’s purple father in the cart. There was a sadistic smile on his lips. Crumbull advanced slowly. He smelled like a beer-drinking horse. In his hand was a great decorated wooden spork.


    What happened next happened fast. Crumbull lumbered forward, swinging the spork. I ducked down and poked the rake into his groin. He roared backward. Stones smashed my face and arms. I fell, bloody hay in my eyes. I got to my trembling feet. The world had gone soup.


    Crumbull raised the spork. As he brought it down, a mourner jumped in front of me. The spoony part struck my father’s skull. He collapsed into an ashy pile.


    I dropped by his side. The fingers on one of his hands were opening and closing, opening and closing. The hand was a brilliant pink. It was like a tropical flower quivering in a downpour. I bent down and took it. The fingers clutched my own and stopped moving.


    A murmuring crowd gathered


    “You stupid fools,” I said.


    Crumbull saw what he’d done. He dropped the spork, bent down, and took a large stone carp from a crate. He lifted it high over me.


    Before he could smash my head, the golden beams of sunshine began disappearing as high blackness slid over the Barn of Slim Mercy. The room was plunged in unnatural night.


    “It’s the curse,” someone said. “He’s a demonist! Prop is blocking the sun!”


    The panicking mourners streamed out, even Crumbull. Salamander helped me up.


    “We can’t stay here any longer, you know,” I said, and he nodded. “Don’t move. I’m going to see if they’re gone.”


    I found the doorway with my hands and reached out to test the sheath of darkness. My fingers touched something like skin or dried tongue. I crawled under, stones left by the mourners biting into my knees.


    After creeping several yards with no sign of light, I tried to make a hole in it. It was tough but not impossible to tear. With a shard of pottery I managed to cut a cross into the surface and pulled the flaps down toward me.


    My head emerged in the middle of a sheet of vibrant green, a color too noble and joyful to be tossed in a salad and too divine to be found in a feather. I wanted to dive into it, and open my mouth and devour it at the same time. Slightly darker green veins, thick as tree trunks and giving rise to smaller tributaries like branches, forked throughout the colorskin. Here and there silent birds strutted and pecked along them. The veins radiated out to the tips of three serrated main points facing north, east, and west. These tips were tinged with fields of gold, red, and orange. I turned my head and saw a monolithic stem, browner than its host, curving up into the sky like a scorpion’s tail poised to sting, and only then did I know my find for a leaf.


    All this wonder mingled with my father’s sacrifice and I tried in vain to see how the nightmarish loss below and living dream above could share one moment. Strong gusts blew from the north. Dark clouds unrolled toward us. It must’ve been these powerful winds that brought the giant leaf.


    I crawled back to the barn.


    “It’s a leaf,” I said. “But we have to go. We can discuss this later. We must cross Nobody Lake.”


    “Why?” asked Sally.


    “Because this leaf came from over the lake. I can tell from the direction of the darkness.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “I don’t know anything about trees, but the mystery of this leaf is worth investigating. Finally, a reason to get out of this town.”


    “What about being wanted for murder?”


    “There’s that,” I admitted.


    “Gideon, before we go, would you help make my father snore?”


    I didn’t think it would work, but I understood Sally wouldn’t want to leave him alone like this without trying. “Is there a lantern here?”


    A moment later we moved in flickering light. I opened the sleeper’s violet mouth and sealed his nostrils with my fingers. He began snoring.


    “You did it,” Sally said.


    “But I don’t see how it will help anything—”


    “—Watch it with that cart!” his father yelled.


    “Dad,” Sally said.


    “Where am I?” the man asked, looking around and through me.


    “You’re in a barn. You were hit by a cart years ago and have been sleeping ever since,” I said.


    Salamander started crying and I realized I stood on my father’s long-nailed hand. He looked remarkably like the timber-trapped figure in his wedding portrait. I knelt down with the lantern. We were alone together in a circle of light, enclosed in walls of darkness and each one inch from invisibility. I laid the spork over his chest.


    My father observed it with evaporating-ink eyes.


    “A piece of wood’s as good as fate,” he said.


    I put my ear to his mouth. He was done speaking and breathing. The sorrow in my gut seemed to belong to someone else, and I felt my own blood cheering and pressing against it, trying to drown it out.


    “I have a second chance . . .” Sally’s father said.


    “But I have to say goodbye,” Salamander said.


    “Yes, I’m sorry, we must go,” I said.


    Mr. Mander said, “Good luck, son. Now that I have this second chance at life, I will live honestly. I will open my heart and finally reveal to the entire world the woman I love and intend to marry.”


    “Who’s that?” I asked.


    “Why, none other than your aunt Leona.”


    “Good heavens,” I said. “What Leona shows and what she hides must be complete opposites. But, Sally, we must get to the orchard. There is no time to waste. Mr. Mander, can you sit up?”


    We helped him to his feet. The seeds which had worked their way into his blood had kept him from atrophying.


    “How do I look?” he asked.


    “Kind of like an eggplant,” I said. “But grand.”


    He hugged his son farewell.


    “You can do us both a last favor,” I said. “Tell everyone we went toward the Marshes in the south. And tell my mother . . .”


    “Yes?”


    I decided to say something factual. Because the world is made of indisputable facts, of giant potters and enormous leaves and blue pumpkins and the non-reflective bodies of dead clouds. There’s always enough room for facts, but throw a feeling in there and it gets claustrophobic.


    “ . . . I am the son who got away.”

  


  X. So Long


  
    Salamander and I started for the woods. I planned to follow their perimeter until we reached the orchard. We both knew the orchard well, but we’d have to improvise a way across Nobody Lake. We had to move quickly because I knew soon Crumbull and his gang would come back soon to get us. And I had no doubt they’d blame my father’s death on us too.


    We were still making way through the trees when night fell. Confused voices rang out and hushed intermittently, near and far. We often stopped to wait for footsteps to recede. But mostly our feet snapped twigs and crushed leaves, and each snap was the end of a twig and the end of a snap, and each crush the end of a leaf and the end of a crush.


    When we were still, all was silence. The leaf was like a hand fallen on a mouth. “Enough,” it seemed to say. “Please shut up. Can’t you see you’ve been talking nonsense all these years?” Rain started. It was odd to hear it pattering above our heads while the forest stayed dry.


    “What’s that squishy sound?” Salamander asked.


    I knelt down and picked up a mass of spherical goop.


    “We’ve reached the orchard,” I said.


    “What’s that crinkly sound?”


    Slowly, a horizon of dim light was seeping into existence.


    “The leaf is curling up at the edges,” I said. “Just like a normal leaf that’s blown off a tree and dried.”


    We fumbled our way through trees bowed under the weight of disease. My father had warned the blight would change the paths, and he’d been right. A twist here and a twist there, and who knows where you’ll wind up? We reached a steep slope that led down to Nobody Lake and I stepped in apple mush, sliding forward. Salamander fell into me and we both tumbled and slid down through rocks, sticks, and extruding roots until we knocked into a large rock.


    Shadows began to flicker into shape around us. Someone had lit a fire.


    I peered around the rock. The furthest tip of the leaf stopped just short of the lake. A large bonfire was raging by the shore. A flash of lightning illuminated figures in the gloom. Two floating funeral pyres were about to be lit.


    They were going to send Goody Treat into the unknown. The second pyre was for my father.


    My mother was moving my father’s limbs and his cane into different poses on the pyre as though they were floral arrangements. Crumbull exchanged heated words with her and she stopped. Aunt Leona was there also, and Mr. Mander was following her, a lovesick ripe plum of a man, begging at her feet. Lester Treat sullenly stalked them around Goody’s pyre. He suddenly started shouting and kicked Salamander’s father in the behind.


    “Now or never, Sally,” I said. “We have to make a go for the pyres.”


    Sally didn’t hesitate. We ran along the dead cloud’s edge. The mourners were too delighted with the private lives turning inside out to notice us. I heaved Father’s pyre into the silvery water and Sally launched himself on Goody Treat’s. I took my father’s cane and used it to push myself from the shore. It was still a wise and worldly piece of wood.


    I looked at my father’s face only once the whole time we paddled across Nobody Lake. His mouth was open. His teeth were too yellow and sparse. I’d never noticed the narrowness of his tongue before. Sally sat very dignified, facing outward from between Goody’s spread legs, like a diligent guard dog.


    When we were a few yards away, the town finally realized the pyres were gone. They shouted and screamed at us to come back, Crumbull and his gang uttering vile threats. I skipped a stone from my pocket that struck the giant in his forehead. That was such a perfect last sight of Brookridge that I turned to face the fog the rest of the journey.


    Eventually the yelling died down. We paddled cold water with our hands. I don’t know when we reached the jagged gray wall of fog, past which nobody had ever returned.


    “Sally,” I said. “You told me you know everyone’s last words?”


    “I don’t know why. But I do.”


    “Mine aren’t this is it, are they?”


    “No. Your last words are urinal cake.”


    “Good. This is it.”


    The pyres and their weird cargo floated effortlessly through the fog. I expected it to hurt, but it was soft. We saw pulsating lights everywhere, like when you press your hands against your eyes. Then our crafts gently bounced against a shoreline. I felt as though I was falling asleep and waking up at the same time, the consciousness equivalent of a leg that is lifting and falling in the process of walking.


