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                    “One human life is deeper than the ocean.
                        Strange fishes and sea-monsters and mighty plants live
                        in the rock-bed of our spirits.”
                        
 
                        
—Ben Okri
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      If there’s any recurring theme to the stories in this issue (other than that they all threatened to make me cry) it seems to be bodies of water. We have fugitives or loners swept away by rivers or cast away in stormy seas, we have lakes that conceal portals to the stars. Water is nourishing and life-sustaining, it is home to endless beings, but it is also fierce and unstoppable, the one element on earth that humans have no control over—even if we manage to poison it with shit, oil and heavy metal, we can’t stop it from sweeping away everything we build before it, crushing or drowning us. Maybe even less the more we fuck with it. Water is central to civilization—the first international travellers, whether traders, diplomats or conquerors, relied on the seas for their transport. No surprise bodies of water are so central to tales of wonder, of adventure, of terror.

      To be fair it’s only two-thirds of the stories that feature water so prominently. But all of the pieces in this issue, by Davian, Louise, Omi, Peri, Rachel and Stephen, are powerful, emotional, tempestuous, full of love and support and nourishment, as well as overwhelming and irresistible and devastating. They are oceans, and we’re powerless before them. The stories (and poem) have all been beautifully illustrated by Carmen, Cécile, Katharine, Miranda, Pear and Rachel, the unsung heroes of TFF. Fair to say it’s a gorgeous issue!
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          I might have expected issue #40 to feel like something of a milestone—nice round number and all—but it’s less meaningful that it perhaps ought to be. For a quarterly magazine, 40 issues should coincide with ten years, but because of irregular schedule in the late aughties, and a brief hiatus, it is instead twelve years and three months since #1. If this anniversary is a ruby therefore, it’s a rough and unpolished one, with blemishes and tool-marks, useful rather than beautiful. Still nice to have, but let’s save the big party for #50 in a couple of years, yeah.

      Enjoy the stories. Be excellent to one another.

      Djibril al-Ayad, April 2017

      
         Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog.
      

                      
                    
                        ‘Seven Choices’, Rachel Rodman

      
                        cn: abortion; sa

                        
                        1. The Ruby Slippers

                        
                        “Terminations aren’t legal in Oz,” Dorothy said. She touched her belly, where the half-straw fetus twitched. On the sonographer’s display, its half-sized brain floated, too small for its skull.

                        
                        “That’s why I came home.”

                        
                        
                        2. Bibbity Bobbity Boo

                        
                        “You are a whore,” taunted the first stepsister.

                        
                        “A filthy whore,” added the second.

                        
                        “Stay at home, or you will shame us,” said the stepmother.

                        
                        After their carriage rolled away, Cinderella curled up in the ashes, arms tight around her distended middle, regretting things.

                        
                        But then, in a flash of light, her fairy godmother appeared. At the wand’s touch, Cinderella’s womb emptied, and her belly shrank, and she had a beautiful gown to wear, slim at the waist.

                        
                        There was a coach too, made of pumpkin. Footmen, who were actually mice. But Cinderella looked down, again and again, to admire her godmother’s greatest miracle: her own lap, marvelously petite, as if nothing had ever happened.

                        
                        “Dance with me,” the prince entreated, while her stepsisters howled with jealousy.

                        
                        
                        3. The Fairest of Them All

                        
                        Snow White spoke in a furtive code: “Something to hurry my courses.”

                        
                        The peddler woman cackled knowingly at this, and sold her a magic apple.

                        
                        It went a bit wrong. Maybe the magic was too strong. Or maybe she swallowed too much. But her stomach burned, and her muscles seized up, and then she hit her head hard, skull on the cobblestones.

                        
                        When she woke, though, she was bleeding.

                        
                        “It’s gone,” she assured Bashful when next they were alone.

                        
                        
                        4. A Midsummer’s Morning

                        
                        The donkey-headed creature left her bed. Months later, from her gut, Titania heard a small, tinny “Hee-Haw! Hee-Haw!” and a terrible fear seized her.

                        
                        She summoned her attendants, Cobweb and Moth, and instructed them to fetch her a little Eastern flower. It grew in a magic spot, where Athena’s helm had once fallen to the earth, and women called it “evicting-unwanted-parasites.”

                        
                        Its petals were yellow, the color of regret.

                        
                        
                        5. The Seed of the Beast

                        
                        The dates were wrong—too early. It had happened, almost surely, before the transformation, when her husband was still a monster.

                        
                        Beauty would have learned to love a child like that. Furry, fanged, and horned. But she could not bear the possibility that it might grow to regret her decision—that it would withdraw from the world, as its father had, bitter in its deformity.

                        
                        “Farewell,” she wept, by way of apology.

                        
                        
                        6. A Baby Hare is Called a “Leveret”

                        
                        For her, the race was a pretext—a chance to visit the surgeon’s cottage, while evading her parents’ curfew.

                        
                        It took longer than she expected. Hours of forms and surgical prep, followed by hours of slow bleeding.

                        
                        When she left the cottage, the sun was setting. Far in the distance, close to the finish line, she could just make out the outline of her competitor. One thick shell. Four thick legs.

                        
                        “I’ve lost,” she said, and began to laugh hysterically.

                        
                        
                        7. The First Little Pig

                        
                        It was her fault, the forensics team informed her, for choosing straw. Clever girls used brick, and they were never assaulted.

                        
                        “My fault?” she wondered. “My fault?” There was an unbearable burden in that. And a wild rage. So later, after the team had gone, she covered her snout with her hooves, and oinked until her throat was raw.

                        
                        At a follow-up appointment, weeks later, they discovered a minute heartbeat, half wolf. So she scheduled a procedure to end it. “Out,” she whispered, with each scrape of the scalpel. “Out, out, out.”

                        
                        After her body was empty, though, the Wolf stayed on in her head. “Your fault,” he leered, over and over.

                        
                    
                        ‘The Thinnest Veil’, Peri L. Fletcher

                        
       Purépecha Highlands, Mexico, 1905


      Elisabet had stayed too long in Erongarícuaro, stolen moments in the plaza where Celestino sold his father’s fish, and now an hour of lonely road stretched between the town and her village. Celestino pulled her to him as they walked to the edge of town. “It’s late. Let me come with you.”


      “No. What if someone sees us alone out here? Besides, you have to be at the mill.” She glanced around to make sure they were alone, but the road was empty. The sun was already vanishing behind the mountains, and tendrils of mist were rising from the lake. In these troubled times most people retreated behind locked doors at night while bandits and the dictator’s militia prowled the countryside.


      “It’ll be dark by the time you get to Las Palmas,” he said, kissing her lips, her forehead, and her eyes.


      “Don’t tell me you believe the devil waits by the lake to steal souls?”


      “Of course not. But strange things happen there. Remember when Trino planted oats at Las Palmas? His cows got sick and died.”


      “Don’t worry. I won’t eat any oats.”


      “Be serious, mi amor. Also, my father said someone saw the lights above the lake last night, near Las Palmas.”


      “The purple lights?” She had heard about the beautiful displays of light over the lake all her life, but the mention now frightened her. The last time people saw the lights had been two years ago, right around the time her mother disappeared while working at the hacienda.


      She shook off her fear and said, “I’ll be careful. Go. I’d rather meet the devil himself than have my father find out we were out at night together.”


      Wrapping her rebozo tightly around her head, Elisabet picked up her basket and hurried along the road, her bare feet softly thudding on the dirt road. Despite her fast pace, it was dusk when she reached the small spit of overgrown land called Las Palmas. The stories about the devil were just superstition, but she crossed herself anyway.


      Three bats swooped low above the road as she ran. Suddenly the sky over the lake lit up with ribbons of cobalt and violet. Elisabet stopped, her heart pounding, then pushed apart the dense foliage at the side of the road to get a better view. The undulating bands of light were so compelling, so beautiful, she kept going towards the lake, hardly noticing the stones underfoot. A cascade of lights fell towards the lake and reflected off the dark water. Elisabet sucked in her breath; she had never seen anything so beautiful, not even the stained glass window at the cathedral in Pátzcuaro where she took her first communion.


      She thought of her mother, missing for two years. Had her mother walked on this road, and seen the same thing? Had she stepped into the lake, dazzled by the lights?


      A faint, thudding came from somewhere below her. She took another step forward, curiosity overcoming caution. A man leaned into the dirt with a shovel in a small clearing between the road and the lake. Beyond him a horse stamped nervously while another man slashed at the bulrushes with a machete. The man with the shovel began digging a new hole. The men weren’t burying something; they were searching for something.


      As the violet lights coalesced into a brighter light, she recognized the two sons of Don Vicente, the hacienda owner. Suddenly a dog barked. Elisabet stepped back towards the road, as the dog’s barks turned to howls, and a blinding flash of light, brighter than the lightning of summer storms, split the sky. The horse reared, pulling out its stake, and crashed through the brush. Viktor, the younger brother, ran after it, yelling.


      A violent gust of wind rushed past her, and the light exploded a second time. The wind grew stronger, churning the waters at the edge of the lake into a foaming mass. A waterspout rose out of the water and sent a blast of drenching rain over Las Palmas. Elisabet sank to her knees when an oval of light appeared at the edge of the lake. The dark center of the oval opened, revealing the glowing figure of a man.


      “Dios mio!” Felipe, the oldest son, shouted, swinging around and dropping his shovel.


      The figure stood motionless for a moment then stepped back into the oval of light. It dimmed, then disappeared, and abruptly, the deluge stopped. Felipe stood in the field staring at her. With the purple light still bright all around, she knew he saw her, and he knew her name.


      Even though she was a poor girl from a Purépecha village, he had stopped her after mass in Erongarícuaro one Sunday and asked her name. When she told him Elisabet-Marie, he smiled. “A pretty name,” he said. “So unusual.” Why hadn’t she just said Maria? Every other girl in Tíncuaro was named Maria.


      Grabbing her basket, she clambered up the muddy embankment to the road and raced towards Tíncuaro, slowing to smooth her clothes before she arrived at her small adobe house. Her attempt to slip unnoticed into the yard failed. Her father stood by the gate.


      His hand went to his mouth when he saw her. “Where have you been? Why are you covered with mud?” He stared at her suspiciously. “Go inside.”


      She followed him into the larger of the two rooms of their house. Her brother Inocencio, who’d clung to her like a bean vine since her mother’s disappearance, sat on the floor eating a bowl of pozole. He stood and raced over to the doorway, hugging her tightly. In the other room she could see Adriana, her younger sister, combing her dark hair, which spread across her shoulders like a rebozo.


      “Where were you?” her father asked again. He grabbed her arm. “Did you go meet that anarquista, Celestino? Did you go in his boat?”


      “No,” she said. “I went to Eronga, to light a candle for Mother,” she said, crossing herself. “Tomorrow is her birthday.” It was partly true. She had stopped at the church before meeting Celestino.


      “I remembered. I lit one here,” he said, indicating a new white candle glowing on the small altar in the corner. “Then why are you wet, chica?” In the candlelight the deep lines on his face looked like lines drawn in charcoal.


      Why didn’t she tell him? She considered it for only a second. He would never believe her story about the glowing figure and the waterspout, and it would make things worse if she told him about seeing the two sons from the hacienda.


      Instead, she lied again. “Tia Catahcu’s chicken fell into a ditch and I helped get it out.” Her father wouldn’t check on this, not having spoken to his sister since she’d claimed his missing wife, Beatriz, had run off to join a traveling opera.


      “Just remember, your reputation is all you have. Go get changed,” he said. “Inocencio, get Elisa some soup. I’m going to feed the pig.”


      The moment Elisabet pulled the curtain across the doorway to the room she shared with her sister, Adriana jumped up from the reed mat they slept on. “Tia Catahcu doesn’t keep chickens anymore,” she whispered, her eyes gleaming in the candlelight. “You went to meet Celestino, didn’t you? Papa was about to go to his house. He thought you were spending the night with him.”


      “He should have more faith in me,” Elisabet said, although she’d considered it. One night at Celestino’s house and she’d be considered married to him, without the cost of a wedding or a priest.


      But Celestino, the youngest son from a landless family in Tíncuaro, had won a place at the secondary school in Erongarícuaro, and he had big plans. He worked at the hacienda’s mill to save money for them both to go to school in Pátzcuaro. His dreams were so big, so generous, he dreamed for her too, dreams a girl from a Purépecha village could barely imagine.


      “We deserve to dream. Don’t ever forget that,” he had told her, and for a minute he reminded her of posters she’d seen of Francisco Madero, the man who dared to challenge the dictator.


      “You did go to Celestino. I see it in your eyes,” her sister said.


      Elisabet’s thoughts returned to the windowless room, lit by a single candle. She stepped out of her wet dress and into her voluminous nightgown. “I’m almost seventeen, not a child. Most girls are married by my age.”


      “Papa says Celestino has unchristian ideas.”


      “Since when it is unchristian to want a decent life? The hacendados, who stole our land and make us work for almost nothing, should not live like kings. Even Father Guillermo agrees with Madero.”


      “Yes, and Father Guillermo got sent off to the jungles of Quintana Roo for his ideas.”


      Adriana leaned forward and picked something off Elisabet’s neck. “Santo cielo! You met Celestino at Las Palmas?”


      “No, of course not. What gave you that idea?” If her father thought she’d met Celestino at Las Palmas he would lock her in her room for the rest of the year.


      Adriana waved a piece of palm in front of Elisabet. “Palms don’t grow anywhere else around here. Know why they grow at Las Palmas?”


      Elisabet shrugged impatiently.


      “You know how people say there is only a thin veil between the worlds of the living and the dead at the lake? Tio Cuini say there’s an opening right into hell at Las Palmas. That’s why it’s warm enough for palms.”


      “I don’t believe those stories.” Elisabet said. Her fear had let her imagination run wild. It had been nothing more than a freakish storm. Yet when she snatched the piece of palm from her sister, she remembered the time Father Guillermo ordered his deacons to cut palm from Las Palmas for Palm Sunday instead of buying it from the vendors in Uruapan. The palm-bedecked donkey stumbled in the procession, spilling Alfonso Garcia Aguirre onto the ground. Alfonso, who had spent the entire year growing his hair to play the role of Jesus, struck his head, bleeding all over his white robes.


      “And why are you wet?”


      “So many questions! Why don’t you go see what’s taking Inocencio so long. I’m starved.”


      Later she knelt in front of the small altar, where the only picture of her mother leaned against a glass jar with a candle. Beside the candle, a delicately filigreed silver vase looked out of place in the humble room. A gift from the wife of the hacendado, her mother had said, and suddenly Elisabet remembered her father’s accusations that no one would give a village woman a gift of silver.


      She studied the picture of the beautiful young woman with long curling black hair. Maybe her mother’s life had disappointed her. Elisabet knew the story of how her mother, an orphaned girl raised by Carmelite nuns in Erongarícuaro, fell in love with the handsome Tzurequi Cayetano Barajas after seeing him climb to the top of the greased pole in front of the church on Corpus Christi. He took the garland of flowers he won and wrapped it around her wrists like the cords of the wedding dance.


