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he sweat on her back pooled thickly, her thin white scrap of a 

barong sticking to her lower back. Her muscles ached as she bent 

down in a squat amongst the rice fields that had once belonged to 

her family, inspecting the crop. Tala and her sisters were out in 

these fields to move the newly sprouted seedling around. The taste of 

warm dirt and muddy water coated her parched tongue as she looked down 

the row to see how much longer it would be before they could stop. 

Ughhh. I’m behind again. 

Tala just turned thirteen in the past month, an age where she could 

no longer hide behind her mother’s skirts in the kitchens of the planta-

tions. Growing up, her family had told her of the legend of the famous 

warrior, Lapu-Lapu, who helped defeat the Spanish explorer, Magellan, on 

the island of Mactan. It was a magnificent victory for her fellow “Indios” 

as the Spanish called them, but it would not last as more of the conquerors 

came. The Spaniards had taken the ancestral farmland from Tala’s family 

generations ago, turning it into their plantation paradise and forcing her 

T 



4 
 

family and others to work the land. Tala’s mother would tell her bedtime 

stories of the golden days when the diwatas guided their people, and they 

lived in harmony with nature. 

“Hey, psst,” her sister yelled at the end of the rice field, “Hurry! Or 

you will get in trouble!” 

Tala froze as she realized she had been daydreaming again. Her sister 

was already at the end of her portion of the field, leaving Tala alone in the 

dirty rice water with at least fifty baby rice sprouts to move. The position 

of the sun and the shadows on the ground gave Tala an estimate of only 

half an hour left before the supervisors would be out inspecting the 

progress. She had to concentrate and bite the inside of her cheek to steady 

her hands and will her aching muscles forward.  

Don’t cry. Just keep working. You need to finish.  

The supervisors at these plantations were strict, according to Tala’s 

mother.  

“Those mestizo suck-ups think they’re better than we are just because 

they have the foreigners’ blood,” she’d grumble to her children after an 

exhausting day. “I don’t care what your father thinks, they’re a disgrace, 

strutting around here like they’re the Masters. They’re just the bastards 

who look paler like their white devil fathers…” 

Tala’s father would usually hush her up by then, trying not to draw 

attention to his wife’s bold, crass statements. He knew they walked a fine 

line, trying to survive as a family on the land taken from them. He was not 

foolish enough to think he could outrun or outfight them, trying instead to 

focus on the best chance his family would have at staying together and 

surviving. Other families from their villages had not been so lucky with the 

Spanish conquistadors, being carted away to work on other mines or 

haciendas on different islands, never seen again. 

The whistle blew from the chief foreman to signal the end of the 

workday, but Tala had not completed her row of rice plants. 

“You!” the foreman shouted while pointing at her. “Why didn’t you 

finish?” 

Tala kept her hands at her side and her eyes down as her parents had 

taught her. His shouts were rousing the other farmhands to line up along 

the rice field, waiting to see what would happen to the little girl. 

“Well? What excuse do you have? Too lazy? Too stupid to follow 

instructions?” he sneered, standing over her now. Tala could smell his foul 

breath even as she kept her head down, staring at the wet mud clinging to 

her feet. 

“I asked you a question, you stupid girl! Answer me!” 

“I—I’m sorry, sir... I just ran out of time. I’m still new—” Tala sput-
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tered out, clenching her fists to force her nails to dig into her palms and 

stop her from crying. 

“New? Your family used to run this land, correct?” the man sneered, 

“It’s in better hands now if this is the work you are producing. You’ll stay 

for the punishment. Bring the sticks!” 

Tala’s eyes darted to her sister’s face, now pale and shaky at that 

announcement. 

Sticks? What are the sticks? 

Tala tried to mouth her question to her sister, who was already tearing 

up and hugging herself from the foreman’s words. Whatever it was, Tala 

knew it had to be awful if her older sister looked this terrified. The rest of 

the workers were trying to shuffle away, not wanting to stick around for 

what was coming. Two other mestizo foremen appeared holding two thick 

bamboo trunks, long enough to be the equivalent of two grown men, one 

standing on the shoulders of the other. The logs were thick enough that the 

men couldn’t get their entire hand around either of them. Wrapped along 

each bamboo stick were spikey, long pointy thorns, glistening in the setting 

sun as they approached Tala and dropped both at her feet. 

“Stand on the sticks, one foot on each,” commanded the foreman. 

Tala’s face paled, her throat dried as she looked down. They allowed 

no one sandals to work the rice fields. He had commanded her to stand 

barefoot on the bamboo rods with all their prickly, sharp thorns. She 

hesitated, shaking, and frozen at the thought of what was about to happen. 

“I said, stand on the rods you stupid worm!” he yelled again. 

The other men grabbed Tala’s arms, pulling her forward as she began 

wriggling and crying. 

“No, please! I’ll work faster, I promise! I’ll be better... I’ll try harder! 

Please!” 

It was no use. The men pulled her up and held her just above the 

bamboo rod. 

“Are you going to listen, or are we going to drop you on these?”  