    We stepped onto a gravelly beach. The fog stood behind us. It was dark as night. The rain had stopped, but my head thundered.


    Quick as missing keys, we were blinded by sunshine as though something huge had blotted out the sun and then moved. While our eyes adjusted to the light, we heard footsteps approach. I waved Father’s stick like a weapon, ready to fight.


    “Gideon,” a man said.


    “Who’s that?” I asked, seeing the gradually solidifying outline and details of a bearded man in a violet floral dress, carrying a parasol.


    “It’s your brother Wegman. And you brought a friend. That’s good. You must come with me, and meet Ben, Blake, Bob, and Nestor.”


    “Where are we?” I asked.


    “I’ll explain everything.”


    “Dad’s dead,” I said.


    “I know.”


    “How? Are you a spirit?” I asked.


    “No. His corpse over there is kind of a giveaway.”


    Salamander had been fixing Goody Treat’s hair, which came undone on the journey across the lake. He finished that, and straightened her false eyelashes, then joined us on the beach.


    “What I really want to know,” Wegman said to me, “is what took you so long?”


    He removed our father’s cane from my hand and used it to push the two pyres back through the fog. Then he showed us the tree.

  

  


  
    Notes from the authors:


    The Leaf was meant to be the first chapter of a novel, and I never got past writing what ultimately became the story as it appears in EV 24. Who knows, one day I might continue Gideon and Sally’s adventures. I believe the piece was originally inspired by a Magritte painting of leaves the size of trees. I hope everyone enjoys it.
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  Night’s Slow Poison


  Ann Leckie


  
    The Jewel of Athat was mainly a cargo ship, and most spaces were narrow and cramped. Like the Outer Station, where it was docked, it was austere, its decks and bulkheads scuffed and dingy with age. Inarakhat Kels, armed, and properly masked, had already turned away one passenger, and now he stood in the passageway that led from the station to the ship, awaiting the next.


    The man approached, striding as though the confined space did not constrain him. He wore a kilt and embroidered blouse. His skin was light brown, his hair dark and straight, cut short. And his eyes . . . Inarakhat Kels felt abashed. He had thought that in his years of dealing with outsiders he had lost his squeamishness at looking strangers in the face.


    The man glanced over his shoulder, and cocked an eyebrow. “She was angry.” The corners of his mouth twitched in a suppressed grin.


    “One regrets.” Inarakhat Kels frowned behind his mask. “Who?”


    “The woman in line before me. I take it you refused to let her board?”


    “She carried undeclared communication implants.” Privately, Kels suspected her of being a spy for the Radchaai, but he did not say this. “One is, of course, most sorry for her inconvenience, but . . . ”


    “I’m not,” the man interrupted. “She nearly ruined my supper last night insisting that I give up my seat, since she was certain she was of a higher caste than I.”


    “Did you?”


    “I did not,” said the man. “I am not from Xum, nor are we anywhere near it, so why should I bow to their customs? And then this morning she shoved herself in front of me as we waited outside.” He grinned fully. “I confess myself relieved at not having to spend six months with her as a fellow passenger.”


    “Ah,” Kels said, his voice noncommittal. The grin, the angle of the man’s jaw—now he understood why the eyes had affected him. But he had no time for old memories. He consulted his list. “You are Awt Emnys, from the Gerentate.” The man acknowledged this. “Your reason for visiting Ghaon?”


    “My grandmother was Ghaonish,” Awt Emnys said, eyes sober that had previously been amused. “I never knew her, and no one can tell me much about her. I hope to learn more in Athat.”


    Whoever she was, she had been from the Ghem agnate, Kels was certain. His eyes, his mouth, the line of his chin . . . With just a little more information, Kels could tell Awt which house his grandmother had been born in. “One wishes you good fortune in your search, Honored Awt,” he said, with a small bow he could not suppress.


    Awt Emnys smiled in return, and bowed respectfully. “I thank you, Honored,” he said. “I understand I must disable any communications implants.”


    “If they are re-activated during the voyage, we will take any steps necessary to preserve the safety of the ship.”


    Awt’s glanced at the gun at Kels’ waist. “Of course. But is it really so dangerous?”


    “About three months in,” said Kels, in his blandest voice, “we will pass the last ship that attempted to traverse the Crawl with live communications. It will be visible from the passengers’ lounge.”


    Awt grinned. “I have an abiding wish to die old, in my bed. Preferably after a long and boring life tracking warehouse inventories.”


    Kels allowed himself a small smile. “One wishes you success,” he said, and stepped aside, pressing against the wall so that Awt could pass him. “Your belongings will be delivered to your cabin.”


    “I thank you, Honored.” Awt brushed Kels as he passed, awakening some unfamiliar emotion in him.


    “Good voyage,” Kels murmured to the other man’s back, but there was no sign Awt had heard.

  


  
    Ghaon is a moonless blue and white jewel orbiting a yellow sun. Its three continents provide every sort of terrain, from the great deserts of southern Lysire, and the rivers and gentle farmlands of the north and west of that same continent, to the mountains of Aneng, still fitfully smoking. Arim, the third continent, is arctic and uninhabited. Aside from the sorts of industry and agriculture that support the population of any world, Ghaon produces pearls and ingeniously carved corals, which, when they find their way outside the Crawl, are highly valued. Flutes carved from the wood of Aneng’s western forests are prized by Gerentate musicians.


    According to legend, the first inhabitants of Ghaon came from a world called Walkaway, the location of which is unknown. There were thirteen original settlers, three agnates of four people each plus one eunuch priest of Iraon. The three agnates parceled out the world among themselves: Lysire, Aneng, and the surface of the sea. The priest blessed the division, and each agnate prospered and filled the world.


    The legend is only that, of course. It is impossible that thirteen people would possess the genetic diversity required to populate a planet, and in any case studies show that the first human inhabitants of Ghaon, whose descendants now populate Lysire and Aneng, derived largely from the same populations that eventually made up much of the Gerentate. The ancestors of the sea-going agnates arrived several thousand years later, and their origins are obscure.


    In any case, the first colonists must have either known about the Crawl before they arrived, or constructed it themselves. The latter seems staggeringly unlikely.


    Gerentate explorers found Ghaon some years after that entity’s expansionist phase had run itself out, and so the only threat they presented was a trickle of ill-bred, bare-faced tourists.


    But the Radch was another matter. Every soul on Ghaon, from the smallest infant at the breast to the most ancient Lysire matriarch in her tent on the edge of the drylands, believed that the nefarious Anaander Mianaai, overlord of the Radch, had cast a covetous eye on Ghaon and contemplated how he might make it his own.


    Fortunately enough, the ships and seemingly endless armies of the Radch, which had been the downfall of a thousand worlds and stations, could not traverse the Crawl. Only it stood between Ghaon and the Radchaai. Spies regularly probed this defense, the Ghaonish were certain, and the acquisitive minds of the Radchaai continually planned and plotted how best to breach it.


    In vain did more sober minds point out that the worlds of the Gerentate were a larger and in some ways easier target, that the reward for defeating the Crawl was far outweighed by the difficulty of the task, that the sweeping ambition of the Radchaai could hardly notice this one, small, somewhat obscure world. The people of Ghaon knew these arguments were specious. The overlord of the Radch had set his mind on acquiring Ghaon—so its inhabitants believed.

  


  
    Third watch was on duty, guarding the pilot’s station and pacing the corridors of the Jewel of Athat. First watch was asleep. Second watch had finished their supper, and the small table held cups of tea and the remains of the bread. Inarakhat Kels leaned forward, elbows on the table. Ninan and Tris, his fellows on second watch, leaned against the bulkhead.


    “A spy!” said Ninan, trying not to sound jealous. “Well, we were about due for another one.” He leaned an elbow companionably on the table beside Kels’.


    “How is it,” asked Tris, “that their attempts are so obvious, and yet the Radchaai are so rich and powerful?”


    “They are naturally perverse.” Ninan picked up a teacup and peered at its contents.


    “So one imagines,” said Kels. “In any case, Anaander Mianaai must find some other way to pass the Crawl.”


    Tris grinned, teeth showing beneath the mask that covered his upper face. “And the others? What do we have to look forward to this time?”


    “Chis Sulca,” said Kels. He leaned back, feeling crowded by Ninan. They knew the Ghaonish merchant from previous trips. “A few others.” He thought of Awt Emnys. “The usual sort. A tourist from Semblance.” Ninan and Tris each made derisive noises. “A Faunt clanswoman on her wander. A young man from the Gerentate.”


    “Another tourist,” groaned Ninan.


    “No!” said Tris, half-laughing. “I spoke to that one. He’s searching for his Ghaonish grandmother!”


    Ninan laughed. “He’ll find some runaway or some whore was his ancestress, and to what end?”


    “Whoever she was, her grandson has money and time to indulge his curiosity,” said Kels, stung.


    Ninan shook his head in disapproval. “He expects to find some ancient, noble agnate, whose matriarch will acknowledge him as her cousin.”