      A week later, despite the nuns’ admonitions, Beatriz climbed over the ivy-covered walls of the convent, her leather bound books and green velvet dress wrapped in a small bundle, and ran to Tíncuaro along the same road Elisabet had just traveled.


      Her mother did not speak Purepécha, and many in the village pretended not to understand her formal Spanish. When she disappeared, those who enjoyed gossip said she had run away. To Pátzcuaro, some said. Run away with another man, said others.


      But her mother would not run away from her family. Beatriz longed for a better life for her children. She taught them to read and sewed all day, trading her beautifully-embroidered baptismal robes for fish. When she went to work at the hacienda, she brought the children delicacies when she visited, soft white bread and marzipan candies in the shapes of flowers. She would never leave them, Elisabet insisted to herself. Sometimes, though, she remembered how her mother had spoken of the luxuries of the hacienda with such longing and desire.


      A sudden gust of wind blew the candle out. Elisabet crossed herself, suddenly full of dread.


      The following morning she sat on the back porch, carefully knotting strands of cotton thread to repair her father’s fishing net. Her mother, with delicate fingers, had been a genius with the nets, but Elisabet hated to sit still, and she pulled impatiently at the knots until one broke in her hand. She pushed it away, avoiding Inocencio’s anxious look.


      A knock on the front door interrupted the quiet morning. Not a polite tap on the gate, but a loud knocking at the door. Elisabet crossed the small back yard to the kitchen and sat on the stool by the fire, wrapping her shaking hands in her skirt.


      Adriana appeared in the doorway, her eyes dancing. “Elisa, there’s someone for you. From the hacienda!”


      “Tell him I’m not here.”


      “Papa says you have to come.” She lowered her voice. “It’s Felipe, the handsome son.”


      Elisabet pulled her rebozo over her hair and followed Adriana through the yard, around to the front, where her father sat on the railing of the wooden porch. Felipe sat in the only chair, looking out at the garden. Elisabet’s mother had planted the neat rows of herbs and peppers, with a border of marigolds, before she disappeared.


      Felipe stood and offered her his chair. “I was telling your father my sister Carolina needs a maid. And how I met you a few weeks ago at church and you said you might come.”


      “Papa…”


      Her father nervously turned his straw hat in his gnarled hands. He’d come up short for the hacienda taxes this year; everyone was suffering from the drought.


      “If you can’t come, we’ll ask your sister.” Felipe glanced at Adriana, who stared at him with wide eyes.


      Her father looked at his feet, and Elisabet understood the shame he felt. He could barely feed his family, despite working six days a week from dawn to dusk, gripping a wooden plow as he walked behind their aging ox. Inocencio was only ten but worked alongside him in the fields, while the two girls took care of the animals and house. Still, they could not pay all their taxes. Taxes they paid to work the lands of their ancestors.


      “I’ll get my clothes,” Elisabet said, going to the door.


      She looked around the tiny front room, with its pictures of saints pinned to the walls, the crucifix, the silver vase. Someone had relit the candle. She put her good dress and her rosary beads into her basket and put on her shoes. She was not about to go to her fate barefoot.


      Adriana watched from the mat. “I wouldn’t mind going. I hear the house servants don’t work very hard and get fed chicken and meat. You’ll get new clothes, too,” she said, eyeing Elisabet’s basket.


      “You’ll have to stop eating so many tortillas if you want to wear this, gordita,” Elisabet tried to joke. Her hands shook as she handed Adriana the threadbare green velvet dress their mother once wore.


      Adriana closed her hands around the precious dress. “You’ll come back to visit?”


      “Of course. It’s only an hour’s walk. And I’ll see you at church, if you ever bother to come.”


      Her father rested his hand on her cheek briefly when she returned to the porch. Looking into his eyes she saw the bitterness behind his shame, the anger simmering ever since their mother had gone missing from the hacienda. When he went to the hacienda for answers, the foreman told him Beatriz was last seen bathing at the edge of the lake, as if a village woman would ever be so foolish.


      “Where’s Inocencio?” Elisabet asked Adriana.


      “At the lake. Tio Cuini is teaching him how to throw a net.”


      “Sister, watch out for him.” Imagining leaving her brother made her want to cry.


      “He’s a boy,” said Adriana. “He doesn’t need anyone to watch out for him.”


      “Yes he does. Please, for me.”


      Elisabet followed Felipe down the path leading to Tíncuaro’s cobblestone-paved main street. His horse and cart were tied up next to the mill, on the main road. He offered her his hand and helped her into the cart. Two women watched from the mill doorway, and she heard one of them say, “Like her mother.”


      She looked hard as they passed the edge of the lake where the fishermen sat in their canoes, their butterfly-shaped nets resting on the water like giant gossamer wings, but she didn’t see her brother. When they reached Las Palmas, Felipe snapped the reins on the horse’s neck, cursing under his breath. Elisabet clutched her rosary, saying a prayer under her breath even though she’d stopped expecting any kind of intervention since her mother’s disappearance. Sometimes she wondered if the saints even listened.


      Just before reaching Erongarícuaro they turned off the road, passing under the hacienda’s wooden ramada. A sign carved with the hacienda’s name, Tierra de Cielo, hung from the crosspiece. Heaven’s land. Not for the men and women Elisabet could see bent over in the fields.


      The entrance to the hacienda bustled with wagons loaded with trees, their limbs stripped, waiting to be milled. Others had come all the way from the port of Veracruz, loaded with wooden crates of luxuries from Europe. Beatriz had spoken of the beautiful bolts of silk, French wines, and months-old newspapers from Paris and Madrid.


      Felipe threw the reins to a workman and helped Elisabet off the cart. “When will I meet Senorita Carolina?” she asked, as she followed him up the driveway. Despite the bustle at the gate, no one seemed to be around once they got closer to the house.


      Felipe did not answer.


      A massive carved door opened into a large foyer permeated with the fragrance of lemons and wax. Portraits of men in elaborate clothing lined the wall alongside a curving staircase leading to a long balcony. A crystal chandelier sparkled, reflecting sunlight from the leaded glass windows. A girl of six or seven, scrubbing the floor in a salon off the foyer, seemed to be the only person around.


      “Here,” Felipe said, taking her elbow. She fought the instinct to pull away as he led her through a doorway then down a dark hall and out to a tiled patio. Beyond the kitchen, herbs and peppers grew in neat rows within marigold borders, just like her mother’s garden.


      “Do you know my mother?” she asked suddenly. 


      “Why would I know your mother?”


      “She worked here. Until two years ago.”


      Felipe shrugged.


      “Her name is Beatriz. Beatriz Madrigal Avila de Barajas.”


      His eyes seemed to change when he heard the name, but he shook his head. Surely he would have heard about it. Or were the hacienda workers so disposable it didn’t even register when a village woman with three children went missing?


      “Beatriz,” he said, the name sounding like a sigh in his mouth. “Elisabet. Adriana. Such exotic names. Was she beautiful?” He used the past tense, even though Elisabet had not mentioned her mother’s disappearance.


      “I don’t know. She was my mother.” Yes, Beatriz had been beautiful, an exotic bird in a dull mud village.


      They turned a corner and stopped in front of a row of outbuildings. Felipe took a ring of keys from a pocket, opened a heavy wooden door, and shoved her inside.


      “I haven’t decided what to do with you yet. Maybe you can help me decide how it will all end. I’ll be back.”


      Elisabet stumbled into a shadowy room smelling of leather. When her eyes adjusted to the darkness she made out burlap bags of oats on the floor and rows of bridles and saddles hanging on the wall. A beam of light angled in through a small mesh-covered window high on the plaster wall. She piled two saddles against the wall, climbed up, and peered out the window at the kitchen garden. An eerie quiet pervaded the whole place. Then Elisabet remembered the banns read out at the church. Don Vicente’s first grandchild was being baptized today. The entire family, even the house servants, would be there.


      Felipe had a secret in Las Palmas he would kill for. Elisabet wished she had run from him in Tíncuaro. If she died here it would not protect her family. She’d seen the way he looked at Adriana. She sank to her knees to pray. But how could she pray to the Virgin, with so much fear and anger seething inside her? After a few minutes she stood and looked out the window again, yanking at the mesh. It moved just enough to give her hope.


      The small square of sky turned from blue to an indigo twilight alive with flickering lights while she worked on the mesh, using the end of a spur and her fingers to pry it loose from the wooden frame. After what seemed like hours, her fingers were raw and bleeding, but she had only pulled a small corner loose. The sound of hooves striking the cobblestones in the courtyard made her push the mesh back and jump to the floor, her heart hammering. Felipe stepped through the door, dressed for hunting in the charro costume of tight deerskin pants and short jacket trimmed in silver lace.


      “Elisabet-Marie, what shall I do with you?” He turned the key in the lock behind him and took a step forward, his spurs clumping on the stone floor. He smelled of liquor. “Did you tell anyone about Las Palmas?”


      She didn’t know what to tell him. If he thought she’d told her family maybe they would be in danger. Or maybe he would let her go. He could do to her whatever he wanted, and no one besides her family and Celestino would even care.


      “Did you?”


      “I didn’t see anything in Las Palmas. Where’s your father?” she asked in desperation. The hacendado was known to be a godly and fair man. Surely he would not tolerate Felipe’s behavior.


      Felipe grabbed her by the shoulder, pulling her rebozo off her head. As she stepped back her hand closed around one of the bridles hanging from a peg on the wall. Without thinking she whipped it around at his face. The mouthpiece caught him on the cheek. He leaned into her and slapped her hard, and she lashed out at him again. This time he caught the bridle and yanked it from her hand.


      “You’re even more beautiful than your mother,” he said. “Oh, you look surprised. What I could tell you about her, the lovely thief Beatriz.”


      A surge of pure hatred shot through her. She stopped flailing at him and used her head to butt into his chest, like she’d had seen the goats do, catching him off balance. Suddenly she knew she’d kill him if she could, even if it meant going to hell. He fell heavily onto a metal grain box. Breathing hard, he reached up to wipe blood from his face and grabbed for her again but tripped over the saddles near the window. Elisabet ran to the heavy door, thinking now only of escape. The ring of keys hung from the lock. She’d never used a key before, and it slipped out of the keyhole when she reached for it. Felipe stood, his face contorted with rage, and she pushed on the latch, opening the door. Felipe had not locked it after all.


      Gathering her skirt around her knees she ran past the rows of herbs and the chicken coops, around to the front of the main house. The hacienda gates were pulled shut, secured with a massive chain. There was nowhere to go but the lake.


      Felipe staggered behind her, calling her name. “Elisabet, I’m sorry. Come back. We can forget all this.”


      She ran past the stables, following a path leading to a small dock at the edge of the lake. She didn’t know how to swim, but the lake was shallow a long way out. Maybe Felipe would follow her and slip and drown.


      Cold mud sucked at her, pulling off her shoes when she stepped into the water. Navigating around the tule reeds into deeper water, she spotted a dugout canoe. The lake bottom sloped suddenly and the water rose to her chin. She grabbed frantically at the tule and pulled herself back into the shallows. The broken tule on the lake bottom felt like knives against her bare feet. She followed the shoreline in the direction of Tíncuaro, trying to ignore her ragged breath. The lake had receded so far she could walk around the end of the fence marking the boundary of the hacienda.


      She pushed through the jungle of spike rushes and cattails until she found the dirt road and stopped, unsure where to go. The city of Pátzcuaro was a day’s walk around the lake, and Elisabet had no idea how a village girl could survive there. Celestino would help her, of course, but fleeing meant the end of all his dreams. Realizing she had no choice, she turned towards Tíncuaro.


      Halfway across Las Palmas she heard the drumming of a horse’s hooves against the hard clay road. Looking over her shoulder, she tripped over the root of a tree, landing hard on the path still muddy from last night’s waterspout. A light flashed near the lake’s edge, a crackling explosion she felt as a deep ache in her bones. The light illuminated Felipe on the road in front of her as he slid clumsily off his horse. She cried out in terror as the horse pawed at the air in the shimmering light.


      A gust of wind whipped across the lake, hurling a sheet of water onto the shore. A second blast of sound and light loud erupted over the lake, and an oval doorway at the edge of the lake appeared. This time, instead of a demon, the figure of the Virgin of Guadeloupe appeared, wreathed in light like in the retablo in the church.


      Elisabet sank to the ground, overcome with fear, when the figure walked through the water towards her. It wasn’t the Virgin. She gasped in confusion. It was her mother, not the careworn woman who had borne three children and lived the hard life of a campesina, but her mother as she must have appeared as a young bride, her skin smooth, her raven hair lustrous. The woman turned and lifted her hand towards Felipe. An arc of light shot out from it, and he crumpled to the ground.


      Elisabet stayed frozen in place on the muddy ground, not trusting what she saw. They said the devil could take on different corporeal forms. Perhaps this was the same demonic figure she saw the night before.


      The figure stood right above her. “Elisabet,” it said.


      “Mother?” Her voice came out in a whisper and she turned her face away when the woman reached down and touched her. She brushed Elisabet’s hair from her face in a gesture so familiar, so well-remembered, Elisabet began to cry.


      “Mother, where have you been all this time? Can’t we go home now?”


      “Oh, my little Elisa. There is so much to tell you.”


      “Am I dead?” asked Elisabet. “I don’t want to die, I can’t die.”


      “No, hija, this isn’t death. It isn’t heaven, either, it’s so much better. Come, see for yourself.”


      “If I do, can I come back?”


      “Yes, but you won’t want to.”


      Beatriz helped Elisabet up and went over to Felipe, who groaned and twitched on the ground. When he opened his eyes he let out a strangled shout.


      “It seems history has come full circle,” Beatriz said. “Once you stood over my body, leaving me to die. And you would do the same to my daughter? I think not.”


      Elisabet clung to her mother’s arm as they splashed through the shallow water to the oval of light. The lake, the mountains, the palms, vanished. They walked down a short ramp onto a metal walkway above a cavernous room aglow with thousands of lights glowing steadily without flickering. The place hummed with a low throb, and below she could see figures wearing nothing except fabric that appeared to be painted right onto their bodies.


      Surely not angels. Was her mother leading her into hell?


      What is this place?” Elisabet asked.


      “Come, I’ll show you.”


      A door along the walkway opened, and they entered a large room awash in violet light. Elisabet shrank back at the sight of a tall man, every muscle and bulge showing through his tight clothing, standing in front a window alive with lights of every color. He didn’t look human, with grayish skin and delicate tracings of blue on his face.


      He spoke to Beatriz in words Elisabet couldn’t understand. Her mother answered in Spanish. “Ashin, we must take her with us.”


      “Take me, take me where?” Elisabet asked, looking back at them.


      “These star travelers go through the heavens,” said her mother. “Beyond the stars we see at night. They journey along star roads, like tunnels through space, connecting worlds impossibly far away. The lake next to Las Palmas is one of the places where the tunnels intersect, like a station.”


      “The lake?” Elisabet asked. “It takes you through to other realms?”


      “Not exactly. Under the lake, where we are now, is a portal, in the star roads these travelers follow.”