    Tris nodded. “He’ll hang an overpriced, tasteless mask on his wall and brag to his neighbors about his exotic and aristocratic blood.”


    “What if his blood truly is aristocratic?” asked Kels, knowing what the other two did not know. The Ghem agnate was among the most ancient, most prestigious of families. He reached forward, poured himself more tea.


    “It hardly matters,” said Ninan. “No agnate would be pleased to find a barefaced brute on the doorstep.”


    Under the mask Kels’ eyes narrowed. “He can hardly be blamed for the customs of his people,” he said in his most even voice.


    Ninan turned to regard him more closely. “No doubt.”


    “It’s been a long day,” said Tris, conciliatory. “And Inarakhat has spent it dealing with passengers. But now we rest, at least until tomorrow.”


    “And a dull tomorrow it will be,” said Ninan. “For which, thank Iraon.”


    “Thank Iraon,” Tris and Kels echoed in agreement.

  


  
    Ghem Echend was the most beautiful girl Inarakhat Kels had ever seen. Echend’s mouth was firm and full, her skin a warm dark brown. Her hands were square, and strong, and graceful, as were all her movements. She seemed to laugh even when she merely spoke. But her chief beauty was her eyes, wide and gray and luminous. She never took to the fashion for masks that obscured them. Indeed, she had skirted the outer edge of acceptability, preferring masks that exposed and emphasized her eyes as much as possible.


    She had kissed him on a moss-covered hillside by the river. The summer stars had been thick and silver in the sky, no other lights but the city below, and the boats passing, colored lanterns hanging in their masts, red and blue and green and gold. She tasted of flowers. It seemed to him that his heart stopped, and everything bled away from his awareness but her. He lifted a hand to touch her cheek, hardly able to believe his daring. She kissed him again, and taking that for approval he placed a single finger tentatively on the lower edge of her mask.


    With both hands she shoved him hard in the chest, and he found himself lying on his back in the soft moss, with only the stars in his vision. “Not yet,” she said, and ran away laughing.


    He could hardly breathe with happiness. Not yet!


    Never.


    Within six months, the extent of his agnate’s debts had been revealed, as well as the lengths to which his aunts had been willing to go to support their lifestyle, which had been beyond their means for quite some time.


    When the expected letter, sealed in red and gold, had arrived, it had contained not an offer of marriage but a few curt lines informing him that if recently certain expectations had been raised, they were unfounded and it would be best if he realized this. It was not from Echend, but from the matriarch of her agnate.


    He had stuffed a single change of clothes into a sack and gone down to the docks intending to offer his labor to whatever ship would take him farthest away from Athat. No ship would have him, so he made his way to the precinct employment bureau, where the civil servant on duty had judged him a fit candidate for the Watch. Next morning he was on a shuttle for Ghaon’s orbiting station. He had not set foot on Ghaon since.

  


  
    The Crawl is not detectable by sight, nor by any scanner yet devised. It is, however, ineluctably there. Its outer boundary is littered with the wrecks of ships whose captains disbelieved the warnings. Sometimes these are whole ships, with no sign of damage except their aimless drift. Some are collections of fragments, shining eerily in the light of the warning beacons placed at intervals along the limits of the Crawl. Occasionally a ship traversing the Crawl will come across a human body, rigid and frozen, spinning in the vacuum.


    In order to survive the passage through the Crawl a ship must go slowly; it takes nearly six months. In another system it would be a matter of hours. And it is well known that the use of communications equipment within the Crawl has disastrous results.


    It is less well known that the Crawl may only be safely crossed by particular routes, which the Ghaons had not recorded or marked in any way. Careful of their one defense, they had been at pains to be sure that knowledge existed only in the minds of pilots authorized to make the trip. The Watch was founded not only to prevent spies from boarding the ships and to enforce the ban on communication, but to ensure that no one meddled in any way with the pilot.

  


  
    The lounge on second deck was small and narrow, a few tables and chairs along the wall on one side, ports for viewing on the other. Two travelers, one in the brightly-dyed, draped robe typical of the world Semblance, the other bare breasted and skirted in ochre, sat at one table, hunched over a game board, scooping counters out of hollows and placing them around, quickly, with a quiet word every few moves. At the other end of the space Awt Emnys stood, looking out on the void. His face was shadowed, a matter of both relief and disappointment to Kels.


    The eyes were Ghem Echend’s. He could not have been more certain if the two genotypes were laid out before him. Echend had not been Awt Emnys’ grandmother, but certainly some aunt or cousin of hers had left Ghaon, gone to the Gerentate.


    If Kels had married Echend, he would have had children. Or his co-husbands would, it was all the same. For the first time in years he allowed himself to wonder what that would have been like. He couldn’t imagine an infant Awt with any clarity, but the dark-haired, gray-eyed young boy . . . a memory flowered in his mind, Kels and his father (so very tall and imposing then!) walking hand in hand down to the riverbank to see the boats come in.


    Awt Emnys turned his head, displacing the shadows. He smiled as he saw Kels. “It’s you again.”


    “One is always oneself,” said Kels, unaccountably disturbed by the younger man’s words.


    “But you’re not always on duty,” said Awt, and came closer to where Kels stood at the other end of the viewing ports. “You all wear the same clothes, and the same masks, and I’m never quite sure who is who.” He smiled, slightly, made an apologetic gesture. “I was speaking with the Honored merchant Chis,” he said, as though it followed naturally on his previous words. “She is most gracious. She advises me to give up pursuing my ancestor and instead rent a boat and visit the coastal towns of Western Aneng, where she assures me I will find the most exquisitely beautiful scenery in all known space. Not to mention the finest arrak and the most reasonable prices on cultured pearls.”


    “Ah,” said Kels, somewhat disdainfully. “She is from Western Aneng, and biased as a result. All of those are to be found in the vicinity of Athat.”


    Awt gave a wry smile. “I suspect her intent is to divert me from embarrassing my grandmother’s agnate with my existence. But you advise me to tour Athat?”


    “Certainly.” Athat was the loveliest city on Ghaon, spread over the mouth of the river like an exquisite mask. “There is also a forest preserve, to the south of Athat, that you may be interested in visiting. Though,” he said, frowning, thinking of Awt’s luggage, “you may need to purchase some equipment if you intend to stay there long.”


    “I rarely camp on worlds I’m not entirely familiar with.”


    “Doubtless a wise policy. One would not advise doing so alone, anywhere on Ghaon.”


    “And why is that, Honored?” asked Awt.


    “The vondas.”


    “Vondas?”


    “They range from very small to . . . ” Kels made a wide and shallow cup of his hands. “This large. With the tiny, common ones, a bite will itch for a few days afterwards. Some of the larger ones may affect a person more. Indeed, some of them are in demand for the intoxicating effects of their venom.” He thought of the vonda-bars in the northern precincts of the city and made a soft, disgusted sound. “One doesn’t recommend it. But the one you should be careful of is the tea vonda.”


    “It’s dangerous?”


    “It’s called a tea vonda because from the moment it fastens itself on you, you have just enough time to prepare and drink a cup of tea before you die.”


    Awt raised an eyebrow. “That is, perhaps, not the wisest way to spend those few minutes. Have you ever encountered one?”


    “I was bitten,” said Kels. He had been fifteen, and his uncle had been to the market in Athat and bought a basket of berries and left them on a counter in the kitchen that ran long and narrow across the back of the house. The berries were at the height of their season, huge and dark purple, and when Kels had seen them he had reached out without thinking. Almost before his fingers had touched the fruit he’d felt an icy sting.


    “What did you do?” asked Awt Emnys. “Not put water on to boil I presume.”


    “I panicked,” said Kels. For a few, blinking moments he’d stood trying to understand what had happened, coldness creeping up his hand towards his wrist, and then his mind had registered the tea vonda fastened to his hand, berry-purple bleeding away from it. Its center was dead white, shot with streaks of silver. Its surrounding membrane pulsed and fluttered, the convoluted edges turning pink and then red as it dug its proboscis deeper into his hand. As he watched, his hand went numb, and the ice continued to inch past his wrist towards his elbow. He tried to scream, but no sound would issue from his throat. “I froze.”


    “What should you have done?” asked Awt Emnys.


    “I should have taken the largest knife in the kitchen and cut off my hand.” And he’d thought that far, had run along the length of the room to open the cabinet and draw out the knife, heavy-handled, with a blade three inches wide and fifteen inches long. Then he stood there unable to do what needed to be done, no coherent thought settling out of the whirl of fear and panic in his mind. His sister came into the kitchen then. She closed the distance between them at a dead run, grabbed the knife out of his hand and shoved him against the counter. Then, as though she were dressing game for a feast, she jerked his arm straight and swung the knife down in a fierce blow, crunching through bone and severing his arm just below the shoulder.


    Then he’d screamed.


    “What happened?” asked Awt.


    “My sister found me and cut my arm off. It was very fortunate. I had been very foolish.”


    “Indeed.” The skirted woman, from Faunt, spoke up. “Had I been your sister I would have left you to die.”


    “Come now, Honored,” said her opponent. “Surely not. Anyone might panic in such a situation.”


    “Not anyone fit to survive,” said the woman, with a curled lip. “It speaks poorly of the Watch that such a one would be selected.”


    “Surely your people would not be so cruel,” said the man. “Surely not.”


    “Cruel? We are practical,” she replied.


    “I can’t blame him,” said Awt Emnys. “It’s easy enough to tell yourself the doctor can replace it, but when it comes to actually doing it . . . ” He shook his head. “It only makes sense that we should be reluctant to injure ourselves so grievously.”


    The woman scoffed. “I am now convinced that the Gerentate will fall to Anaander Mianaai the moment he turns his attention that way. You are all of you far too sentimental. Ghaon as well, despite the Crawl and the efforts of the Watch.” Here she looked directly at Kels.


    “Honored,” said Kels. “There is no need to be rude.”


    “I say what I think,” said the woman. “My people don’t hide behind masks.”


    “You certainly do,” said Awt, equably. “Your mask is rudeness and offensively plain speech. We only see how you wish to appear, not your true self. Mask or not, Watchman Inarakhat has been more honest than you.”


    The woman made her disgusted noise again, but said nothing further.


    Kels looked out the viewing port for a moment, gathering his thoughts, settling himself. He wanted to leave the lounge, but felt that it would be a retreat of some kind. “Honored Awt, do you intend to approach your grandmother’s agnate?” It wasn’t what he had intended to say.


    Awt Emnys seemed unsurprised by the question. “I don’t know. Do you advise it?”


    Yes and no and I didn’t mean collided, tangled, blocked his speech. Ghem, who had balked at any association with his own ruined agnate, would be no more charitable towards Awt, and the thought distressed Kels. And also pleased him. Let Ghem see what they rejected!


    Or perhaps they would be at least courteous to him. “One could hardly say, Honored. Only . . . ”


    “Yes?”


    “If you do, buy a mask. Not at the shops near the shuttle port, nor even along the riverbank. Find a place on the third hill, behind the jeweler’s district. And be sure to choose one that is neither very elaborate, nor very brightly colored.”


    “That would have been my own inclination,” said Awt. “I thank you again for your advice.” He paused a moment, as though undecided about something. “The merchant Chis is an inveterate gossip.”


    Behind the mask, Kels frowned.


    Awt continued, quietly. “She tells a fantastic and romantic story of your youthful disappointment in love. Not, I’m sure . . . ” Awt made a small, ironic gesture, “out of any disrespect for you, but to further discourage me from approaching my grandmother’s agnate. Whichever that might be. But when I heard your story just now, I wondered. Have you held to something you should have let go? The daughter of a wealthy, noble agnate might not have chosen her first husband, or even her second. But the third would have been her heart’s choice. Perhaps you didn’t know her as well as you thought. She certainly behaved very badly, if what Honored Chis says is true.” He bowed slightly, apologetic. “Forgive my presumption.”


    “Her agnate,” Kels began, and Awt raised an eyebrow. Kels was glad of the mask. “It was a long time ago, Honored.”


    “I’ve offended you. Please believe it wasn’t my intention.”


    “No, Honored,” said Kels, in his most even voice, and then, at a loss, bowed and left the lounge.

  


  
    Six months on a small ship is a long time. The view out the ports of the Jewel of Athat was the same as any ship. One can only play at counters so much, and one has only a limited number of potential opponents. Even betting on the games loses its charm a month in.


    “It’s fashionable to have a Ghaonish ancestor six or seven generations back,” Awt said to Kels near the end of the first month. The Faunt woman had retreated in silent pique, Awt having defeated her at counters the third time in a row, and they were alone in the lounge. “Even farther back is better. Too near—and poor—and you’re half-foreign, an outsider in your own family. My mother’s relatives always suspected my half-Ghaonish father of mercenary impulses. They cared for me when my parents died, but more out of their sense of propriety than anything else.”


    “How different your childhood would have been, had your grandmother never left Ghaon!” Kels said, thinking as much of himself as of Awt.


    “True, but then I wouldn’t have been Awt Emnys.”

  


  
    By the second month of the voyage, the library of recorded entertainments that seems so large and varied at the start of the voyage becomes monotonous and dull. Fellow passengers who had seemed either exotically foreign or companionably familiar lose all their charms and become objects of irritation. The small spaces become ever-narrowing traps.


    Ever since he had known them, Ninan and Tris, Inarakhat Kels’ fellow Watch officers, had been more or less pleasant company, despite a certain distrust on their part; even ruined, his agnate was far superior to theirs. Near the end of the second month, their dismissive observations about the passengers became a burden to Kels, particularly their assessment of Awt Emnys. It was no different from jibes directed at previous Gerentate travelers looking for Ghaonish ancestors, and those had amused Kels in the past. But now he realized that his disdain had a different source and direction than theirs.

  


  
    In the third month it seems as though there has never been any world but the ship, and the endless progress through the blackness. Life before the voyage is a distant memory, unreal and strangely textured. The idea of disembarking at some final destination seems untenable. During this month the wreck of the last ship to defy the ban on communications takes on an interest out of proportion to its significance.


    “Just as you promised,” Awt said to Kels as he watched the dead ship drift. Quietly, because the others—the fierce Faunt, the tourist from Semblance, even Chis Sulca, who had seen it before, were silent. “I wonder why they did it.”


    “They were fools,” said Chis.


    “They were driven mad by isolation,” said the tourist from Semblance, by his tone of voice meaning a joke, but it lacked conviction.

  


  
    In the fourth month desperate boredom sets in. The beige, undecorated walls, the black view out the ports, the nourishing but unvaried diet, become an undifferentiated background, and sensory deprivation forces the mind to produce all sorts of fantasies in an attempt to ward off starvation.


    “Have you read Thersay?” asked Kels. He and Awt were alone in the lounge.


    “The Consolation of Insanity?” Awt smiled. “No, I never have. And I’ve probably never met anyone who has, either, highly regarded as it is.”


    “I’ve tried,” confessed Kels.


    Awt smiled. “That bored?”


    “You laugh,” Kels said. “She began the work here, on this very ship, at that table, there, at just about this point in the voyage. What a strange and sprawling thing it is! She must have been half mad.”


    “It wouldn’t surprise me in the least,” Awt said.

  


  
    The fifth month is much the same as the fourth, time having contracted into a single eternal moment.

  


  
    In the sixth month, the mind awakes slowly to the realization that there will indeed be an end to the endless voyage. When the Watch announces that only one day remains before the ship will exit the Crawl and increase speed, feverish excitement runs through the passengers. The day ahead, and the few days after that it will take to reach the station orbiting Ghaon, seem unbearably long. In vain do passengers remind themselves that the time will surely pass without their watching. Everyone, whether openly or surreptitiously, will mark each interminable second and anxiously await the thunk and jar of docking.

  


  
    It was during the last day inside the Crawl that disaster struck.


    Kels had endured his shift, and a silent, tense supper with Ninan and Tris. He’d retired early, but after several hours of uncomfortable tossing he rose and dressed and went to the lounge. It was empty; he was vaguely surprised and disappointed that Awt Emnys wasn’t there, though he’d known that the passengers were likely asleep at that hour.


    Once Awt disembarked Kels might never see him again. It had been true of every passenger over the years, but it had never mattered to him before. This, then, was why he couldn’t sleep. There were things he wanted to say, that he didn’t know if he should say, or even if he possibly could.


    He traced the path he would have on his rounds, but met no one, not even his counterpart on third watch. The passengers’ cabins were shut, the ship felt deserted and lonely. He wished someone would come out and nod, or give some perfunctory greeting, just to break the unsettling feeling that he was invisible, a disembodied ghost alone on an abandoned and drifting ship.


    It was because of this feeling that he did something he almost never did—he approached the two Watch officers standing outside the door behind which the pilot guided the ship.


    He raised a hand in greeting, expected the same gesture in return, and questions about why he roamed the corridors at this hour. A perfunctory sentence or two about not being able to sleep was on his tongue, ready for the question, but the two officers stood masked and unmoving at the end of the narrow corridor.


    He stopped, bewildered. “The days are longer near the end, are they not?” he essayed.


    No answer. The feeling of invisibility increased, and for a moment Kels wasn’t so much alarmed at the thought that something might be wrong with the guards as he was despairing of his own substantial existence. But common sense exerted itself. He put a hand on one silent watchman’s shoulder. “Honored!” Nothing. He pushed gently, and the man turned slowly to the side, as though he were in some sort of suggestible trance.


    Kels drew his gun, and pushed past the two unresponding men to open the door to the pilots’ station.


    The pilot was in his seat, back to the door, and before him were the ship’s controls. A dark-haired figure in kilt and embroidered blouse bent over him, a small recorder in his hand. They were both close enough that Kels might have reached out to touch either man. Kels was on the verge of firing when Awt Emnys straightened and looked at him with Ghem Echend’s eyes.


    The moment of hesitation was enough. Awt grabbed the gun, pulling it upwards and away, twisting Kels’ arm around painfully until he was forced to let go his weapon. Awt pointed the gun at Kels, and pushed him against the bulkhead.


    “Why?” Kels gasped, his arm still hurting from Awt’s grip.


    “It’s my job,” Awt said. “Did you think warehouse inventory suited me?”