      “I still don’t understand.” Her mother made no sense at all.


      “It took me a long time to comprehend. But our ancestors knew. They believed the barrier between our world and the world beyond was but a thin veil at the lake. They didn’t understand what the worlds beyond were, of course, but, still, they sensed something.” 


      The creature called Ashin turned to Elisabet and said in Spanish, “Our portals open onto many worlds. I search out cultures on other worlds to learn about them. Our people have been visiting your corner of this world for centuries, since the days the Purépecha king built the temples in Tzintzutzan. We found your mother here.”


      “I don’t understand. You found my mother here, in Las Palmas, and you took her away with you? Why?”


      Ashin looked at Beatriz and smiled, suddenly looking completely human. “She didn’t give us much choice. I’ll let her tell you.”


      “I was left for dead at Las Palmas, by that bastard, Felipe,” said her mother.


      “What happened?” Elisabet asked, as Ashin turned towards what looked like a glowing window on the wall, moving his long hands as streams of light jumped between them and the window.


      “One night at the hacienda I heard Felipe talking with his brother. Their grandfather buried gold at Las Palmas, but he died without telling anyone where. They, the criollos, see the winds of change shaking all of Mexico and they think their gold will protect them. Felipe and Fernando planned to steal the gold and run away to Argentina. I thought maybe I could find it myself, but I got caught when I followed them to Las Palmas. Felipe struck me with his shovel and tipped me into the hole he’d been digging, like a dead cat. He barely bothered to cover me with dirt.”


      Ashin turned back to Elisabet. “Your mother was badly injured when we found her. We stayed in the area, thinking someone might come for her, but only the man, Felipe, returned the next night, with a shovel, probably to bury her more deeply. Beatriz told us he would search for her. We rarely get involved in the affairs of other worlds, but your mother was so afraid, and she begged us.”


      “We come here from time to time,” Beatriz continued. “I’ve always hoped I could contact you somehow. The portal has become unstable, though, and we can’t leave the immediate area. It’s a miracle we were here now.” 


      Elisabet was surprised to hear her mother speak of miracles. “Why didn’t you come to our house on one of your visits? We thought you were dead.”


      Her mother leaned towards her and smiled. “Elisabet, this is a life exceeding your dreams, a life of riches and wonders beyond compare.”


      “Like Paris?” Her mother had spoken of Paris often, and to Elisabet it sounded like a place slightly better than paradise.


      Her mother laughed. “Beyond Paris, beyond the stars you see at night.”


      “And you want me to go with you? What about Papa? And Inocencio and Adriana? Can’t you come home now? We miss you so much.”


      Her mother turned away, the violet light reflecting in her large eyes, bouncing off the intricate necklace she wore.


      “If you won’t come home, you could take all of us with you.”


      Beatriz glanced at the man. Elisabet saw the look passing between them and understood. The man put his hand on Beatriz’s shoulder. “The life of an ethnologist can be a lonely one. I admit it pleased me to take Beatriz with me. Now she has a new life with us, she has everything she wants.”


      “At least take Inocencio and Adriana,” Elisabet said. “I’ll stay with father.”


      “This life isn’t for everyone. Inocencio is too young, and I don’t think your sister could adapt. But you’re so smart. Always so independent, so curious. This is your chance at a happy life. These people will welcome you. Their worlds are wondrous beyond words. You’ll live without poverty, without fear or sickness.”


      “How could I be happy knowing I’d left everyone behind? How could you do that?”


      “I had no choice. If I’d returned to Tíncuaro, how long until Felipe found me?”


      “You could have gone to the hacendado.”


      “Don Vicente wouldn’t approve of Felipe’s actions, but how could he protect me?”


      Elisabet didn’t answer, and her mother turned and spoke in a low voice to Ashin.


      “Wait here for us,” Beatriz said, leading her to a bench of shiny white metal. She and Ashin slipped through another door in the wall. After what seemed like a long time her mother returned and sat next to Elisabet, stroking her arm. “There’s something else. I wanted to kill Felipe when I saw him coming after you, but it’s not the star travelers’ way. To protect you they’ve changed his memory. When he wakes he won’t remember this. Just stay away from the hacienda.”


      “Why didn’t you change his memory two years ago? You could’ve come back to us!” 


      “When they found me, I was half-dead, crazy with fear.”


      Elisabet knew, though, why her mother hadn’t returned.


      “I’m sorry, Elisa. You are right, I could have come back. But I was so unhappy, not with you children, but with your father, that silent man. With life in the village, the unending work, and so little to show for it. Working at the hacienda I felt miserable seeing how much other people had. I acted selfishly, and I am sorry, but I cannot go back.”


      Beatriz stood up, still holding Elisabet’s arm and took her back to the cavernous room where she whispered in the strange language to Ashin. He nodded and motioned for them to wait. When he returned he carried a glass jar full of gold coins.


      “The hacienda treasure?” Elisabet asked.


      “Some of it. We found it easily,” said the man, handing her the jar. “I reburied the rest.”


      “It’s enough for a good life,” said her mother. “Be careful, and don’t tell anyone. Spend the money in Pátzcuaro. You children can go back to school and your father can hire a man to help him in the fields. Tell your father… Oh, cariña, I don’t know what you can tell Tzurequi. Buy him a pocket watch. He always wanted one.”


      “You could still come home,” Elisabet said. “Father hasn’t even looked at another woman. Inocencio cries every night for you, and Adriana needs a mother. With this gold you can have everything you ever wanted.”


      “I’m sorry, Elisa. Listen, you could take the money to your father and come back here if you go quickly. It may be a while before we leave, I don’t know. The portal might close suddenly. We will not return for some time, if ever. You must hurry.”


      Elisabet gave her mother a kiss, then stepped through the doorway and splashed through the water back to the shore. She stepped around Felipe, who lay curled on the ground, and untied his horse, slapping it on the rump to send it back to the hacienda. Then she glanced back to see her mother and the man standing in the oval of light. It hardly mattered, she thought, whether these people were demons or star travelers, because her mother had sold her soul.


      When she reached Tíncuaro she stopped and looked at the sky, imagining the worlds beyond, the wondrous life she could claim. Her hands gripped the jar of coins tightly. She held enough money for a better life for both her family and Celestino’s, enough to send all the children to school, a new boat for Celestino’s father, a pair of oxen for hers. Enough to pay the taxes for the rest of their life. To take her father to Mexico City to visit the pyramids he’d always dreamed of seeing.


      Mist rose off the lake, and the fishermen were already casting their butterfly nets in the pearly dawn. She would make her own future, travel her own star roads.


                    
                        ‘Changer's Wood’, Stephen Taylor

      
       It was the first shipwreck on Half-Ring island in years. It was the first real ship to sail within sight of the island in over a decade. Black luck that it had wrecked.


      “We found a few bodies,” Adge said quietly. “Two men. A woman. And the boy here, of course.”


      “He’s still alive?” Iridi asked.


      “Hmm. Maybe hurt a little, but he’ll be fine.”


      Iridi scowled. Glad as he was that the boy hadn’t drowned with the others, it was sobering news. It was too similar to the last shipwreck, all of fifty years before. Iridi’s own shipwreck.


      He sat with Adge in a low hut near the south end of the wastes. It was hot as smelting bronze, and the windows cut into the round hut offered only a warm whisper of a breeze. Adge, who was a few years older than Iridi, dabbed his forehead with a colorless piece of cloth almost as scarred and patched as his own skin. Iridi just let the sweat run down himself. There was no stopping the scorch of summer on Half-Ring island.


      “What do we do with him, then?” Iridi asked. It was an uncomfortable question, one Adge no doubt had hoped to ask rather than to answer.


      “Well, I suppose we can wait a day or two,” Adge stammered. “Maybe his boat wasn’t alone. They might have been part of some sort of trade caravan.”


      “I don’t think ships travel like that.”


      “How’d you know? You aren’t much of a sailor, if you remember.”


      No, Iridi wasn’t. His only memory of sailing over the open ocean was the day, fifty odd years ago, when he’d wrecked on Half-Ring. Since then he’d never tempted the blue depths again. Give him dry, burnt land, copper and cracked from aeons of unrelenting sunlight but strong enough to break any wave or storm.


      They agreed reluctantly to leave the boy there in Lilé’s hut for the night. While he rested and recovered, perhaps they could find a family on the island to take him for a day or two.


      “Surely any other nearby ship will look for him by then,” Adge said.


      Again Iridi scowled. Was age all scowling and frowning, wrinkles and stiff eyebrows that couldn’t bend into smiles? He was beginning to wonder. But he felt sure, no matter what hope Adge fostered, that no ship would come. No ship had come for Iridi. Who would expect to find a solitary boy still alive out here, beyond the routes of any sane sailor in the known world?


      He and Adge stepped outside into the last few hours of sunlight. Days were long on Half-Ring. They’d only have five or six hours to sleep before dawn stung the island again.


      “How many people know about the boy yet?” Iridi asked.


      “You and me. Lilé. Wrend, Temp. Maybe a few others.”


      That was unfortunate. Temp was a gossip, and Wrend was the worst complainer on Half-Ring. “No doubt the two of them will blame the boy’s arrival for everything to go sour in the last turn of the moon,” Iridi sighed. Plague, drought, misconception, tidal waves and any other heartache Half-Ring’s people knew.


      Adge grunted and shrugged his bony shoulders. “Gossip or complaint, it’s still a bad portent.”


      Iridi bit back a sharp reply. “I’ll look in on the boy first thing in the morning. We can see what he knows, and whether another ship is likely to come for him. Until then, let’s keep his presence quiet.”


      “Whatever you say.”


      They nodded goodnight to each other, and Adge walked off along the flat, cracked road of red earth.


      The fifty years since Iridi’s own shipwreck had shaped him into a leader on Half-Ring island. He, along with Lilé, Adge, Anón and a few others, made most of the important decisions nowadays. Their island had no king or queen like Iridi remembered hearing about as a boy. They didn’t need one. There was nothing to rule over but a few ragged villages of redstalk farmers, shallow-water fishermen and bird trappers.


      It had all been strange to Iridi when he’d arrived. He’d been a pale boy from some nameless place endless leagues to the north and east, and the sienna-skinned islanders had no trust for him. Then he showed them his magic craft—a wonder on any island, a miracle on Half-Ring. Ever since that, Iridi had been a valuable member of the island community. He still wondered sometimes whether people really trusted him, but what else did he have to go to? He had no family. As far as he knew, he’d been alone since before his shipwreck.


      He smiled bitterly as he thought of the fair-skinned boy Adge had fished up. He supposed he should feel more sympathy for him, alike as they were.


      Iridi waited outside Lilé’s hut until she arrived from a meeting with Anón and Temp. She was a sturdy woman with hair turning the colors of sun-split storm clouds. She waved dully as she reached the hut.


      “You’ve seen the boy?”


      “Only just,” said Iridi. “Any others to be found?”


      “Temp says no. Oh, and Wrend asked about your latest prentices.”


      Iridi spat. “Can’t he leave it alone for a minute? We have other things to worry about!”


      Lilé raised her eyebrows. “Not as he tells it. He says the shipwrecked boy is the reason Anón’s crops are having trouble. And the reason the last few stone trees rotted.”


      Living bones, it had started already. The boy hadn’t been there five hours before rumors and curses and omens started sprouting up around him. Iridi hated every bit of it. He’d be tied and left on the wastes in open sunlight before he let a helpless boy be blamed for the misfortune of the forsaken island.


      “Why does Wrend care about prentices, then?” he asked, trying to keep his voice level.


      “Your magic could be useful, as he sees it,” Lilé replied. “You can’t be everywhere, healing crops and fixing broken latches at once. Maybe if you had a few prentices you could stave off whatever curse the outland boy brings.”


      “You know it’s not the boy that’s cursed, Lilé.”


      “But Wrend doesn’t,” Lilé said. She was always so coldly practical. Iridi could never tell if it made him like her more or if it just annoyed him. “So. How are the prentices?” she asked again.


      “Worthless. None of them has the gift.”


      “As usual. I suppose it’s your own outland curse that lets you work your magic and stops any island-born child from doing it.”


      It was a shame Wrend and his gossipy wife Temp were too stupid to see it.


      “I’m coming back in the morning to check on the boy,” Iridi said. “He should have someone talk to him who knows a thing or two about being shipwrecked.”


      “Suit yourself. I’ll mind him until then. Where are you off to now?”


      “The wood. I need some time to rest.”


      “Isn’t it exhausting enough to plod out there?”


      “Everything’s exhausting at our age,” Iridi said.


      He put Sunset Village behind him and walked toward the coast. It was one of the few parts of the island that rose upward, great stretches of red and brown earth sloping into a few wind-beaten cliffs that looked like a hand extended to shield Half-Ring’s eyes from the setting sun. In the deep shadows of those cliffs was a little half-grove of trees. Changer’s Wood, Iridi had named it fifty years back.


      He pulled the changer from his pocket as he went. It was a small piece of yellow gemstone set in varnished wood and shaped like an ancient tree. His talisman from the world he’d once known. His luck piece. His magic, brought with him from the far north where such things still existed.


      The trees of Changer’s Wood were also yellow, cloaked in leaves bright as sunlight on clear water. They stood one by one, scattered twenty or thirty steps apart. It was the closest thing Half-Ring had to a forest, or what Iridi remembered vaguely of forests. It was there that he went when the changer stiffened against his side and his magic drained out. It was there, in the silence of golden leaves, that he let it recharge and regather.


      Perhaps Wrend would soon realize that it was the changer, not his own skill, that let him mend cloth, invigorate withered redstalks, bind broken wood and clay or suck water from deep in Half-Ring’s wellsprings by magic. He couldn’t teach another changer into existence. It was no wonder every prentice Wrend suggested could do no more than stare in awe at Iridi’s magic. It wasn’t because they lacked the gift for it. It was because the gift came from the changer itself, and there were no more of them on Half-Ring. Just the one Iridi’d had since he was a boy.


      He sat beneath the yellow leaves until the sun was nothing but a bleeding ember in the west. The quiet of the trees replenished the magic he’d spent fixing ropes and farming implements that day, and let his worries dry like sweat. Not truly gone, but thinned to nothing more than a mild smell.


      One worry remained in the back of Iridi’s mind as he returned to Sunset Village and found his own tiny round hut. It rolled back and forth in his mind as he lay on a thin pallet stuffed with grass and rockvines. He worried for the outland boy. He worried because he couldn’t bring himself to hope that this boy, too, would have washed up on Half-Ring with a means of magic in his hands. And without it, he had no life ahead of him there.


      


      There were three villages on Half-Ring, and Iridi had agreed to work in its central one that next day—a messy scattering of huts and leans called Heart Village. It would be a few hours walk each way for him, so he made sure to stop by Lilé’s hut first. It might be his only chance to see the outland boy.


      “He’s awake,” Lilé said at the door of her hut. “Won’t talk to me, though.”


      “Maybe he’ll speak with another outlander,” Iridi said.


      “He won’t know the difference, old friend. Your hair’s as sun-colored as ours now. Even your skin looks like Half-Ring dust now.”