    “Have you no regard for your own people?” asked Kels. “Or is the Gerentate truly our enemy?”


    Awt smiled, a little sadly. “The Gerentate is not your enemy. The Radch, on the other hand . . . ” He shrugged.


    “Radchaai,” Kels whispered in horror. “We are destroyed.”


    “On the contrary. To destroy any part of the world would be to destroy its value. No one who submits will be harmed. Those who don’t submit . . . ” He shrugged, gun still aimed at Kels. “They choose their own fate. But if you mean some indefinable quality of being Ghaonish, or that splendid pride and isolation . . . I would have thought that you of all people would have understood that it wasn’t worth preserving.” He cocked an eyebrow, sardonic. “It wasn’t only you the Ghem agnate treated badly. I know more of my grandmother than I said.”


    Kels was dizzy, and breathing was difficult, as though the air had turned to water and he was drowning. Awt had understood, had already known the things that Kels had so wanted to say to him.


    “I owe Ghaon nothing,” Awt continued. “Nor the Gerentate. And the Radchaai pay me well for my services.” He let go of Kels, who didn’t move, still frozen with the revelation, and the threat of the gun. “Don’t accuse yourself. Nothing would be gained if you had killed me. Do you think this is the first successful attempt? None of you will remember anything, just like every other time an agent has made this run.” Awt put a hand on Kels’ shoulder, gave a consoling squeeze. “I won’t kill you unless you make me. And I would regret that very much.” Then he turned away, gun still in hand, and resumed his quiet questioning of the pilot.


    Kels’ arm hurt, but distantly, as though the pain was part of some dream he would wake from shortly. He tried to make his breaths deeper, but only felt even more starved for air. Had he himself ever stood entranced beside the pilot’s station as a Radchaai spy carefully probed for the keys to Ghaon’s strongest defense? How many times? His failure was galling, even more so the thought that he had failed over and over again, and never known it. He was afraid to die, afraid to risk his life and indeed his death might well be purposeless, as his life had been. But what difference would it make? If what Awt had said was true, Ghaon was already doomed, and he himself would have no memories to reproach himself with.


    Awt spoke to the pilot, quietly, and the pilot murmured in response. He recalled Awt speaking to him in the lounge, six months back. Have you held to something you should have let go? Awt had judged him well. It speaks poorly of the Watch that such a one would be selected.


    “Awt Emnys.”


    Awt turned, one ear still towards the murmuring pilot.


    “Don’t do this. Destroy the recording, return to your cabin. I will tell no one.” Without answering, Awt turned back again.


    No more hesitation. This was the moment. Kels shoved himself away from the bulkhead, grabbed Awt’s arm as he turned. The gun fired, the bullet grazing Kels’ ear and burying itself in the bulkhead behind him. Alarms sounded, faint and distant beneath the pounding of Kels’ heart. He brought his knee up hard between Awt’s legs, yanked the gun from his hand, brought the muzzle up to Awt’s head, and fired.

  


  
    The alarms brought first and second watches. Blood was splattered on Kels, the still senseless pilot’s body, the deck. Ninan was speaking but Kels could only hear the roaring silence that had followed the gunshot.


    “ . . . in shock,” said a distant voice. But Awt wasn’t in shock, he was dead.


    “He’s not injured.” Ninan’s mouth moved with the sound. Ninan speaking. His mask was askew. “None of this blood’s his. Iraon! Look at it all!” Someone made retching noises, and the need to vomit was overpowering for a moment, but Kels managed to suppress it.


    “Lying bastard!” Tris. Kels couldn’t see him. “I bet there’s no Ghaonish grandmother at all. I knew he was no good, that kind never are.”


    “Inarakhat Kels, you’re a hero!” said Ninan, and patted Kels lightly on his jaw. “Caught a spy!”


    Kels drew in a long, ragged breath. Ninan was saying something about promotions and pay raises, and someone said, “Now they’ll know they can’t fool the Watch.” They were all familiar and foreign at the same moment.


    “Let’s get you to your bunk,” said Ninan.


    “It doesn’t matter,” said Kels.


    Ninan was pulling him up by his arm. “What?”


    “It doesn’t matter. It wasn’t worth it.” Ninan looked at him, uncomprehending. “None of you are worth it.” Kels shook his head. Ninan would never understand, or Tris, or any of them. Awt Emnys might, but Awt Emnys was dead.


    “Of course,” said Ninan reassuringly. “It’s upsetting. But he chose his own fate. You did nothing more than your duty.”


    “He wouldn’t submit,” said Kels.


    “Exactly. A fatal mistake.” Ninan clapped Kels on the shoulder. “But enough of this. Let’s get you to your bunk. And something strong to drink.”


    “One thinks,” said Inarakhat Kels, “that a cup of tea would be sufficient.”
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  Cutting


  Ken Liu


  
    At the top of the mountain, far above the clouds, the monks of the Temple of Xu spend their days cutting words from their holy book.


    The monks’ faith originated a long time ago. They deduce this by the parchment on which the Book is written, which is brittle, wrinkled, and damaged by water in places so that the writing is hard to read. The Abbot, the oldest monk in the temple, recalls that the Book already looked like that when he was a young novice.


    “The Book was written by men and women who walked and talked with the gods.” The Abbot pauses to let his words sink into the hearts of the young monks sitting in neat rows before him. “They recorded what they remembered of their experiences, and so to read the Book is to hear the voices of the gods again.” The young monks touch their foreheads to the stone floor, their hands splayed open in prayer.


    But the monks also know that the gods often spoke obscurely, and human memory is a fragile and delicate instrument.


    “Think of the face of a childhood friend,” the Abbot says. “Hold that image in your mind and write a description of it, giving as much detail as you can marshal.


    “Now think of that face again. It has changed subtly in your memory. The words you used to describe that face has replaced some portion of your memory of it. The act of remembering is an act of retracing, and by doing so we erase and change the stencil.


    “So it was with the men and women who composed the Book. In their zeal and fervor they wrote what they believed to be the truth, but they got many things wrong. They were only human.


    “We study and meditate upon the words of the Book so that we may excavate the truth buried in layers of metaphor.” The Abbot strokes his long, white beard.


    And so, each year, the monks, after many rounds of debates, agree upon additional words to cut out of the Book. The bits of excised parchments are then burnt as an offering to the gods.


    In this way, as they prune away the excess to reveal the book beneath the Book, the story behind the story, the monks believe that they are also communing with the gods.


    Over the decades, the Book has grown ever lighter, its pages riddled with holes, openings, voids where words once rested, like filigree, like lace, like a dissolving honeycomb.


    “We strive not to remember, but to forget.” The Abbot says, as he cuts out another word from the Book.
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    Editors note:


    This story was a late addition to the issue, but I’m glad it’s here. The biggest challenge was deciding how to layout the story so that what Ken was going for made sense. In ms. the effect was very subtle, and I didn’t want to beat the reader over the head with it. Hopefully we’ve accomplished the appropriate balance.
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  The Lotus Eaters


  Michelle Muenzler


  
    Night-time, that’s when the spiders come out. At least, that’s what Tony says, and Tony never lies. But Tony isn’t here right now, and neither are the spiders. We are safe on the twenty-first floor and Tony is gone.


    “Do you think the spiders ate him?” I ask. Sweat dribbles between my breasts and soaks the belly of my white tank. I leave wet handprints on the door.


    Marcella drapes herself over the ripped cushions of the armchair. “Who cares?”


    “Angel cares.”


    “Fuck Angel.”


    We wait for Angel to respond in kind, but she has lain quiet for an hour and seventeen minutes now. Maybe longer, but that is when I started listening to the quiet click of the clock’s hands and counting. Her thin foot hangs over the edge of the bed, white as bone, but the oil lamp’s light ripples it with gold.


    “Fuck Angel,” Marcella repeats, quieter this time.


    I lean my head against the door and snick the lock back and forth—unlocked, locked. I say, “I think they ate him. I think he isn’t coming back.” Unlocked, locked.


    “So?”


    “So Angel’s going to die.” Unlocked, locked.


    “So?”


    Marcella pulls a lotus petal from the tarnished silver box balanced on her stomach and rolls out her tongue to catch it. I should stop her. She’s deep enough in lotus crush already. Waste not, want not, Tony says. Want not, waste not, we reply.


    “I’m going after him,” I say instead.


    “You can’t. Tony says.”


    I grab the worn bat from the umbrella rack and click the lock. Unlocked. “Tony can’t say if Tony’s not here.”

  


  
    Fifteen flights of stairs and my stomach is twisted in a knot, worse than when we gorged ourselves on the moist yellow cakes Tony found. Be careful what you eat, Tony says. Everything is a lesson to be learned—even cake. At least I can breathe, though it comes in scissor-like gasps. At the bottom of the next flight, I lean over and grab my knees until the stabbing dulls. Water dribbles down the wall next to me in its long journey from the rooftop.


    Somewhere close below me, a door slams, and the knot in my gut pulls tight. Footsteps echo up the stairwell. It’s the spiders, I know it is. They’re in the building and they’ve come to eat me just like Tony and then they’ll eat Marcella and Angel and the cat lady and the man with guns as well. Another door slams, and the stairwell is quiet, except for my ragged breath and the images of spiders crawling through my skull.


    Spiders don’t open doors, Tony says. That’s why we are always safe inside. I tremble all the way down to the next floor, the bat slipping in my sweaty grip. I should just pass the stairwell door by—that’s what Tony would say—but I don’t. Instead I nudge it open, just enough to see the hallway and its cracking yellow paint and a shaggy-haired man shoving a key into a lock and rattling away. His door doesn’t open. He kicks and curses, then moves on to the next and repeats. From here, the shaggy man smells like Angel, wet and dry and stale, all at once. I hope he finds his home before he finds the door of the man with guns. The man with guns is not fond of company.


    I leave the cracked-open door and the shaggy man behind and make my way to the bottom floor. Outside, the sky is red streaked with gray and the pavement glistens, sleek and wet. There are no webs strung between the broken walls that line the street. There are no spiders.


    “Hey,” calls a voice, sticky like the old newspaper in our room when we pull the damp-dry pages apart.


    Nearly beside me, a man huddles against the wall. His trousers are soaked, and his blond-gray hair clings to his scalp in tangled rings. Tony says never to speak to strangers, but Tony isn’t here right now and neither are the spiders and how else am I to know where he has gone?


    “Hey,” I say.


    “Shouldn’t be out. ‘Em spiders eat you.”


    I glance about. “I don’t see any spiders here.”


    “Plenty of spiders.” He coughs into his left hand and wipes something on his shirt. “Just ‘cause you don’t see ‘em, don’t mean they don’t eat you.”


    “Have you seen Tony?”


    “Seen lots of things.”


    He scratches his head, checks his fingernails, and gnaws something free. His manner is familiar from Tony’s stories.


    “You’re the doorman, aren’t you?”


    Always tip the doorman, Tony says. He’s providing a service. I reach for the familiar silver box in my back pocket, but stop. Tony doesn’t like us wasting lotus. It doesn’t grow on trees, he says. What does it grow on, we ask. Tony never answers.


    “Is this a good tip?” I hold out the bat. He doesn’t seem to have anything to protect himself with.


    He shakes his head and flops his empty right sleeve about. “Ain’t no good for me.”


    I wonder if the spiders ate his arm, and if they did, why they didn’t eat the rest of him. Perhaps he was too hard. Hard times make for hard people, Tony says.


    I tap the bat against my foot. “Then I have nothing.”


    “Got nothing already.”


    His gaze falls deliberately to the bulge in my back pocket. I shift away.


    “Wait,” I say. “I do have something, but it’s a secret something. I’m not supposed to share it with anyone but Tony. Would that be enough?”


    “Could be, could be.” His eyes shine sharp and a slight grin cocks his lips.


    I settle by his side in the warm wet puddles of the sidewalk and press his head against my breast. He tries to slide his arm around me, but I push it back. His face turns wary, and his smile compresses into a tight line.


    And I sing. First one lullaby, then another, until I have sung every song Tony taught us twice over. When I am done, the doorman’s face is wet with tears. I kiss his forehead, and he tells me what I want to know.


    As I set down the street, I imagine somebody watches me from above, but scanning the windows, I see nothing.

  


  
    The sky is dark now, with specks of stars clustered around the shifting clouds—thousands of eyes on an invisible face. An orange-gray slice of moon reflects across the pavement. Between the hospital entrance and me is a parking lot packed with abandoned vehicles and shadowed figures huddling inside them. I have seen no spiders yet.


    I stride into the lot and bump my shins on the metal carcasses as I slide between them. One row passed, two rows passed, and nothing but men and cars from here to the entrance. In the third row, an arm darts from an open window and grabs my wrist. I jerk away, but another arm shoots out and yanks me against the car. My breath is a frozen ball in my gut. Something wet slides along the back of my shoulder. The frozen ball explodes and I wrench myself free and stumble from between the cars.


    “Just getting a taste,” says a husky voice from inside. The door clicks open and a man emerges, his face hidden behind a curtain of hair.


    My footsteps echo too loudly as I parallel the row in search of a wider space to squeeze through. I don’t remember them being this loud before. The man with the curtain of hair mimics my pace. I hug the bat against my chest.


    More doors click open, and more footsteps join my own. The hospital entrance is impossibly far now. I stop and turn and level the bat.


    “Hey, missy,” says the man with the curtain of hair.


    “Hey, missy,” slurs another man. His lower lip is split wide and one hand is missing.


    The others murmur and smile and spread out around me. I crouch slightly and bring the bat to my shoulder. I know all about baseball. Tony taught us. Batter up, he says. Batter up, we reply.


    One of the men dips into my reach, and I swing. The bat cracks into his arm. The air splinters. Someone grabs me from behind, and then I am buried in a crush of arms and legs and unwashed faces, all smelling of Angel and howling.


    A sharp crack snaps through the air, and the crush stops. One by one, the arms and legs slither from my skin. A few feet off, the shaggy man from the hallway stands, his gun raised in the air and trailing a wisp of smoke. Burnt metal singes my throat.


    “Hey,” he says. A broken-toothed grin cracks his face. “I’ve been looking for you.”


    I reach for the bat, but it is gone. Split-lip man is running his stump down its length a handful of steps away.


    “Come on now,” says the shaggy man. “Best we back out of here.”


    He holds out his hand. The other men twitch. Somewhere behind me, a car door slams. I scramble up and grab his hand. He leads me down the row, away from the hospital entrance and the shadow men.


    “The hospital,” I say. “I have to find Tony.”


    “Tony’s dead.” The shaggy man speeds up, though none of the shadow men are following. “Spiders got him.”


    “Oh.” My chest crunches like packed snow on the window sill. “What about Angel?”


    “Angel?”


    “She’ll die without medicine.” I tug against his grip. “We have to go back.”


    He stops and glances about, his gaze skittering across the last set of cars. “I have her medicine already. Tony gave it to me. He gave me everything. I was heading up to your rooms when I saw you wandering off. Good thing I noticed, eh?”


    Oh. I shouldn’t have left after all. If Tony were alive, he’d be very angry with me. Since he can’t be, I am angry with myself. The shaggy man leads us down partially blocked side streets, small passages that should be bursting with spiders. Still no webs cross our path, though.


    “Where are the spiders?”


    The shaggy man glances back without breaking his hurried pace. “Out there. Hundreds of them. Best stick with me.”


    He laughs and drags me into a more open street. I don’t recognize it at all.


    “Where are we going?”


    “Roundabout way in case anybody is following us from the lot.”


    Clouds slip over the moon and reduce its glow to a hazy halo. We slip down the street in the near-devouring darkness. Then the moon breaks free and light bathes the streets again, just in time to shine across the hundreds of silvery strands crossing the side street we are rushing into. Enough time for me to windmill my arms, teeter, and slip backwards onto the wet pavement. Not enough time for the shaggy man.


    “Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck!” He jiggles like a gelatin man in the web.


    The strands shake and shiver all the way up to the fourth floor of a crumbling office and from there hurtles a black shape, slick and sleek like the rain. I’ll be back, Tony says, but now Tony’s dead, and the shaggy man soon to follow.


    A guttural cry tears my throat, and I hurl the only thing I have at the black beast—my lotus box. The spider rears and bats the box with a razor-thin leg, and the box explodes open. Petals and dust shower the air. The spider scuttles backward along its web, scraping frantically at the lotus petals clinging to its damp flesh. A high-pitched ringing stabs my eardrums.


    “Shoot it! Shoot it!” The shaggy man’s eyes are nearly popping from his skull.


    The spider shakes the last of the lotus off and bunches like a spring. I leap up and pull the shaggy man’s gun from his belt. The spider launches down the web, and I pull the trigger again and again. With each pull, I fall back a step. The shaggy man’s screams feel like distant echoes in my head. With a wet thump, the spider falls belly-up onto the pavement. Its legs twitch in the air. I keep firing until the gun is empty and the spider no longer moves.


    The shaggy man’s screams break through the echoing gun-cracks in my skull. “Get me the fuck off of here!”


    I scrape away at the web with bits of concrete rubble. Once his arm is free, he snatches the gun from me, pockets it, then grabs the concrete and continues himself. His wrist bleeds. While he strips the remaining webbing free, I inspect the spider.


    It is smaller than I thought at first, now that its legs are curled tight against its abdomen—about the size of the large dog the man with the guns used to own. Nor is it as black as I first thought. Gray peppers its body like a freckling of snow, and the tips of its legs are dipped in white. It was fast, though. Fast enough that Tony would have had no time to give the shaggy man anything as the spiders plummeted from the sky. Something is very wrong, and I am very lost, and I wish I’d saved a bullet and kept the gun.


    Now free, the shaggy man scrabbles across the asphalt, picking at the grit-soaked lotus petals. They tear beneath his fingers, but he shoves what he can into a small tin—Tony’s tin—along with whatever is stuck to them.


    “Fuck,” he says, pulling out the gun so he can pocket the tin. “There’d better be more at Tony’s place.” He grabs my arm and drags me through the hole his body left in the web. His gun hangs loosely in his other hand like an afterthought.