      He’d seen to that himself, dyeing himself bit by bit over the course of years. He depended on blending in completely.


      “I’ll try my luck with him, Lilé,” he said stiffly, and walked inside.


      The boy was still in bed, eyes wide and nervous. He glanced at Iridi as he entered, then looked away quickly, red flushing up into his cheeks. He had to be terrified, gods help him.


      “You haven’t eaten yet, eh?” Iridi asked with a jab of his old fingers toward a bowl of ground grains.


      Nothing from the boy.


      “Eat up. It’ll help you get your bearings, I think.”


      Still nothing.


      “What island is yours?” Iridi asked. He was running out of patience. Old age was stripping it all from him, every virtue he’d once prided himself on.


      The boy’s eyes shifted, but still he said nothing.


      “You can tell me, boy. Is it Korol? Kap? Maybe one of the Alidas?”


      At last the boy responded. He turned slowly to meet Iridi’s eyes. “Close to the Alidas,” he said. He spoke in a way that sounded delicate even beyond his young age.


      Iridi could remember very little of his childhood knowledge of the world’s oceans and islands, but he remembered a few nearby the Alidas, where he’d been born. “How about Ithil?” he asked. “Or Ruish?”


      “You know Ithil?” the boy asked.


      “Only from afar. I sailed by it once, when I was young like you.” Iridi nudged the grain bowl. “Eat. You probably need it.”


      The boy pushed himself up ever so slightly on the short bed of cloth that Lilé had made him. “Where am I now?”


      “South and west, probably a year’s sail away.”


      “I was only on the boat for a few weeks—” the boy said desperately.


      “I’m only fooling,” Iridi said quickly. “It just feels farther than it really is. You see, I’m from the Alidas myself. Or, I was once.”


      Perhaps the boy did feel some connection there. His face softened a bit. After a moment he reached out and accepted the bowl of grains Lilé had left.


      “What are you called?” Iridi asked.


      “Uril.”


      “Uril, you can call me old man Iridi. Did the woman here tell you about the boat you sailed on?”


      Again his eyes went wide. “… it’s sunk,” he said simply. “She said it hit a rock.”


      So Lilé had delivered the hardest message. Iridi offered a silent prayer of thanks for that. “Who were you sailing with?”


      Eyes wider yet, Uril lowered his face into his food. “No one.”


      “But there must have been someone on the boat with you. A sailor, or some uncle or cousin looking out for you?”


      “No one. They didn’t care about me.”


      “What about your parents?” Iridi asked.


      It was a painful question. It stung him to ask, and he was sure it would prick the boy to be asked. But he had his own morbid curiosity to satisfy. He wondered whether it were possible that Uril had been abandoned as completely as he himself had been fifty years before.


      “I don’t have parents,” Uril mumbled. “Just me.”


      Hearing that made Iridi suddenly dizzy. He staggered backward and had to reach a dry hand against the walls of the hut to steady himself. Memories collided like banks of cloud in a lighting storm—because he too been alone when he was shipwrecked, bereft of any family. By every god, he and Uril were too similar for him not to feel the boy’s terror.


      Uril noticed his discomfort. Somehow he had the manners, presence of mind or just the fear not to comment on it. It wasn’t until the boy finished his food that Iridi found it in himself to speak again.


      “Listen, Uril,” he said. “Listen close, and don’t forget what I’m about to tell you.” His voice weakened to a hoarse whisper. “We’re alike, you and me. We’re both outsiders from the north. So we have to watch out for each other on this island.”


      The boy’s face clouded over. “Is it safe here?”


      The question made Iridi ache inside. All the loneliness he’d felt for five burning decades swept over him. The feelings of being the white-skinned outlander. The envy as his friends married Half-Ring girls, or as younger fools like Temp and Wrend earned the ear of the island that he’d had to toil so long to gain. The questions of what life he might have had if his ship hadn’t struck rock near this island. It almost made him stagger again.


      “Yes,” he forced himself to say. “Yes, we are safe here.”


      Just outsiders. Just omen-bearing, cursed, unwanted outsiders.


      Iridi stepped back and sniffed. Uril seemed to have a pleading look in his eyes, and it was all Iridi could do to avoid it now.


      “I should be going,” he said. “I have work in another village today, but I’ll be back to see you later.” He’d almost left before he remembered the real reason he’d even come to see the boy. “Oh. One more thing. Was your ship sailing alone, boy?”


      Uril nodded.


      “No one else that knew where it was, or might come looking for it?”


      “Just us.”


      So the boy had no one. He might not even be missed.


      “Why?” Uril asked.


      Iridi pushed back his grim feelings and faked a shrug. “An old man gets curious. And it would be a nice thing to see a northern ship again, after all the years I’ve been here.”


      “They threw me off.”


      Iridi turned again to leave, not registering what the boy had said, but he stopped once more. Surely he’d heard wrongly. “What’s that?”


      “They threw me off the ship.”


      “… Who threw you off?”


      “The sailors. They threw me off when we came close to this island.”


      That couldn’t be true. Gods, could the boy really be so cursed as fools like Wrend might think?


      “Tell me,” Iridi said quietly. “What happened?”


      The boy pushed himself up to where he could look Iridi in the face. “They said something about the island, and some of them were cursing. Then they threw me off.”


      Just like that? “Had you hit something, or wrecked already?”


      “No, but we were caught in the waves, and we were close to the rocks.”


      The emptiness expanded in Iridi’s stomach. He swallowed to stop himself from swearing. How could they do this to the boy? To any boy?


      “Now,” he stammered, thinking fast. “I once saw a man throw his child from a boat when he was about to hit a bar of stone beneath the water.”


      “Why?”


      “To try and save the child, see,” Iridi said. “The boat was due to wreck when they crashed, so he threw his lad to make sure the boy was clear of the rocks when they struck.”


      It was true. It was a stretch, but maybe that had been in the minds of Uril’s companions when they hurled him from their ship. Iridi tried to smile and believe it, and Uril seemed to accept what he’d said. Let him think that, no matter what the truth might be. Let him believe that he’d been saved, not abandoned.


      “I’ll be back later,” Iridi said.


      Uril nodded his head and lay back.


      Iridi only had a few minutes to confer with Lilé before he headed out for his daily work. She reported that no one else had been found along the shore, and that no other boats had been spotted.


      “So. What do you suggest we do with him, Iridi?” she asked.


      It was an impossible question. The only ship on Half-Ring that could get Uril to any decent island was Anón’s, which wasn’t even finished yet. And they could never take the boy far enough to find any family. The best they could do was try to find some boat, some farmer, some craftsman to take him on as a worker.


      They already knew that Uril wouldn’t be welcomed on Half-Ring.


      “I need to tend some crops below Heart,” Iridi said. He steered away from Lilé’s patient, questioning gaze.


      “Don’t be long. We need to decide something soon.”


      “Why? Nothing will change between now and tomorrow.”


      “Maybe. But if it does, the boy will be blamed.”


      For the ten thousandth time, Iridi inwardly cursed these shallow, selfish islanders he’d grown up with. He couldn’t change them, though, and Lilé was right. They would make black signs and dark meanings of everything that happened while an outland child was on Half-Ring.


      The morning and afternoon rubbed away like dirt on the palm of a hand. Iridi spent a few hours using his magic to heal redstalk, windgrain, mudroot and finpetal crops outside Heart Village. The sun was red, and the earth was redder. The south wastes—ten barren miles of straw-colored grass and brittle stonetrees—curved like a cresting wave around Heart. Its people were strong and resilient, but visiting it always left Iridi feeling scarred, battered, drained and old.


      “I have a new prentice you could try,” Wrend called as Iridi prepared to leave. “Maybe this one will have the gift.”


      Not that again. But Iridi couldn’t say no to every child and youth Wrend suggested, so he bobbed his head and mumbled something about meeting the child in a day or two.


      He was so tired when the day ended that he didn’t even have time to stop at Lilé’s. The walk from village to village also meant that he’d have no time til after sundown to revisit Changer’s Wood. No time to renergize his magic. The changer felt limp and cold in his pocket, lifeless as a husk. Maybe he could see to it early, before he went to work on Anón’s ship.


      He didn’t sleep—not properly, anyway. He tossed and turned on his cot, bumping his elbows against the clay and earthen walls of his hut while his mind bounced from dream to dream. Dreams about shipwrecks and red-skinned strangers. The night was stifling, and he realized late that he hadn’t taken the cloth covering away from his windows, so his own hot breath was trapped inside with no evening breeze to cool him.


      A few hours after the sun was completely gone, Iridi gave up on sleep and walked out into the night. He carried the changer with him, and he turned straight toward Changer’s Wood.


      The trees seemed to glow in the blackness of night, pale gold leaves lighting the ground below and the coastal cliffs behind. It was blissfully silent—just the thing the changer needed to rebalance its power. Iridi sat under the westmost tree and sighed to himself.


      For the first time in over ten years, he tried earnestly to remember his home island in the Alidas. All that was clear to him was a blue mountain peak crowned with snow. He couldn’t remember parents. He couldn’t remember sisters or brothers or cousins. He couldn’t even remember why or where he’d been sailing. Just the fifty years after, trying to make his way on the red island.


      He’d been uneasy all day, and the night before, as he thought about Uril. Then, sitting in the quiet light of golden leaves, he realized why. It wasn’t that he was afraid for the boy, or even that he was particularly sad for him. It was that he was afraid for himself.


      All these years he’d tried to become a Half-Ring islander. All these years dying his skin and hair, practicing the island accent alone in his hut, watching the others to know how to move and what to eat. More than half of the islanders grew up with Iridi as one of them—the magic man from Sunset Village. But surely a few others remembered, and had been freshly reminded now, that Iridi wasn’t from Sunset. He was from his own island, far away. He’d never be one of them.


      The changer throbbed in his pocket, a small heartbeat revived by the night’s silence. Even now, it was his only safeguard. It kept him useful. It gave him license to stay. He could almost feel its magic escaping as he thought about it, pouring out like wine from a punctured skin.


      It weighed on his mind three hours under the yellow trees, another hour as he walked back to Sunset Village, and it stayed with him through the short time he had left before dawn.


      


      In the morning he stopped in to see Uril. His visit was short. No news of other outlanders. No ships. Not much for the boy to do but look around the village. And even that was risky, since seeing him might remind the islanders of bad luck.


      “Is this my home now?” Uril asked.


      His question made Iridi flinch. It was so innocent, so sincere.


      “No,” Iridi said quickly. “We’ll find a way to get you on another boat north. Back where you belong.”


      The boy’s face betrayed neither fear nor relief at this, so Iridi left it at that.


      The walk to Sighter’s Rock was long for him nowadays. It took him almost four hours to cross through the low, winding acres of crops and sun-stained dirt around Heart Village. Finally he found the ground sloping downward, and he spotted Sighter’s Rock below him. It was the biggest of the villages, with a pier right on Half-Ring’s rocky corner and a few twisted streets with wooden buildings, where the other villages used only clay. If Anón’s ship sailed well, Sighter’s Rock would continue to thrive, trading with other islands. Maybe traders would even come to them, Iridi thought idly as he inched down the hill to the village.


      His old friend Anón greeted him at the village’s edge. Anón was a big man, bald now, but with a steady energy that made him feel ageless. Iridi had been twenty years or so when Anón’s mother first sent him to see the magic man, and Iridi had struck up a sort of friendship with the bright-eyed boy. Now Anón led the village of Sighter’s Rock.


      “I was beginning to think you wouldn’t make it,” he laughed as he walked down the windy road to town with Iridi.


      “That road gets longer each time I come,” Iridi replied. He was sweaty and dry-mouthed, more than ready to rest in the shade for a few hours. But that wouldn’t do. “Tell me more about this boat of yours that I’m here to see.”


      The new boat was a beauty. It was twenty paces long and wider than most of the huts of Half-Ring. Only reeds and redstalks grew on the slopes above Sighter’s Rock, so Anón and his craftsmen had had to gather wood from all over the island to complete the boat.


      “Almost a year of work now,” Anón said proudly as he led Iridi to his clay and stone workshop beside the pier. “But all we need to finish it is your binding spell.”


      The size of the craft daunted Iridi from the moment he saw it. It would be a challenging spell to pattern, especially as tired as he felt just then. He gritted his teeth and gripped the changer, which was hidden beneath his gear belt.


      With painful slowness, Iridi bent his mind toward the boat. The changer responded to the gentle turning in his hands—his weaving of the binding spell. Where would he be if he hadn’t learned these crafts as a child on one of the Alidas? Perhaps Half-Ring had once owned crafts like this. They’d always been easy for Iridi to control, though he wondered how much more his changer could do that he’d never learned. Too late now, countless leagues from anyone else who could share its mysteries.


      His concentration broke halfway through the spell. One of his hands had bumped against the great hull of the boat, which rested on stone balustrades each the thickness of three grown men, and the catch in his motion snapped the spell like a brittle branch.


      Anón was there instantly, putting a steadying hand on Iridi’s shoulder. “Are you alright, old friend? You look exhausted.”


      Sweat stung his eyes, and his head was reeling. He teetered back a moment, and was grateful to have Anón there to keep him upright.


      “Come sit down and I’ll get you some water.”


      “No,” Iridi said. “I need to finish the spell.”


      “Rest first, Iridi. You can come back to this after you have a drink.”


      It was no use arguing. He could barely stand, let alone focus enough to bind the boat’s hull with his already weakened magic. Anón brought him water, grain mash, flatbread and a whole yellowfin fish, try as Iridi did to wave the food away.


      “I should have been a better host and had you to my home for a meal before expecting you to work on the boat,” Anón said.


      Iridi scowled as he chewed on his mash. “You shouldn’t have needed to. Curse this old body and mind of mine! I can never tell where my breaking point is anymore.”


      Anón smiled faintly. “I’ve heard twenty men and women say that while we worked on this ketch.”


      “Age is a sickness,” Iridi spat. “Don’t catch it, Anón.”


      “Can you put a spell on me to ward it away?”


      “I probably couldn’t ward age away from this rock I’m sitting on right now. I just feel so beaten today.”


      His friend waited in silence as he scooped more of his grain from the bowl and chewed the last bit of yellowfin.


      “The boat can wait, you know,” Anón said at last.


      “It’ll probably have to. Confound these old hands.”


      As Anón took Iridi’s bowl and cup, he said, “Stay the afternoon. My boy is working in Heart now, so you could sleep on his old cot tonight and walk back tomorrow.”


      It was a sour thought, because it seemed like bending in beneath his age and his weakness. “Maybe that’ll give me enough rest still to work this binding spell,” he said for his own benefit as much as Anón’s.


      “And if not, no matter. You’re welcome here.”


      Once more Anón smiled. Then he was gone, taking the empty dishes back to his home and leaving Iridi sitting against the balustrades alone.


      You’re welcome here, he’d said.


      He reached to his belt for the changer, which still throbbed. It even hummed lightly, as if it wanted its magic to be set free for use on the boat or a crop blight or a roof that needed patching. But it had failed—Iridi’s magic had failed—and still he was there. To Anón the failure seemed no worse than forgetting to check a fish net.