    “We shouldn’t rush anymore,” I say as we speed through the moonlit darkness. “Tony says—”


    “Fuck Tony.”


    A few streets later, I recognize home at last towering before us. At its foot, the doorman slouches, his head lolled to the side and staring blankly upward. A dark smear stains his shirt around the puckered flesh of a gunshot wound. We slip past him. No more lullabies for the doorman.


    The shaggy man pushes me ahead of him and toward the stairs. I balk.


    I say, “I want to see Angel’s medicine.”


    “I’ll show you when we get to your place.”


    “I want to see it now.”


    He slams me up against the wall. His forearm crushes my throat.


    “I said I’ll fucking show you when we get to your place.” He loosens his hold. “Unless you want Angel to die, of course, because you are too busy screwing around down here.”


    I don’t want Angel to die, or Marcella or myself, but we can’t always get what we want, Tony says. “Sorry. Let’s go.”


    Climbing up the stairs is worse than going down, but the shaggy man gives no rest. His cracked grin has returned and I imagine spiders teeming through the gaps. It’s a relief when I finally lead him down the hall to a door splintered and scratched along the bottom.


    “This it?”


    “Yes.”


    The shaggy man pulls a key from his pocket and slips it into the lock. He tries to turn it, then tries again, but the lock doesn’t click free. With a growl, he kicks the bottom of the door. It splinters further but does not give.


    “This is the wrong room, you stupid drugged-up bitch!”


    The hard metal of his gun connects with my cheek, and I crumple to the ground. Behind him, the door erupts open. He spins to find himself facing the man with guns, one of those guns aimed at the shaggy man’s head. A yelp escapes the shaggy man’s lips. The man with guns fires.


    The shaggy man falls to the floor. Blood splatter marks the wall behind him. The man with guns aims at me.


    “You’re one of Tony’s girls, aren’t you?”


    “Yes.”


    “You should get home before he finds you out then. It’s not safe.”


    I nod.


    The man with guns closes his door.


    After a minute of deep breathing, I wipe the sweat from my brow and search the shaggy man’s pockets. Nothing but Tony’s tin. I grab the shaggy man’s gun and the key and stumble up the last few flights to my floor. At home, Angel mumbles beneath the covers and I lock myself in the bathroom to cut my hair and quick-stitch Tony’s clothing to fit my smaller frame.


    In my new suit, I face Marcella. The back of my neck itches from loose-snipped hairs. “I’ll trade for ammo and medicine when daylight comes,” I say. “The spiders come out at night, you know.”


    Marcella nods.


    I don’t know where I’ll go for the ammo yet, or what I’ll trade for the medicine, or a million other things, but Marcella and Angel don’t need to know that. All they need to know is that I’m Tony now and I’ll protect them and keep their lotus boxes full. Tony says, and Tony never lies.
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  Electric Velocipede #24 Editorial


  A Remembrance of the Future


  
    I tend to like artists who are proponents of change. I tend to like art movements when they’re young, less so as they age. I like artists who take what’s considered “art” and turn it upside down. Whether that’s deliberate (i.e., the artist is rejecting what came before) or unintentional (i.e., this is just the way the artist creates) doesn’t matter to me. As a result, I am a big fan of a lot of twentieth-century art and beyond (i.e., modern art).


    This wasn’t always the case. There was a point in time where I thought modern art was pointless. I would look at something like Kazimir Malevich’s Black Square or a Jackson Pollock painting, and wonder what idiot considered that art. It was work that a child could do. I couldn’t articulate my frustration in trying to compare the work of someone like Sargent or Vermeer (or more likely at the time, artists like Frazetta, Corben, and Wrightson) to someone like Picasso or Warhol. My brain couldn’t put the two things on the same page.


    In college I took a Philosophy of Art course that completely turned my perspective upside down. For one, I think I was finally mature enough to understand modern art, but I was also able to appreciate the effort that went into the art, no matter how simple it looked. As an adult, I have to acknowledge that things that appear simple are often much more complex under closer scrutiny. We spent a semester trying to answer the question “What is art?” We read essay after essay where people also tried to answer that question.


    We never did answer it.


    My personal opinion is that art is whatever you think it is. For me, it’s become almost as much about the process as it is about the finished product. This is why I enjoy work from people like Damien Hirst, Maurizio Cattelan, and Tracey Emin. Is it art? I think a lot of people would argue “no.” For me, however, the answer is “yes,” and I’m not concerned about your opinion, nor am I interested in trying to change your opinion. I know what I think, and I’m confident in how that works for me. It lets me enjoy a lot of different things and it lets me appreciate everything.


    Do I like the art of someone like Jeff Koons? Not particularly, but I completely appreciate what he does. And of course, seeing his work in person is a whole different beast. Much like how Shakespeare is meant more for you to see it performed over reading; modern art is much more arresting in person than it is in a book or a website. I saw an exhibit of work by Tara Donovan and I could have spent hours looking at how she used simple everyday objects like polyester film (think sheets of plastic) or drinking straws to make moving pieces of art.


    Recently I watched the “documentary” Exit Through the Gift Shop (nominated for a 2011 Oscar), which is ostensibly about the graffiti artist Banksy but might be about another artist—Thierry Guetta—entirely or could even be an elaborate piece of art hoax documentary. Banksy is a street artist who is very secretive about his identity. He mostly works with stencil artists like Blek le Rat or Shepard Fairey (you might know his work: “Andre the Giant Has a Posse” or the Obama “Hope” poster). Banksy gained notoriety after he “installed’ a piece of his own art at the Tate Modern Museum in London. His work often combines humor with a message (typically anti-war, anti-capitalism, and anti-establishment).


    I find Banksy particularly interesting since his work is technically graffiti, it often gets covered up or painted over, thus destroying the art. His work has a sense of impermanence; a sort of temporal stasis, if you will. His work has mostly existed only as photographs or videos, with the work itself getting destroyed. This makes his work almost impossible to collect, so Banksy uses his techniques to create more traditional types of art (framed prints, etc.) or larger 3D objects (e.g., Murdered Phone Booth which was a red British phone booth that had a pickaxe stuck in it and the booth itself was modified so it looked like it slumped against the wall while red paint spilled on the ground). He is clearly aware of how ridiculous this whole process is and even had an elephant painted red and gold as part of an art exhibit in California (i.e., literally the elephant in the room). I like that he doesn’t appear to take his work or his success too seriously.


    Clearly Banksy’s work has moved me. His own work has clear lines of inspiration from previous street/graffiti artists, but his popularity and notoriety has surpassed them and in essence transformed art. In return, art has transformed Banksy, so that he’s moving away from his modus operandi of graffiti to something that more closely resembles commercial art. This may have been his objective all along, as he’s moved away from the street art in some ways, where other people in the scene have not.


    While not even close to being on the same scale, Electric Velocipede has made its own transformation. From a small one-man show print publication, to a dedicated team of people putting out a solid magazine, to an online publication. We’re still navigating the waters and figuring out what’s next, but the transformations have helped keep things interesting and exciting. We never want the magazine to become stagnant, so we try to keep abreast of what’s going on so that we can be ready for our next move.


    This is an interesting issue, and we’re opening it with a piece that’s as powerful and different (and subtle) as past work from Hal Duncan and Jeffrey Ford. New work will be going up on an ongoing basis, and the whole issue will be available as an ebook shortly.


    Enjoy.


    John Klima

    Waukesha, WI

    July 24, 2012

  


  Content TKTK: A Soul Unchained


  John Ottinger III


  
    As an education student at a small liberal arts college in northern Georgia, I was safe and secure. My environment was supportive and close-knit. I had a circle of friends who shared similar interests and beliefs, and was living a comfortable, unchallenged middle-class life.


    As part of our undergraduate coursework, students were required to have a cross-cultural experience. I had not yet pursued any method of completing this requirement, though I was not yet feeling rushed, since I was only a freshman. Then an opportunity came. I always wanted to study abroad to fulfill my “cross-cultural experience”—rather than the usual method of spending a spring break working among the poor or on a summer missions trip—but had not put in the work of figuring out how to do it. Then, as I was sitting in a common room, a fellow undergrad, whom I barely knew, walked up to me. He asked if I would like to study abroad the next semester in Slovakia. I knew nothing about the country. Always a rash youth, I impulsively accepted his offer immediately. After completing some paperwork and getting a passport, I was on my way.


    So I, an untried, untested youth of nineteen, felt brave enough—or was idiot enough—to try living there in the six-year-old nation of Slovakia for three months. I was sincere in the belief that I could study at the University of Trnava, though I had done no preparation for life outside of my own country. Fortunately, this particular study-abroad program did not require local language knowledge, but had sent a professor of English from my own college along. We were to take courses in Slovak history, culture, and language from native professors while our American professor taught all our other classes.


    The economy of my new temporary home was not strong. Slovakia was not yet a member of the European Union, though that was a sought-after goal of the current government. For example, I could eat at the nicest restaurant in Trnava—and did, several times, while being watched by several patrons—for a measly $5 USD. This was a superb meal that would cost approximately $50 per person in the United States.