      It had happened a hundred times before. He’d failed to mend something for Lilé, or botched a spell to strengthen a newborn lamb, lost his focus as he tried siphoning water from beneath the wastes, overdone a binding spell and stuck a clay dish to the table on which it was crafted, but it made him wonder how his superstitious, self-absorbed Half-Ring friends could treat his failure so lightly. How could they fear his very outland nature so much, yet accept him so naturally, even without his magic?


      Fifty years of hurt and loneliness suddenly became a question in Iridi’s mind. Maybe Half-Ring had accepted him all along.


      Anón was back with one of his workers, a young woman whose mother had once scolded Iridi for tramping on her mudroot. She smiled and offered to show him what they’d done to extend and strengthen the pier.


      “First, let me try my hand at this boat once more,” he said. He felt a new vigor welling inside him.


      “Are you sure?” Anón asked. “I’m grateful, of course, but I understand if you’d rather not.”


      No. His mind was calming, and his body felt invigorated by his new clarity of thought. He waved Anón and the woman aside with the stubbornness his age afforded him. Then he stretched into the motions of his binding spell.


      That time, he completed it. Wooden beams, previously held with gum, bone glue, copper nails and latches, now fused tightly as if they had grown into the boat’s curved shape. It was fine work, and it was his work.


      Anón laughed like a child. “It always amazes me, Iridi, no matter how many times I see you work your craft.”


      “May we both live to see the craft a thousand times more,” Iridi replied. “Now, I think I’ve changed my mind about staying the evening. I’m going back to Sunset.”


      “Are you sure?” the woman asked. “It’s a two hour walk at least.”


      Only two? How could anyone walk it that quickly? “Yes, I’m sure,” Iridi said. “Thanks for the meal.”


      “At least take some wine or water for the way back,” Anón said, and went off to find a skin.


      As he climbed the winding Sighter’s Rock road and set out around the wastes, Iridi considered what would become of him if his magic ran out that very day. He thought about it all the long walk back to Sunset Village.


      


      It was only an hour or so from nightfall when Iridi finally reached Lilé’s hut. Uril was there, sitting in the red dirt and playing with a rusted chain puzzle. His skin was red and raw, burned no doubt. He stood when he saw Iridi.


      “Come with me, Uril,” Iridi said without halting. “I want to show you something.”


      The boy’s blue eyes widened. “Ma’am Lilé said not to leave here.”


      “Lilé!” Iridi yelled into the hut. “I’m taking Uril for a while! Come on. She’ll forgive an old friend like me.”


      An old friend. He finally felt like one.


      Iridi led the boy west across the coast path, straight to the long shadows of the cliffs, where Changer’s Wood glinted like a scattered patch of suns growing on reeds.


      “What’s this place?” Uril asked as his eyes looked between the yellow trees.


      “I call it Changer’s Wood. It’s a place I come when I want some silence.”


      Uril was already nearly as sweaty as Iridi, who’d been walking almost five hours now. He retreated into the shade of the rocks and the trees, though his eyes danced in wonder around the scattered treetops. It was a wonder Iridi still felt, after fifty years of gold leaves and blazing sunlight.


      “I need to ask you a few things, Uril.”


      A nod. “What things?”


      “You have no one to go to, if you leave this island. Is that right?”


      Another nod, though more hesitant. “Why do you want to know?”


      He asked it as if he were asking about what they’d eat that night. By the gods, that same question could crush any grown man or woman.


      “I think you should stay here,” Iridi said quietly. “You can live with me, if you like.”


      “Because you’re from the Alidas?”


      “And you’re from Ithil. See?”


      “We’re alike,” Uril said. “I remember what you told me.”


      His open trust made Iridi ache inside. Would that he could earn it well. “What do you think of being my prentice?” he asked.


      The boy frowned a little. “You mean like a craftsman?”


      “Of sorts, yes. I’ve no helper on this island, and as you can see I’m getting old and stiff. Maybe one of these days I’ll need to give my trade up.”


      The boy’s frown deepened. He kicked at the dirt, eyes moving away from Iridi. “Is it always so hot here?”


      For what felt like the first time in a month, Iridi laughed. “Only when the sun’s up. So, yes. It’s always like this.”


      But Half-Ring was a peaceful place, where the boy would come to be loved. It could be his home, if he wanted it to be. Iridi just wished he’d understood that fifty years sooner. Maybe he would have if he’d had someone to guide him. Maybe he could be that guide for Uril.


      “What do you think?” he asked. “I’ll teach you the trade, and you can stay here with me. You can tell me about Ithil, and I’ll tell you what I remember about the Alidas.”


      Uril nodded yes.


      “Here, then. I have something for you.” He pulled the changer from his belt.


      “What is it?” Uril asked.


      “It’s part of our trade. Yours now, really,” Iridi said as he pressed the yellow gemstone into Uril’s pale little hand. “Sit quietly here a while and I’ll start teaching you how to use it.”


      They sat until the sky and ocean, cliffs, wastes and even the gold treetops had darkened. Then Iridi led the way back to his hut, where, for the first time in fifty years, he felt like he belonged.

       
   
                        ‘Sometimes I Am Drowning’, Louise Hughes

                        They celebrated the equinox like they celebrated everything, with a party. She went because everyone else was and her mother had told her, oh a long time ago, that one had to make an effort. No one really liked parties but they were for putting up with. Everybody felt that way. Everyone managed.

                        
                        She bought a new dress, with sequins and tulle. It was purple. She hung it in the wardrobe with pride and bought new stockings. She pictured herself, straight and tall and with the confident stride she had seen on so many others. She would enjoy this because, after all, they didn’t have to invite her. A party sounded like such a glorious thing. She would make new friends and the people she knew already would see her dress and tell her how nice she looked. So different.

                        
                        They collected her from her front door, with bottles already in their hands and grins on their faces. They were mid-conversation by then. She walked beside them, trying to catch the flow of it but nothing she said got through. Drops in a river, her words were. She wasn’t sure she was speaking loud enough, or if they were ignoring her, or if what she was saying was wrong. Perhaps it didn’t fit the rules.

                        
                        The party house was unfamiliar. A friend of a friend’s. The hostess greeted each of them with a hand-shake that made the room briefly quiver. Candles burned in carved out coconuts. The last trails of daylight turned the walls golden. She stuck with someone she knew well amid the crowd. Voices merged like an orchestra but she couldn’t find the tune. An hour later found her sitting in a chair by the wall and following the nearest conversation, trying to block everything else out. The door to the conservatory stood open and the four-piece band had started up, but they weren’t quite in tune. She clenched her fists against the additional noise piled on top of all the rest. It turned everything into gravy.

                        
                        “Are you okay?” Someone hauled her from her fog and though she really, really wanted to tell them no, she also didn’t want to ruin their night. She nodded and smiled. She didn’t have the words for truth.

                        
                        “There’s cake out now, if you want some.”

                        
                        “I’m fine, thanks.” The thought of losing the sanctuary of her chair, of returning to find it occupied and herself with nowhere to go, filled her with dread. The dread prickled her eyes but she told herself no. Don’t make a scene. She focused again on the nearest conversation and on trying to find a friendly face in the crowd. There’d been seven of them at the start. She knew their names and their faces and the desks where they sat at work.

                        
                        Where were they?

                        
                        In the second hour, she caught sight of three of them, standing in the corner with ruddy cheeks and dishevelled shirts. When they glanced her way she tried to catch their eye. If they saw her, they were sure to invite her over. She saw two more later, just after someone’s voice took on a disgruntled tone because they wanted to sit down and she had been hogging that chair all evening. She relinquished it and headed over to the corner where they stood, but there was something wrong. They didn’t want to talk to her. They moved away towards the band, as if they knew. Something tightened like a key through her temple, winding her into a rage. The music. The music. The music. Stop it.

                        
                        In the refuge of the bathroom she pressed her back to the door and switched off the light, let a thick towel fall around her ears, wrapped her arms around her knees and lost herself. She sought the black and the tears because they were something. They felt. Like she imagined a hug should feel. The dreams of the perfect party, the friends she’d thought would guide her through it, beat her around the ears. They reminded her that she should not lie. She snatched up the toilet brush—all she could reach—and threw it so hard at the opposite wall it shattered.

                        
                        For a time, in mouth-twisting, palms-pressed-to-eyes silence, the world ended.

                        
                        When she emerged again, because someone’s knocking turned to angry pounding, they muttered “about time” and their mutter spread down the landing as she walked. She could not find the words to scream, to make them understand, though she regretted every step of silence down the stairs under their staring eyes.

                        
                        She was not welcome here.

                        
                        The tail end of the night found her sitting again, with the seven or so remaining guests. Good friends of the hostess. She didn’t know how to say she was going, how to stand up and make it so casual, the farewell and the smile. She was all wrong, sitting there biting her fingernails, but she wasn’t sure how to leave. She wanted, so, so much to get up but the chair held her down until everyone else made their excuses and then she joined them, the strangers. The hostess thanked her for coming and closed the door. She walked home alone and the quiet dark was glorious.

                        
                        

                        
                        On midsummer night, when sun shadows stretched but refused to sleep, the town beside the river danced through paper lanterns. They donned their best lace, hats dripping with flowers, and swung down streets in each others arms, knocking to summon the tardy from their dressing tables. Hats fell to the pavements, cotton petals trampled. Men, in flares and sideburns, polished shoes and greased-back hair, grew red and loose of tongue. Women shouted whispers and dangled shoe straps from fingers. By morning, the town would run with vomit and spilt spirits. By morning, half of them wouldn’t even remember going out.

                        
                        For now, it was early.

                        
                        Except for the girl in the royal blue mac. For her, it dragged itself out for an eternity. The air shrieked. She slammed her palms against her ears and crawled beneath her sheets. She shouted at the ceiling, the music blaring above. She stamped on the floor and they laughed back. She tried to read. She reran each invitation in her head, conjured a reality where accepting ended in something other than a shaking, foetal self pressed into a corner while they gave up trying to understand and went on with their night. She’d done it all before.

                        
                        At half-past midnight, she relented. She stroked the pink flowers of the peeling paper by the door as she left. She hoped, though that shred of hope was fading, that someone in the crowd would see her red eyes and ask. But no one even said hello. The man downstairs reminded her that it was bin day tomorrow, despite the festival. He thought she forgot on purpose.

                        
                        She tried to find a doorbell to ring, sure that if she just sat down and explained, to someone, the world would shift and make sense. She needed a hook to drag her out but everyone had their own plans and she dismissed each face in turn because they weren’t close enough to her to bother with this.

                        
                        At one o’clock, she gave up altogether. She worked out how to leave.

                        
                        The river was cold. Rushing water drowned the party out.

                        
                        

                        
                        It took two days for a paragraph to appear on page four of the local paper. They looked, for a while, but their heart wasn’t really in it.

                        
                        

                        
                        Twelve months later. When the townsfolk locked up their shops and shuttered their windows, they looked up to the clear blue sky and smiled. A perfect night, they said. Couldn’t be better, they said. Bunting dripped from every gable and they skipped beneath it, happy as goats on the alp. It was midsummer. The best night of the year.

                        
                        At ten o’clock the rain began to fall. First a flutter of a leaf, the kind of window tap that could be a fly’s misadventure. Then nothing.

                        
                        Silence.

                        
                        Stillness.

                        
                        A handful of the clearest folk looked to the trees, palm up, head tilted. No. Not from a clear blue sky.

                        
                        A bucket emptied from the sky between blinks. A pause before the screaming and then they ran, coats over heads. Into doorways, stampeding, bolting. A city herd out of control. Water crashed over footsteps, happy to join the party. Streets filled with raindrops dancing. It skittered from the roofs, scurried merrily down drainpipes. “I’m here, I’m here, I want to play too.”

                        
                        Hail bounded after it. Confetti of ice, celebrating the day, hopscotching with the reckless abandon of anyone its age.

                        
                        The river, placid when the balconies and verandas at its side rang with cheer, began to surge. It caught the rain’s excitement and threw itself against the concrete strictures the town had built it. Sea-like it clawed at the land.

                        
                        Near the bridge to the churchyard, a couple in matching pink rain macs clutched each other’s elbows beneath a canvas shop awning. Its owner had abandoned it when the “just a quick one now” gin at lunchtime persuaded him into his pea-green suit and out of the door. The river seethed over their toes, which thrilled and curled. They laughed. They slid out their phones and photographed themselves for their friends to see. Within five minutes, twenty people shaking off in pubs or spinning like umbrellas in the park, saw their faces and grinned back.

                        
                        The river surged on. It was happy.

                        
                        People skimmed through it, bare or sandalled, some shoes so polished the water would not stick.

                        
                        The town let the river join them and for the first time she did. No one expected much of a river, or cared when she sought out the quiet alleys, the lonely places. Everyone dashed through her equally. Their bare toes and dripping hems teased her. As dawn came she slunk away again, back inside her concrete walls. She waved goodbye to the river that had partied as it rushed off to the sea.

                        
                        

                        
                        Leaves dusted the surface of still water when she rose again, peeking with invisible eyes from under the quiet shadow of the bridge. They were tip-tapping. The couple in pink raincoats, one with hair dyed green and twisted into an infinity knot and the other shaved clean as a whistle. They hooked arms and trailed their fingers in the water. Their boat bobbed about as the oars twisted.

                        
                        With a laugh, the green-haired one pointed downriver towards the park.

                        
                        They would never get there at this rate.

                        
                        The river caught the boat in a current swirl and nudged it on. One of its occupants let out a yell and clung tighter to the poles of wood. They flustered and rocked, so the river paused. They don’t want to get there then? The boat bumped against the wall and they scrambled to cling on, gripping the edge of the bank and laughing. The river laughed too. Bubbles rose to the surface and the water split the sunlight in a rainbow.

                        
                        

                        
                        Midsummer arrived this time with black-bordered stationary and a leaden sky. Everyone expected rain. They packed their umbrellas and cagoules. They took to the streets in muted greys to mark the sombre expectations. No one felt quite like partying. Bodies on a foreign hillside. Fuselage dripping in fire.

                        
                        She crept from the river in white lace and twisted plaits. The river lapped the pavement along its shore. Her footprints faded as she walked through drizzle, up into the town. People shuffled past. They didn’t look up. It was midsummer and they didn’t care.

                        
                        Under the cloak tower’s steady gaze, she found them sitting on a bench. The couple in matching pink raincoats looked up to see the girl in white lace. Pansies surged around them in a sea.

                        
                        “Not wearing black?” the one with green hair asked.

                        
                        The river’s shoulders dripped with settled rain. “No.”

                        
                        Words came strangely as they always had but she had watched these two and felt she knew them, trusted them. They wore pink in a city shrouded in black.

                        
                        “Let’s walk,” said the other with a smile

                        
                        So they travelled the city, pink and white. Some looked up from their doorsteps of gloom to watch them pass. Shock had given way to lead weights now, a grief the rain embraced. The river soaked up the rain. As long as it fell, she could walk in the city, in glass slippers, white lace, and a feathered hat. There was something about knowing she could flow away again, whenever she wanted, that made it possible.

                        
                        They walked to the park, up to the top of the hill and the monument of pink granite. Someone took a phone out, but the river reached out and shook her head. No, they agreed, it wouldn’t be appropriate. Not today. At six o’clock they paused to the clock chimes. At two minutes past they ran down the hill to fall in the fountain, stumbling over their feet like children.

                        
                        A sliver of starlight on the horizon, just as the sodden clouds turned indigo, tugged at the river’s heart. The water crept up the front streets and lanes. It played on doorsteps and bubbled up from drains. The drizzle eased and before it ceased, she led them back to her banks.

                        
                        “I’m sorry,” she said.

                        
                        No need.

                        
                        “It was nice.”

                        
                        So it was.

                        
                        The streets stood silent. Half-hearted surges of party fell over drunk at half-past one and never picked themselves up again.

                        
                        She slipped away while their backs were turned to watch the sunrise. When they looked back the green-haired one raised a hand and admired the new gold ring. They’d planned the night and for a moment it had teetered. Should they carry on nor not?

                        
                        “Well, that wasn’t so bad.”

                        
                        “No, now we just have to set a date.”

                        
                        The river didn’t hear them. She was lost in memories and bubbles.

                        
                        

                        
                        Midsummer sat up, rubbed its eyes, and found a haar had drifted up the river, cloaking lampposts and driving the endless heat of weeks away. The river rose in a form of lace and braided hair, hidden in the mist. She had pink raincoats on her mind, another night of quiet company. She skipped up the lane to their front door. She knew where it was. She’d found it in the rain.

                        
                        After three knocks, she felt her toes beginning to dissolve. The river called. Its endless rush.

                        
                        A door opened but not the one she wanted.

                        
                        “They’ve gone away,” said a floral dress and red shoes. Was she mad at all the hammering? The river couldn’t tell.

                        
                        “What?”

                        
                        “They’ve taken off this year. No wonder. Have you seen this fog? Typical, you know and I don’t reckon it’ll get much better by tonight. They’ll be wearing coats to the garden party up on the hill, now won’t they?”

                        
                        The river blinked.

                        
                        So many words to process and she had none in return. She fell back on a mainstay. “Thank you. Have a good day.” All an awkward script.

                        
                        “Didn’t they tell you?” The smell of perfume roses leant nearer. “Thought the whole town would know by now the noise they were making when they found out. Pregnant, wasn’t she. Not sure… well, I guess these people find a way.”

                        
                        The river stirred. Hidden channels swept up anger but she wasn’t equipped to respond with anything but a smile. Say something, the crashing waves urged her. She turned away and hurried off.

                        
                        “Guess they wanted to celebrate together, not with a whole drunken town,” the sharp tongue bid farewell.

                        
                        Emptiness swallowed her. She sat down where the bridge met the railings, arms hugging metal and staring down through copper brown. Abandoned. Again. The river water rose, first shrouding her feet then up to her knees. Weed and foam and leaves all gathered round her legs.

                        
                        They were just like everybody else.

                        
                        The river rose and kept on rising. It took the bridge and then it took the streets. Windows rippled, cobbles vanished. The people threw bangled arms in the air and ran from the marketplace. Sparks danced around the stage. The river rushed from door to door, knocking to be let in. She peaked over window-ledges and crept down drains. Anything to reach the few who hid. Sandbags didn’t stop her though they rushed to throw them down. Crowds clung to the roofs in panic and she laughed. Fish swam between the clothes racks on the high street, taking little nibbles at the hems and cuffs of linen shirts.

                        
                        When she broke through doors in fury and found them clutching possessions in their arms she looked into their faces and rose up. Limbs of copper water snatched the photographs and dinner plates. She carried them out into the street until it ran with other people’s things and they leant from the upstairs windows wailing.

                        
                        They deserved this. All of them. Each couple in their secluded fort, denying all others except the tribe they created and moulded into their own shape.

                        
                        When she reached the park the river stopped to sit beneath the trees and with the willows weep. Emptiness. No way of putting it all back now.

                        
                        They drove her from the streets with sand and patience, and when she was gone they milled about the riverbanks and watched her with suspicion. They came down to measure and inspect the concrete and the bridge foundations. She watched them from the depths with cold, dark eyes until it rained again. Then she watched them each midsummer from the shadows and the alleys, clothed in black lace. It was beautifully quiet after that. They went about their celebrations in a haze, always looking over one shoulder. Each midsummer morning they went down to the river and laid flowers for the ones it had taken from them. They read out names and wept.

                        
                        Not her name though.

                        
                        Never her name.

                        
                        She decided as she lurked that that was their vengeance.

                        
                        

                        
                        One year—the first anyone dared don sparkling shoes again—she took herself off, black lace and all, to a narrow street which started and ended with a pub. The houses sandwiched between these two establishments boasted brown sash windows and green drainpipes. Each door had the shadow of a single brass number and a rusting letter box.

                        
                        That bit was memory. When she got there and stood beside the tall red post box, each door was blocked with two nailed sheets of chipboard. She could not slip through that door again. She could not sit in the darkest corner, hands pressed to her ears and book in her lap. She sat on the front step and looked across, at the off-angle scene of a blank window where flower pots had stood.

                        
                        Water dripped from the bricks beneath her, pooled where the bottom step ate the railing.

                        
                        Soft footsteps shuffled into view. Short red hair, glasses and a bright yellow shirt. The glaring ensemble stuck to the shadows like a timid cat, head flicking up to check every noise. The buildings groaned and creaked, appealing for their lives. Ignored.

                        
                        The river did not speak to him and he did not speak to her.

                        
                        

                        
                        They spoke later, when midsummer rolled around again. By then she had had the chance to watch him walk and watch him stutter.

                        
                        He went to school each morning and dragged his feet home in the evening. At weekends he was out in the streets with all the others, running, shouting, scoring. Except for moments, when for no apparent reason he would stop, hang back and watch. Those were the days when he lingered by her side.

                        
                        Midsummer night he joined the rest. They watched fireworks from the market square. One of them had a balcony, and a house to which it was attached. Overspill reached the fountain spray where the river watched. She sat on the stone, cold and damp, in blue satin. At midnight he sat beside her.

                        
                        “Good night?” he asked.

                        
                        “Alright.” She nodded.

                        
                        Then they both watched his friends partner up and dance away.

                        
                        “Well,” he said. “I’d best get home.”

                        
                        

                        
                        A midsummer night filled with fairy-lights and the cast-aside wrappings of sugar plum bonbons. She chose not to join them. It was all fireworks now and parties policed by bouncers in padded jackets, with red and white tape to hold the shiver-dancing queues. Most of all it was warm, too warm, and dry as sand.

                        
                        The river sank to the darkest depths and stayed there until she heard his voice.

                        
                        He sat on the riverbank beside the bridge.

                        
                        “I don’t get it,” he said to the stones. “No rule says we all have to go about in pairs.”

                        
                        The boy watched his school friends lock fingers and go about as if a couple was the only form of being that existed. They looked to a future of two-by-two. He watched from the sidelines, tried to dip in and surfaced starved for air again, ice cold and floundering for a quiet corner. The river listened to his whispered echoes.

                        
                        It made his thoughts real and set them all out in a line of sense.

                        
                        When he was done, he walked back through the town. The noise and clamour didn’t bother him, the crowds on the pavements, vomiting into drains. Everything the river both hated and ached for about the town went by unnoticed. These people weren’t loud, shrieking monsters. They were blank, unfathomable, voids. He did not get them and most of the time, he did not want to.

                        
                        That night the storm broke and drowned the town. The river did not flood, but pattered down the windows of the boy’s house.

                        
                        “You are not ready yet,” she said.

                        
                        He still thought he could win. He still imagined the town would open up its arms and notice.

                        
                        

                        
                        One year, the boy ran down to the river on the very first day of term after the winter holidays. He saw too many backs turned, eyes round corners and muffled snickers. Too many friends spent too much time with someone else. Each time they kissed, part of him crumbled. The river whispered through the falling snow. Words turned to slush. He skidded on the pavement and sat down with a crash.

                        
                        The river sat on the bank, all white-fur-wrapped like an arctic hare. Ears pricked.

                        
                        “I think it’s time to leave now,” the boy said. He tucked his chill fingers under his arms and watched the water.

                        
                        The town behind them went about its business in Wellington boots and fur-lined hoods.

                        
                        “They don’t understand.” The river knew this and still she ached for the town to embrace her, to need her, to know her name. She was one of their children. She wanted to dance with all of them and at the same time hide and watch them dance together. “They never will.”

                        
                        “I don’t want to choose just one. I want everybody. The whole world.”

                        
                        Part of that was a lie, she knew. He didn’t want to choose because, deep down like her he knew, no one would ever choose him. So she chose him. The river wrapped an arm about his shoulders and he did not fight. “Then head for the sea,” she whispered in his ear. Then she pushed him forward and he let himself fall. Face first, knees cracked, into the ice and through. He rushed away, not looking back as the water took him. He had a chance to get away as she had failed to do.

                        
                        He was playing with dolphins and tuna fishermen’s nets before the sun rose and rose again.

                        
                        

                        
                        One chill midwinter day, when the snow promised but never arrived and ice dripped to swords from the drainpipes and stair-rails, a man walking his dog found the old woman beneath a willow tree in the park. It was the first place the river could release her. Release herself. She tired of letting people in and sending them away again. She taught them a truth she could never learn herself. They will never see you. She should have gone to the sea long ago as well, instead of clinging to this town. To the yearly parties they had never wanted her at, as person or as river. They brought her flowers each year, sat beside her and filled her with their stories. As a river, there was nowhere to hide, and streets to flood if she needed to.

                        
                        But, really, they still did not see her. Who sees a river unless it is lapping at the lintel? She thought, as she left, that maybe now they would see her as her true self, for the first and last time. She thought she would give them one last chance.

                        
                        The concrete walls fell away to pebble beach and there she lay. A halo of white hair fanned around her walnut face but she looked happy.

                        
                        It made the front page.

                        
                        Perhaps it was the place she picked, or the day, or just happenstance and luck. Another victim of the river, they said. Theories ran through the streets for at least a week. They buried her nameless, memorialised and all about with flowers, in the yard at the top of the hill. From there she watched them, and the river flowing through the town towards the sea.

                        
                    
                        ‘On Your Wings’, Omi Wilde

                        
                        Above, in the blinding blue, the vultures slice lazy pirouettes through the wind currents. Below, the stranger wakes. He retches the water from his lungs with a feeble violence that convulses his slight form. He is naked, but for a delicately wrought circlet still tangled with the thick sodden mass of his hair. The sun glints on the gold of the circlet and the lighter gold of his broken and battered body. He lays half in the froth and thunder of the river, half thrown out onto the jagged grey blue boulders. His body is covered in purpling bruises and his skin is ripped and torn deeply. His one leg is a bloody mess, gleaming white bone cracked and protruding through the flesh.

                        
                        It could be considered a miracle that he is alive at all. It is not, perhaps, a miracle he is very appreciative of, but the instinct of survival persists and he slowly attempts to rise. He vomits with pain and falls back against the rocks. He stays there, but his dazed and bloodshot eyes warily take in the river bank and, above, the tall thin pines, burnt gold grass and scrub. He glances downstream. He doesn’t remember why—and his mind is both drawn to it and recoils from it like a tongue probing the space where a tooth should be—but he knows he cannot seek refuge in that direction. Knows instead that he must continue upstream.

                        
                        The stranger believes himself alone. The children watching him are quiet and well-hidden, though they seem almost to vibrate with excitement and fear. There is a whispered argument—a clamour of questions all directed at the tallest child, who stays motionless, pressed into the rocks and watching the stranger intently.

                        
                        One child tugs at his sleeve and asks “Do you see anything else?”

                        
                        Another child, smaller and shyer, suggests “Maybe it’s the gold on his head. Maybe that’s what we were sent to find?”

                        
                        Yet another, decisively, “We should just take the gold. Push him back into the river.”

                        
                        Finally, the tall boy speaks, “No. We take him to Meri. The river brought him to us, and look —” He points up.

                        
                        The others still. They watch the vultures wheel and glide above the stranger and wordlessly acquiesce.

                        
                        The stranger has also stilled. The blood from his wounds has pooled on the boulders and his face is ashen. He does not hear the children approach. They move with fierce cooperation and he is barely conscious. He offers no resistance, except that of a deadweight. They attempt to pull him into something resembling standing and, supporting his left side, half drag half carry him; compelling him forward and upward into the woods. The stranger is lulled into some strange daydream rhythm of fever and pain, of heat and exhaustion, of a body in motion.

                        
                        Abruptly, they halt in front of a cedar plank enclosure.

                        
                        Another whispered argument commences, but this time a deeper rough edged voice has joined the children’s. They call this voice “Gulo” and their tone is half defiant, half cajoling. Again the older boy invokes “Meri.” Finally, a gate opens. A pale sharp face looks down at him and the same voice snarls in his ear, “Better watch yourself, Stranger.” The words are only dimly heard through the haze of fever but the menace cuts through sharp and cold.

                        
                        The stranger struggles for a moment against his captors but the world whirls on its axis and he stumbles down into the dust. The last thing he sees before entirely losing consciousness is a volt of vultures roosting on a water tower—he thinks they cock their heads in unison, staring down at him as he falls.

                        
                        Time passes in jagged disjointed vignettes.

                        
                        His wounds are washed, and sewn, and bandaged, and changed and re-bandanged, the shattered bone of his leg set, infections lanced, and gentle hands pour bitter teas into him and feed him small bowls of salty broth.

                        
                        Out of a dream haze of fever and fear the stranger wakes, his fingers instantly reaching for the circlet and fluttering with panic when they find only tangled curls. It’s gone. Gone. But no, there. The gleam of gold catches his wildly roaming eyes and there it is, set on a three-legged stool beside the mattress he lies on. He clutches it to him—pressing the cool metal into his hands so hard it leaves a mark. Dragging his left leg behind him, he crawls out of bed, out of the tent, into the cool night, out of the camp and upriver. When he can go no further, he collapses in the dirt beneath the stark skeleton of a maple tree and buries the circlet.

                        
                        When the stranger wakes next, he is back on the thin mattress in the same tent as before. He crawls from his sickbed again, and again, each time heading upriver. The children retrieve him—bringing him back from wherever his wounds and exhaustion have left him unable to continue his desperate confused flight. The third time he is bound, gently, to the bed.

                        
                        The fever finally breaks. He wakes into lucidity—and darkness and panic. Gasping and flailing against soft restraints he attempts to sit up, but a heavy hand pushes him back down. A voice mumbles something low and rough-edged. A lighter voice responds and then calls out. The stranger’s breath catches hard as he hears the swish and murmur of people crowding around. The weight of the hand on his chest is suffocating.

                        
                        And then it releases, and he can breathe once more. Someone unties the bandages wound around his head and blinking he looks directly up into blue-black eyes.