    This was also a pre-9/11 world, so border crossing was easier, and my compatriots and I were off to see what we could of Eastern Europe.


    I was not ready. I have always been emotionally stunted, lacking social graces and a friendly demeanor, as well as the maturity to handle challenging situations. I have always been that way, always just a few years behind my age-peers emotionally. So I was decidedly unready for the rigors of living in an urban environment. The concrete tenements comprising much of the city of Trnava were still liberally decorated with English-language graffiti from the Soviet era. I walked several miles from the outskirts of the city each day past run-down buildings and trash-strewn vacant lots to reach the school in the city center. From my thirteenth-floor window, I could see a nuclear power plant billowing steam into the air across miles of fields. While money was no object—I could have literally survived on one measly American dollar a day—my mental health suffered under the stress of the wet and gothic dark of the Slovakian autumn.


    On top of feeling emotionally stunted, there was a family history of depression (unknown at that time). All of this combined poorly with a foreign city, a new language and customs, and an inability to make friends with the very people with which I had arrived. You can imagine the lonely days of my life in Trnava. I was not happy. This is why, I think, for a handwritten essay assignment—I chose the topic “Friendship.”


    (There were almost no computers available, only about twenty for the whole university. Wait times could take days; Internet cafes were rare, small, and prohibitively expensive at their minute-by-minute rates—even for an American.)


    I was in despair, despair such as I had never known before.


    Loneliness was my stock in trade. I began to sleep an inordinate number of hours. I kept to myself, avoiding others and going for long walks through the compact city of approximately 70,000 people. I tried drawing (I still have my shaky sketch of gothic St. Nicolas’s Church), read all the fiction I had with me, took to brandy like a fish to water, and even tried to learn a little guitar from the free spirit of our small group of Americans. But it wasn’t enough. I had dark thoughts. Really dark thoughts. Thoughts that might have led to worse things than an abiding sadness, thoughts I kept well hidden from the others. Suicide became an option. There were a few times I considered throwing myself from the balcony—which belonged to the room I shared with the two students who had come abroad with me. My soul was chained to depression, unable to break free of the dark dungeon of my surroundings and circumstances.


    That was my state of mind one Sunday morning. I had arisen earlier than my companions, so on a whim I snuck out of the room and headed for the train station. I had heard of an English-language bookshop a half-hour train ride to the southwest in Bratislava, the capital. So I boarded the ugly but functional coach, and set off towards Slovakia’s capital, not knowing if the shop would be open. I had been there once exploring with the other Americans. We found an Irish pub for ex-pats where I tasted my first Kahlua and milk. But the pleasure of drinking would not soothe the ache that prompted this solo trip.


    Words have always been a balm to me. Even in the worst of times before this, I had been able to turn to a book for solace. I needed succor badly. I needed fiction that would take me away from my concerns. There was nothing I needed more than a world apart from time, a world new and original. A fantasy.


    I have since lost the name of the bookshop, and also lost or given away the edition I bought there, but it was located in downtown Bratislava, not far from the ex-pat Irish pub and the U.S. embassy. I was fortunate, because the store was open, and I was able to browse its modest twenty volume fantasy section. All of the books were UK editions and were unfamiliar and often differently titled from back home, but I came across a title I had not read before. It was The Diamond Throne, book 1 of David Eddings’ Elenium series, featuring the noble Pandion Knight Sparhawk.


    I had read Eddings before, beginning at King of the Murgos and reading the subsequent novels in the Mallorean series. (That was when I was a middle schooler and mistakenly thought I was at the beginning of that particular series—a typical mistake of mine at that age). I knew I liked Eddings. So I walked out of the store with The Diamond Throne under my arm and boarded the train back to Trnava.


    Awake since 8am, an early hour for me, I was exhausted from the trip, so I fell asleep on my way back, nearly missing my stop. But fortune smiled on me and I awoke just in time. I then made the half-hour trek from the train station to the northeast end of the city, getting back to my tenement safe and sound.


    There I opened the crisp mass-market paperback, and left the world that made me so miserable. For hours I was enveloped in the embrace of Sparhawk and his motley crew as they faced evil and beat it down. I soared with their success, was brought to tears by their mirth, and left with a pleasant sense of well-being when I was done.


    Days passed. I no longer thought of suicide. Eddings awoke me to the necessity of companions in trying times. My thoughts turned away from my own loneliness to the shared hardships all of the American students were undergoing. The windy balcony of my thirteenth-floor room, once so appealing, became something to abhor. I began to make friends with my roommates and the others who had come with me on the trip. I came out of my shell somewhat, found joy in living in the lush and wonderful country that is Slovakia, and had some of the best times of my life traveling about Europe.


    I credit David Eddings’ storytelling with unchaining my soul and saving my life. Oh, I might be giving myself over to some hyperbole there, acting overwrought perhaps—but to this day, eleven years later, I very nearly cry when I look at the spine of my current copy of The Diamond Throne. Was there anything special about this epic fantasy? Not really. It’s a good story, fun and easy to read, but there are many just as enjoyable and entertaining. Yet it was this book, this seemingly innocuous book, that stepped into my life at just the right moment to save me from myself, to reach out, to grab me and remind me that life has much worth living for, not least of which is good companionship and raucous laughter. There are noble things too, like fighting for good in the face of diabolical evil, searching for truth in a gray and empty land, holding on to honor when all hope seems lost.


    These and more are the legacies of fantasy on at least one life, my life.


    Thank you, David Eddings, for unchaining my soul.

  

  


  
    John Ottinger III has published reviews and articles in WORLD, Publishers Weekly, Electric Velocipede, and Black Gate, and online at SF Signal and Tor.com. He also edits the popular blog for science fiction and fantasy news and reviews, Grasping For the Wind.

  


  Blindfold Taste Test with William Shunn


  What is your favorite food?


  My favorite food of all time forever is the gyro at the Greek Shishkabob in Salt Lake City. It was the first gyro I ever had, at the age of fifteen, and I soon became addicted. They make their gyros with a spicy red sauce and pile them with onions instead of using the more familiar tzatziki sauce. It used to be the first stop I would make when visiting Utah, until a few years ago when I tried going there and it was closed.


  What was your most memorable meal?


  My best food memories have a distinctly Mediterranean flavor. My most memorable meal was at an Egyptian restaurant in Astoria, Queens, called Kabab Cafe. I’ve had a lot of memorable meals there—and done some memorable drinking with the Alexandrian chef/owner, Ali El Said—but the most legendary was the seven-course seafood dinner he does as a special every year during December. When my wife and I left that night after several hours of conspicuous consumption, I couldn’t stop speaking in a Scottish accent. Don’t ask me why.


  Is there any food you crave that you cannot get where you live?


  My wife and I first discovered Dutch Indonesian rijsttafel on a trip to Amsterdam in 2000. Literally “rice table,” it’s an elaborate meal containing all sorts of yummy spicy dishes. There was a good little place to get it on Ninth Avenue in Manhattan when we still lived in NYC, but we cannot find a trace of it in Chicago.


  What three things are always in your refrigerator?


  Half-and-half for the coffee, eggs—because I’m the one who mostly cooks breakfast—and an ever-changing roster of beers.


  Is there anything you won’t eat?


  Dog food. Seriously, my sisters all liked to dip into the dog food bag every once in a while when we were kids, but I refused to join them. They called me a chicken, but I stood my ground.


  Is there a childhood food you miss?


  Yummy potatoes. That’s the actual name of a recipe my grandma handed down to my mother. It’s this potato dish with cheddar cheese and sour cream and other stuff that’s way not good for you. It’s also called “funeral potatoes” by some people—because it’s often served at Mormon funeral gatherings, not because it might be your ticket to one.


  What is your favorite restaurant (or top three)?


  The aforementioned Kabab Cafe—where I’ve made Mr. Editor eat—in Queens has to be number one. Also up there are Eleven Madison Park in Manhattan—where they once mistook me for someone famous, thanked me up and down for coming, and gave me a free bottle of dessert wine—and Kuma’s Corner in Chicago,where the burgers are all named after metal bands and the staff are heavily tattooed.


  What food is better at home than out at a restaurant?


  Almost anything that my wife cooks. She’s fearless in the kitchen. She just made us this spicy Thai chicken dish in a slow cooker that knocked my socks off.


  What is your favorite drink?


  I’m a fiend for single-malt scotch, of which my favorite is a special vatting of Ardbeg called Uigeadail (after the loch where the distillery gets its water). It’s the peatiest scotch I’ve ever tasted. My favorite cocktail is the Jack Rose, a concoction of applejack, grenadine, and lemon juice garnished with a green apple slice.


  Is there anything you eat that none of your friends/family eats?


  My wife won’t eat Chinese food, so it’s always a special occasion for me when I get to have it.

  


  
    William Shunn is the author of thirty works of short fiction, including the Hugo, Nebula, and Sturgeon-nominated novella “Inclination” (available as an audiobook from Audible.com). His stories have appeared in Salon, Asimov’s, F&SF, Science Fiction Age, Realms of Fantasy, Storyteller, Electric Velocipede, and various Year’s Best anthologies. An early draft of his memoir The Accidental Terrorist can be heard as a podcast.
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