                        
                        There are other figures filling the tent but the stranger sees only the woman above him, the graceful lines of her big-boned face and hooked nose haloed in clear winter sunlight. She is a giantess, towering even seated, as she is, in a wheeled chair drawn close to the bed he is tied to.

                        
                        “I am Meri,” she says with an authority that makes whether it is name or title meaningless. She waits.

                        
                        When the stranger stares wide-eyed and makes no response she reaches out and clasps strong calloused hands around his face. Her gaze is kind, but ruthless as the sun in the way it scours and assesses. “Who are you child?” she asks.

                        
                        The stranger licks cracked lips but does not answer.

                        
                        Another voice, strangely familiar and comforting, says thoughtfully, “Meri—the wound to his head, all the injuries he’s sustained, the fevers… Everything. There is a possibility… These things, they can affect memory and—he may not know the answer to that question.”

                        
                        Meri nods in acknowledgement and speaks again to the stranger, “Do you know anything of yourself?”

                        
                        The stranger breathes their first word, “No.” And then, haltingly, “I… don’t remember.”

                        
                        “Very well.” Meri turns to the small group of children clustered at her right hand and asks, “You found this one cast up on the rocks, yes?” A quick silent chorus of nods. She turns back, smiles, and releases his face from her hands, saying “You shall be Oncor—if it suits you.”

                        
                        The stranger tastes the syllables, whispering them softly, and the slim ghost of a smile crosses his face. “Oncor. Yes.”

                        
                        Then fear rolls back over it.

                        
                        “Who are you? What do you want of me? I can’t… I can’t stay. I…” His voice trails off and he mutters, halting and uncertain, “Have to keep going. Upriver? Have to…” His hands clench, “I can’t remember.”

                        
                        And then, voice rising with panic, “Let me go!”

                        
                        Meri laughs, rich and warm. “No one is keeping you, child.”

                        
                        In answer, he strains against the strips of cloth that bind him to the bed.

                        
                        Meri waves a hand, still smiling and two children move forward and untie him. In one sharp jerky motion he attempts to stand. Pain sears through him, but gentle—strangely familiar—hands catch him, supporting him as his leg evidently cannot.

                        
                        “This one here, Vulpes, he’s our healer. He’s tended to you and your injuries,” Meri says, with a nod of approval to the tall broadly built youth in flowing robes and jingling jewelry who lowers Oncor slowly back to the mattress.

                        
                        Vulpes is beautiful—eyes charcoaled and hair in oiled ringlets—like the court ladies, Oncor thinks and then wonders where that thought came from.

                        
                        Still gasping, Oncor respectfully mumbles his thanks to Vulpes.

                        
                        Vulpes nods and his sharpened incisors gleam in a wide smile. He says—and his voice is warm and husky and so familiar, as though Oncor has always known it—”Your injuries are healing, but they’re still severe. Your leg was fractured and the bone ruptured through the flesh. I’ve never seen such a severe break and though I’ve mended it to the best of my abilities it will take months to heal. You really shouldn’t try to put any weight on it at all, let alone walk anywhere. We have a chair you could use and I…” he pauses and then finishes, “truly would recommend you stay with us awhile longer. Let your body heal. Perhaps your memories will return as well.”

                        
                        Meri adds, “Wait until the winter storms are done, at least.”

                        
                        Oncor looks up guardedly at both of them. “What will your hospitality cost me?”

                        
                        Meri laughs. “Oh child. It will cost you nothing. You’re not the first wounded outcast to wash up here—some go, some stay but if the birds tell us to welcome them, we do.”

                        
                        Oncor still stares at her with confusion and suspicion.

                        
                        Vulpes turns back to Meri. “He is tired and still confused. We should let him rest.”

                        
                        Meri nods agreement and wheels herself backwards, turns and straightens to wheel out where the front tent flap has been drawn aside. The others follow her. Oncor catches sight of the sharp-faced hostile man from the gate—Gulo?—striding along by Meri’s right hand.

                        
                        After they leave, Oncor lies still and tries to think. Tries to tally his injures. The leg he can see is emaciated and knotted with still healing stitches. His torso, likewise. There is a large lump at the back of his skull. All these things are superficial enough though—he could keep going. It’s his left leg that’s a problem. Vulpes has indeed tended to it deftly and expertly—a full splinted cast from thigh to ankle. It would be more than a minor hindrance.

                        
                        He knows he needs to keep going, knows it like a fish hook in his gut. There is danger behind and something imperative ahead and no matter the kindness shown to him here he cannot stay. But—there has been kindness. Whoever he is and whoever these people are, he is in their debt. And that too, is an imperative.

                        
                        By the time dusk falls and a small child drifts in, evidently sent to check on him, he has made a bargain with himself. He will find some way to repay these people. He will let them care for him, as they seem so intent on doing, and he’ll let himself rest and grow stronger and then—when Spring comes—he’ll leave. He smiles tentatively at the child and the child grins gap-toothed back at him and runs away.

                        
                        In a few minutes there is a light step and a jingle and Vulpes ducks through and brings him a bowl of rich fishy broth. Oncor finds the words difficult in his mouth but Vulpes seems to know that he wants to say something and waits. Finally Oncor mumbles, between mouthfuls, “Give my gratitude to Meri and tell her I will accept her generosity.”

                        
                        Vulpes only nods and begins to move to the tent flap.

                        
                        Quickly then, Oncor adds, “And… my thanks to you. For… everything.”

                        
                        Vulpes smiles, sharp and sweet.

                        
                        Oncor mostly sleeps several more days away but on the fourth he grows restless. Despite Vulpes’ warning he tries to stand but the pain is still severe and he falls in a twisted heap. To his shame, Vulpes enters the tent at that moment. Oncor tries to hold his head high but he knows how ridiculous he must look and braces for a rebuke. Instead, Vulpes only offers him his broad capable hands in assistance and asks sympathetically, “Bored and restless, aren’t you? I broke my leg once too—oh much less severely then you—and the boredom was almost worse than the pain.”

                        
                        Startled, Oncor only nods.

                        
                        Vulpes squeezes his hand and leaves, but only for a moment. He returns with an armful of fine woven nets. He dumps them in Oncor’s lap and laughs at his startled bewilderment. “You can keep busy with these,” he says, showing Oncor the tears and holes to be mended and the way to hook and weave them together.

                        
                        Oncor starts to shove the nets aside, trying to formulate some protest—he knows this is not suitable work, it’s undignified, it’s common—but Vulpes says quietly and firmly, “It is, after all, fish soup that’s nourished you,” and Oncor does not argue with that.

                        
                        Mending the nets is both difficult and monotonous. Oncor had never thought of such menial work when he vowed to repay his hosts for their kindness. His fingers tangle and catch and the fine strands slip and snag. His thoughts do something similar—tracing around the gaping holes of his missing memories and almost hooking together fleeting half memories that slide away as he reaches for them.

                        
                        Oncor continues to struggle and sweat over the nets all day. He finally finishes one as the day comes to a close and Vulpes enters the tent, carrying not yet more soup but roasted fish and tubers. As Oncor eats, Vulpes looks over his work. Vulpes shakes his head as tests the strength of the repairs and strands unravel and rupture. He squeezes Oncor’s shoulder kindly as he leaves. Oncor bites his lip, tasting blood, and carefully sets down his plate. Snarling suddenly, he hurls the nets across the room and lies back breathing heavily. Eventually, he sleeps.

                        
                        Sometime in the night he wakes to see the nets glinting in the moonlight. He stares at them, resentful and guilty, and then begins to crawl, dragging his splinted left leg behind him. The earthen floor seems to stretch unending and everything aches. When he finally reaches the nets, he curls like a cat around them. Only for a minute, he tells himself, as he falls asleep.

                        
                        In the morning he wakes to find himself tucked back into bed and the nets neatly spread out and draped at the end of the bed. Vulpes says nothing about it when he brings Oncor breakfast.

                        
                        It takes four days of frustration and clumsy inadequate work but on the fourth day the sun slants in through the tent canvas, bathing him in warmth, and the ropes slide through his fingers and knit together easy and smooth. Unconsciously, Oncor begins to sing. Vulpes ducks in through the open tent flap, and Oncor stops. He knows he shouldn’t have been singing and his stomach twists. It’s undignified, not suitable. But Vulpes sings an answering refrain, a honeyed deep bass, and suddenly Oncor doesn’t know where that previous cold certainty came from. Tentatively, he begins singing again and by nightfall three nets are mended smooth and strong.

                        
                        That evening Vulpes asks him if he’d like to have his supper with the others in the great hall.

                        
                        The scale of the camp, previously only glimpsed through a fever smog, startles Oncor. It’s a huge sprawling affair of tents and shanties, fish drying racks, gardens, even a massive forge—all of it radiating out from a massive central building of logs. It’s largely open—big doors flung wide so it seems more almost a roof on posts. Beside it, Oncor eyes alight on the water tower that he saw on that first day. He can’t help laughing at the relief he feels when he sees its barren lines and he twists back to Vulpes, who’s pushing the handles of the wheeled chair he’s helped Oncor into, to tell him, “When the children first brought me here, I was so delirious I thought vultures were perched there, watching me as I fell.”

                        
                        Vulpes laughs then, “Oh, but that was no fever dream, my dear.”

                        
                        “What?” Oncor startles and stares up at him.

                        
                        “Oh yes, they roost there—it’s their tree, really. But they’ve left of course, for warmer climes, you know? Actually, come to think of it, I believe they left the day you came. Don’t worry, they’ll be back—they always return to us.”

                        
                        Oncor hadn’t been worried. But he is now. On several counts. “But—” he struggles wordlessly for a moment. “You live… with death birds? In your camp?”

                        
                        Vulpes grins toothily, clearly enjoying himself at Oncor’s bewildered expense. “Oh yes,” he says airily, “certainly we do. We’re all scavengers ourselves here—why shouldn’t they roost with us?”

                        
                        Oncor can only nod, hesitantly accepting this strangeness and adding it to all the others.

                        
                        The great hall is strung with lanterns and tinkling wind chimes, blazing with the heat of the cooking fires. It is full, so full of voices and bodies swirling in an overwhelming and terrifyingly orchestrated chaos.

                        
                        Vulpes brings them to a gentle stop just outside and waits while Oncor watches for a moment. He begins to pick individuals and actions of the chaos. There is Meri, the still eye of the hurricane, who catches his glance and holds it with a steady smile. There is Gulo standing at her right shoulder, muscle-corded arms crossed. A crowd of children are laughing and chattering while slicing vegetables. There is an older woman with a shaved head who herds the children and feeds the fire, over which they are roasting a rack of fish and a whole pig. A tall thin white bearded man is decanting, from a great oak barrel, some kind of alcohol that smells wickedly strong.

                        
                        It is, Oncor decides with relief, not, as he had first thought in a panicked moment, anything like the dance hall of his father. Belatedly, he pounces on that thought. His father had a dance hall. It’s a fragment only but it’s something. He clutches it to him and nods and smiles up at Vulpes, who wheels him into the tumult and seats him at a table near Meri. The white vulture follows them and Meri reaches down to it and lifts it to perch on the arm of her chair.

                        
                        Dinner is raucous and rich. Oncor puts his head down and eats, trying not to draw attention to himself. Stays watchful and wary. He counts and recognizes it as he does so as a habit, a calming trick.

                        
                        Fifteen adults.

                        
                        Six children.

                        
                        Twenty-two potential sharp weapons.

                        
                        Twelve potential blunt weapons.

                        
                        Nineteen people who seem—happy? Oncor cannot detect deception in their faces as they laugh and talk. The words he can overhear seem to contain no barbs or hidden meanings. There seems to be no delicate dance of power and influence. He feels lost.

                        
                        One crying child, whose necklace has broken spilling the beads into the dust.

                        
                        One older woman, pale and thin, who vacillates between cheerful and then distraught. Oncor struggles to divine a reason for her ephemeral moods.

                        
                        Vulpes leans closer to say, “Her memories too are damaged, though it is a different and more severe malady than yours, a thing that happens with old age sometimes… She drifts through time and sometimes forgets who we are or where she is.”

                        
                        Oncor is ashamed that Vulpes caught him watching and ducks his head lower, but no one rebukes him. This too feels strange and confusing.

                        
                        As the meal draws to a close, Meri clinks a spoon to her tankard. The sound is small but quiet reverberates out from it as the room stills. This at least, is familiar. Oncor hears some echo of the past saying “You must command the room, as I do, with one word or look or gesture” and then, his stomach curdles as, flat and cutting as a sword, another voice hisses in his ear, “You can’t. You’re soft. You will never make a warrior.”

                        
                        But in this moment it is Meri speaking, slowly and quietly and everyone is listening. And she, like the voices in his head, is speaking about him.

                        
                        “This is Oncor, or at least that shall be his name while he stays with us. As you all know, he was severely injured—as many of us have been when we first arrived here. He has lost much—including memories of his past—and I wish for you to treat him with kindness and welcome.”

                        
                        And they do.

                        
                        The only one with reservations seems to be Gulo, though if Oncor didn’t remember Gulo’s harsh warning he might think the man merely taciturn. As it is, Oncor simply avoids him. It’s not hard. Gulo is the camp’s lookout and guard—self-appointed Oncor suspects, possibly unfairly—and Oncor doesn’t leave the camp. His days are more than full enough within the camp’s walls.

                        
                        Vulpes continues to care for him and help him with the things he can’t do for himself and Oncor continues to mend nets and begins too to join with the rest of the camp in the communal chores, helping with what cooking and cleaning and weeding he can do. It is all humble work and occasionally that still chafes, but he shoves the feeling away adamantly. Meri does much the same work in the camp—often their chairs are drawn side by side over a laundry tub or slicing fish thin for drying at counters that he realizes must have been made a convenient height for her in her chair—and if the work is not too humble for as proud and strong a leader as she, then it is not too humble for him.

                        
                        In this way, there comes to be an easy rhythm to life and Oncor could almost forget the past that he can’t remember and the insistent pull of the future that he knows must take him away from this warm hearth, this strange family. The strangeness still catches at him and disorients him. Mostly he doesn’t even know how he knows that there is strangeness, only that there is.

                        
                        The children for instance—Oncor wonders about them. Surely they cannot all be abandoned infants taken in by the camp? Some must have been born here. The shape of relationships here is hard to disentangle though. He feels certain that there should be more formality, more rules, more concrete delineations. He does not know whether Gulo is Meri’s vassal, her lieutenant, her lover, her brother-in-arms—he can sense a thread connecting them but no one names it and he cannot think how to ask without risking offense. It is much the same for all the other relationships. And the pups—everyone calls the children this as though they are a many-headed single entity—all seem to have no parents. Or rather, it seems as though all the adults of the camp act as their parents.

                        
                        Oncor asks once, whose the children are, but Vulpes seems confused. “They aren’t slaves!” he exclaims, obviously horrified.

                        
                        “No. No.” Oncor tries to clarify, “I mean, who are their parents? They’re not all orphans are they?”

                        
                        “Oh.” Vulpes says. “Well, of course some did come to us, spat up by the river like you, or fleeing some evil, or merely lost. Some were born here. Let me think—Rubus was born to Acer, maybe? Yes, that was the first birth I attended. As for their father, I suppose Acer might know that perhaps, but I never asked them. And Lagom came with Musc, from the same village—it was burned to the ground. But none of them are orphans. We’re their family—all of us.”

                        
                        Oncor considers that. “But. What about inheritance?”

                        
                        Again, Vulpes is puzzled. “What do you mean?”

                        
                        “How can fathers bequeath the tools of their trade and their wealth to their son? And mothers to their daughters? If you don’t even know which children are whose? Surely no man would want his things to go to someone not of his blood?” Oncor knows this is how it is done, has always been done, but as he says it, he feels his own certainty slip away.

                        
                        Vulpes laughs. “What? No, no, no, my goodness, that would be ridiculous!” He sobers and amends himself, “Well, it seems ridiculous to me, but of course, there’s more ways than one to spot carrion, as we say—and maybe how you describe this ‘inheritance’ is even how it’s done in most places. I wouldn’t know. I washed up here when I was very young and I don’t remember much of where I came from.” He sighs softly then and adds, “I truly meant no disrespect, my friend.”

                        
                        Oncor shakes his head quickly, “No. I don’t… I don’t even know myself where my own ideas about such things come from.”

                        
                        Vulpes looks at Oncor with warm wine-dark eyes and gently reaches out a hand to rest lightly on his shoulder for a brief moment—then says, “I shall try to explain how we do things.” He pauses, gathering his thoughts. “So. I ‘inherited’ the tools of healing and medicine from the one who trained me—it was Plantago. You remember her? She keeps her hair shaved short and often watches over the children and their games. Her fingers are too arthritic now to stitch and tend to wounds as they once did. She trained me, not because I was, as you say, of her blood, but because I took the most interest in the work she did, because I thought it was a miraculous and beautiful thing the way she could ease pain and help the wounded and ill. She chose me and I chose her and this work. I’m sure it will be much the same for these children. Already little Musc is Gulo’s shadow and Melinae is trying to interest one of the children in smithing. She’s begun to grow restless and wants to pass the skills and responsibilities to someone else.”

                        
                        Oncor thinks on that for a few days. Just chewing around the edges of it while he mends nets and washes dishes.

                        
                        “I’ve another question.”

                        
                        “Oh,” Vulpes laughs, “you’re as full of questions as the pups.”

                        
                        When Oncor pauses, unsure if he should continue, Vulpes laughs again. “Well out with it—I didn’t say it was a bad thing to be full of questions.”

                        
                        Relieved, Oncor continues, slowly though, still feeling out exactly how to ask. “What about your beads?”

                        
                        “What do you mean, honey? What about them?” Vulpes’ hands tangle and jingle through the long swaying mess of chain and trinkets as he cocks his head to the side, questioning but patient, always so patient. Such kindness makes Oncor swallow hard and stumble on his words.

                        
                        “I mean. That kind of inheritance. Who’d get your beads? Those kind of things? I mean…” Oncor pauses, “Don’t you want to leave that kind of thing to the ones you love? To… to remember you by.”

                        
                        “Well! And are you angling for a bequeathal yourself, now? Got your eye on a particular strand, do you?”

                        
                        Oncor knows it’s a joke. Vulpes’ voice is all teasing crooked laughter. Oncor tries to laugh too but there’s a sudden image in his head of the rings being roughly stripped from a dead man’s hand—taken by right of inheritance and somehow it seems taken from him, from him as well as the empty corpse of a man he only half-knew—and his throat catches. He shakes his head.

                        
                        Vulpes sees the flicker in the other man’s face and fills the silence quickly. “I don’t know really—I suppose I never thought of making it my problem to figure out who gets which bauble.” He laughs again, and then continues thoughtfully, “I think I’d just as soon give my loved ones things to remember me before I’m in the ground.” The laughter returns, “Rather more fun for me that way, don’t you think?”

                        
                        Oncor nods. They return to weeding, side by side, until the dinner bell.

                        
                        After dinner, as always, Vulpes walks with Oncor back to his tent and helps him transfer from the wheelchair to the bed. He turns away. And then turns back, the candlelight glinting off those sharp teeth when he smiles, and he drops something around Oncor’s neck—then leaves in a swift rustle of robes. Oncor’s fingers trace around the gold chain, and the small uneven rough river pearl drop hanging from it, over and over until he falls asleep.

                        
                        In the morning, Oncor seeks out the blacksmith, Melinae. He realizes, as he approaches her, that he doesn’t know what he’s going to say, or how to say it, or indeed how to talk to her. Has he said one word to her before now? She looks up though, from where she’s working at the forge and it’s too late to turn tail. She watches him approach with a measured gaze.

                        
                        When he’s wheeled himself in front of her, she grunts, “Hold this.” His hands move automatically to do so.

                        
                        A few minutes later, she gestures at the bellows and he moves to pump them, steadily and evenly as he has seen some of the pups do under her instruction. She nods at him, brief but approving, and continues hammering.

                        
                        When Melinae starts talking it seems almost as if she is talking to herself, but her voice is pitched just so, so that Oncor can hear it over the ringing of the hammer. She explains each motion as she transforms broken pieces of metal—scavenged from the river, maybe, like him—into fish hooks.

                        
                        Oncor feels relief flood through him. She doesn’t need him to explain, he need only be useful and he can learn. Through the heat ripples of the forge and the sweat in his eyes, he smiles.

                        
                        The next day and the next, Oncor helps Melinae at the forge. No one comments, but Meri draws her chair near them when she fixes nets and watches them work. And several weeks later, when Melinae at last allows him to make his first clumsy fish hook, Gulo stops beside Meri and watches him too. Oncor could almost think that the older man was smiling and something about the softening of the wrinkled harsh lines of his face makes his chest ache fiercely.

                        
                        The days continue to blur one into the next. The passage of time is marked only by little moments, little interruptions to the daily rhythm.

                        
                        Vulpes saws the cast from Oncor’s leg and helps him take his first wobbly steps.

                        
                        Oncor overhears—half accident, half curiosity—a moment between Meri and Gulo, in which Gulo says, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to doubt you and you were right, as always. It is only that I worry. You are kind and sometimes maybe too much so.”

                        
                        Meri’s face softens, the long lines curving down from her eyes creasing into canyons. She says, “I know.” And then teasingly but still a rebuke, “You should have trusted me.”

                        
                        Gulo sighs and leans sideways bumping his shoulder against hers and rests his head there for a moment.

                        
                        Oncor thinks of a hound, thin and sleek and perfectly groomed with a gold collar set with jewels, just like the crown he once wore, and leaning into him just so. He has ceased to probe much at such memories. They flash into his mind and then fragment away and trying to capture and dissect them has accomplished nothing.

                        
                        Oncor is washing dishes when he sees the pups running by all adorned with dandelion crowns. The bright gold of spring-time. His hands pause in the gritty water. He finishes the pot and sets it aside with the others—then straightens and slowly, thoughtfully stretches.

                        
                        Undressing before bed that night he runs his hands over the neatly healed scars on his torso and legs. He performs his exercises. It’s been, oh, how long?—weeks maybe—since he needed Vulpes help with them. His left leg is weaker; the ache has dulled but it has never quite left. Still, it carries him. Vulpes has done work to be proud of.

                        
                        Two days later the vultures return.

                        
                        Oncor has finally asked to learn how to work with gold. It’s different from other metals, Melinae explains curtly, “Softer, easy to damage.” “And,” she adds, almost reluctantly, “I’ve less experience with it. But I can still teach you what I know.”

                        
                        Through the clang and clatter as they work Oncor hears something and looks up. The entire pack of pups comes running past the forge, laughing and shouting. Flying behind them, huge wings angling to allow them to fit between the tents, are a flock, an unending stream, of massive vultures. Oncor freezes. He knows it’s not a hallucination or fever dream but it has the feel of one.

                        
                        Melinae starts shutting down the forge, methodical as always, but she’s humming a lilting little tune. Oncor moves to help her automatically and when they’re done Melinae smiles at Oncor, a real big broad grin and, unexpectedly, takes his hand. “Come,” she says, eyes shining, “they’ll want to see you.”

                        
                        Oncor swallows but Melinae’s hand is warm and strong around his and he follows. They are birds of death and fear and horror—and now Oncor is standing in perhaps the exact spot of dusty ground where they watched him fall, moons ago. Their eyes are beady and glittering and he is afraid. His fear is intensified, not lessened, by the atmosphere of celebration. It is too strange, too wrong and his head whirls.

                        
                        Meri emerges from a tent, strong arms propelling herself forward and her face is glowing. A pure white vulture swoops down, wings slicing through the air and lands on her chair back. It rubs its head against her, pulls at her hair and she strokes its feathers. It is a communion of some kind and Oncor had thought Meri a queen but now he sees he was wrong, she is a priestess.

                        
                        Oncor wants to run but can’t, his feet are leaden and his heart stutters futilely. Vulpes swirls jingling out of the crowd and takes his right hand—Melinae still clasps his left—and sandwhiched between their two broad bodies Oncor’s heart slows.

                        
                        Meri’s eyes open and she smiles and looks directly at Oncor and across the meters that separate them he feels the reassurance of her hands cupping his face.

                        
                        This is only one more strangeness.

                        
                        Oncor begins to count. One, two, three, twenty-two vultures. Vulpes watches Oncor’s mouth moving silently and he smiles and whispers in his ear, “They came home with a new member of the flock—they do that sometimes. You see there,” and he points, “that one, the smaller one with the reddish tinge to its plumage.”

                        
                        “Yes,” Oncor says, “I see.”

                        
                        The next morning, Oncor wakens early. The rest of the camp is still asleep—they celebrated and sang and drank until long after the moon had risen. The grey pre-dawn is chill but he knows the sun will soon burn away the fog. The day will be fair and hot. He helps himself to a breakfast of dried fish but he doesn’t pack anything. There is nothing to pack—he will not take from those who have already given him so much.

                        
                        When he leaves the camp, Gulo is at his guard post and awake but he watches outward and Oncor thinks he can slide by. He almost does. Gulo swivels cat-like at the last moment. He tilts his head almost imperceptibly when he sees Oncor and the corner of his mouth quirks when he says, gruff but warm, “Better watch yourself, stranger.” Oncor hesitates for a heartbeat then and grins broadly back at the older man. He continues out. He heads upstream. He knows where he’s going, knows what he’s doing. What he must.

                        
                        It doesn’t take Oncor long to find it. It’s only twenty minutes or so upstream. A gentle walk but he remembers the wrenching pain, hauling himself by his bloodied finger nails up that final stretch slippery slope to curl beneath the spreading branches of a huge maple. It’s blushed with bright green now, awhirl with fuzzy little helicopters and leaf buds and it glows in the brightening dawn. He can almost see the impression his battered body made in the mud there, sheltering between the maple tree’s roots.

                        
                        Oncor digs carefully, with his hands. His hands—the same hands that dug in this same dirt before, but they are so changed now as to be almost unrecognizable. Open bleeding wounds have healed into faint white traceries; ragged nails are trimmed and filed; cracked rough skin is soft and smooth. The crown is unchanged though, despite the moons that have passed. He washes the dirt from it and studies it carefully—tracing the elegant lines, the intricate scrollwork and the wine-dark gems. He places it on his head and watches his rippling reflection in the river for a moment. Then he looks upstream. He stares long and hard and he lets himself surrender to that relentless tug deep in his bones, in his ribcage, a longing and a knowing.

                        
                        And then he takes the crown off.

                        
                        Oncor examines it as Melinae has taught him to. It’s a very pure gold. Soft. Malleable and easy to reshape. This, Melinae has told him, is not a flaw. It will never make a sword or even a fishing hook but it can be forged into things of beauty. Things that glitter and jingle, things Vulpes would wear. And a ring, maybe. A bangle, like the one Melinae wears. Trinkets. Nothing to compare to what they have given him, but something. Something solid and warm and golden and right. Oncor smiles and begins the walk back to the camp, back to the forge, back to the birds of death and the people who live with them.

                        
                    
                        ‘Proven Strategies in Human Public Relations’, Davian Aw

       
                        It began with the broadcasts we picked up from deep space,
                            
radiowaves decoded into image and audio just like our own
                            
movies; too much like our own, if we’d had time to think
                            
amidst the global excitement when the first screenings beamed
                            
down from satellites: windows to an ethereal heaven,
                            
a beacon of sentience from light years away shining onto
                            
our screens and right into our hearts, humanity glued to
                            
a tale from another place better than this. We watched
                            
strange-limbed bodies enact myriad dreams, tuned our souls
                            
to the swell of the opening theme, synced our hearts to the beat
                            
of their joys and pain, rooting for a pantheon of heroes
                            
and learning their names. Without knowing it, they were teaching us
                            
their language, their slang weaving into the weft of our own.
                            
Kids hung up their posters. Ads appropriated their faces.
                            
The social feeds filled with their gifs and their memes.
                            
Fan forums ran high with anticipation, hashing out theories
                            
and gushing over ’ships, role-playing as members of that grand
                            
civilisation, that magic utopia from the far-flung stars.

                        
                        Our fashions adapted: shirts flowing with empty sleeves,
                            
beauty products that made your skin blue, your eyes inky
                            
almonds of black, your hair thickly twined like antennae;
                            
our minds wracked to ruin with inhuman desire, we lived
                            
lurid fantasies on our virtual planes. If only
                            
they would come here to Earth! We hoped they would judge us
                            
all adequate, our worship pleasing, our imitations worthy
                            
offerings to prove our equality. We bore their flags on our bodies,
                            
branded their script on our skin, christened our offspring
                            
with their exquisite names. We wept as they wept
                            
when their Marn slaves revolted and blew up the sun-mines
                            
that powered their home. We despaired as their refugees wearily
                            
traversed the cloud-deep waste of their devastated globe.
                            
Their loved ones fell to ash and we mourned each demise,
                            
locking doors to sob on beds—Kiru’ik was so young, why
                            

         did ae have to die, and just before aer first mating circle!
                            

         Poor Spokt-e! aer hearts must be broken!
      

                        
                        Their radar found a new home. We howled with relief
                            
spread the joy on our airwaves, threw parties to celebrate.
                            
We held them in our hearts as their ships soared through space
                            
meeting trials and tribulations and making it through; hugged
                            
each other for comfort when their first scouts reported
                            
that new home inhabited with no room for them.
                            
But supplies were fast dwindling, fuel cells soon depleted,
                            
and Theanu—their leader, that wise, gentle soul—
                            
made the painful decision (oh, how it hurt aer hearts)
                            
to replace the inhabitants, a primitive race for whom death
                            
would be kindness.

                        
                        The council was solemn. They did not like taking life,
                            
but their children, their children! they had to survive
                            
for they loved them so much, and they kissed them goodnight
                            
whispering rest now, you little ones. we fight for your future.
                            
NASA broadcast the warnings—a perfunctory measure
                            
before their armed forces blackened our skies.

                        
                        With understanding smiles, we greeted their guns.
                            
Hands down,
                            
we gladly fell.


               