Whimpering, Tala closed her eyes and slowly lowered her feet, 

clenching her jaw and fist as her body weight pushed the spikey plants into 

the flesh of her feed. She bit down on her tongue, tasting the metallic 

copper mixed with dirt to will herself to stop crying again. 

These bastards will not get to me... 

She was still shaking as she opened her eyes to see her legs trembling, 

her toes uneasily grasping the curve of the rod to stay upright. 

“Good, now... since you work so slowly in the fields, let’s see if we can 

put those legs to better use. Maybe you’ll surprise us and show that you 

can move faster, huh?” 
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The men who once held her now knelt on either side of the ends of 

the bamboo. Tala watched as they took one end in each hand, separating 

her legs to just past her shoulder-width apart, forcing more shooting pain 

and blood at the bottom of her feet. 

“Now, let’s see you dance little urchin!” the foreman commanded. 

POUND. POUND. WHACK. 

Tala screamed as the men first banged the rods in unison into the 

ground twice, jolting her feet off the bamboo and landing in the center of 

sticks. The dirt and grime seeping into the open cuts that first shocked her, 

but nothing prepared her for the next thing. After pounding the rods twice, 

they slid them together, so they made a loud clap, striking Tala’s ankles 

with the thorns and smashing her joints to the bone. She barely had time 

to scream again before they repeated the pattern, forcing her to match the 

rhythm to hop around the sticks awkwardly. Tears were streaming down 

her face just as quickly as the blood and dirt was pooling around her ankle. 

Tala collapsed on the ground with the last strike, the previous noises she 

remembered were the laughter of those men at her atrocious dance skills. 

Tala’s muscles ached as she opened her eyes. She found herself in her 

mother’s cot, her calves, ankles, and feet wrapped in the soothing herbal 

concoction their family used on the children when they had minor cuts and 

bruises. The candlelight was dim, casting shadows on the plain brown 

walls of the hut, dancing as the hissing voices in the next room were curs-

ing and biting at one another. 

“They could have killed her!” hissed Tala’s mother, “If her sister 

hadn’t gotten to you in time, who knows how much blood she would have 

lost there on the field?! How can you stand there and let them do this to 

us?” 

“What would you have me do?!” growled her father, “There are so 

many of them, everyone is afraid! We don’t have their guns. We have our 

spears and our gods and that’s it! What good has that done us, huh? You’ve 

seen and heard of the other rebellions? All of them made us do that 

ridiculous dance, torturing us... we need to lie low and just stay out of their 

sight…” 

“How can you say that? This is our home! Our land! They stole it from 

OUR families! Our ancestors are rolling in their grave at your cowardice. 

They fought, they died trying to get this back…” 

“Yes, AND THEY LOST!” he yelled. “Is that what you want? You want 

to watch our daughters get raped? Beaten? Tortured? We cannot win!” 

“Maybe not, but at least we would have each other and have our heads 

held high! I can’t even look at you anymore.” 

Tala could hear her mother’s footsteps as she stomped out of the hut. 
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Sighing to herself, she gingerly propped herself up on her elbows, slowly 

dragging herself to sit upon the cot to look out the window. She could see 

her mother and sister walking off down the fields, arms waving at one 

another to get the other to listen. She winced as she moved her feet slowly 

within the wrapped leaves, trying to feel the damage. How she could walk 

to the fields and work tomorrow would be something else. Her head hit the 

wall of the hut behind her in a thud as she huffed out her frustration. 

Stupid... stupid... stupid... 

Shaking her head, Tala stared out into the empty rice fields as the 

crickets began chirping underneath the stars. A shadow was drifting across 

the still water, drawing her eye. It was one of the Tikling birds, with its 

long pointed beak shone in the moonlight as it slowly ruffled the dark 

brown overcoat feathers. Stalking slowly, it glided through the rice patties, 

and the little stick traps she and her fellow farmers had put down during 

the day to stop it from eating the fresh seedlings. 

Why that little sneak... Tala thought to herself with a slight smile. 

It seemed to tiptoe over each trap, carefully placing its little talons in 

and about the sticks to avoid them and eat its meal. The moon was showing 

some of its red feathers on its chest as it puffed up, looking straight at the 

girl, noticing her in the window for the first time. 

I wish I could have done that earlier today... 

“Why couldn’t you?” asked the Tikling. 

Tala’s eyes grew enormous as she glanced around the room. No one 

seemed inside the hut with her, but she had to be imagining things. There 

was no way the bird heard her thoughts. 

“Are you always so rude to your elders?” it asked again, appearing 

right on the small window sill. 

“Umm... no... but birds don’t talk... so...” 

“Have you ever spoken with a bird before? How would you know they 

don’t talk?” it asked, quirking its head, “What happened to your feet?” 

“I... uh... was too slow moving the seedlings today... got punished for 

it…” she mumbled back. 

“Ahhhh, so I have you to thank for such a wonderful meal!” it replied, 

flapping its wings in excitement. “It used to be so much easier before these 

strangers came, your ancestors never stopped us before... they always gave 

us our share of the harvest. Called it their sacrifice to the diwatas, the 

nature gods... we don’t get prayed too much anymore.” 

“You’re—you’re a diwatas?!” exclaimed Tala, “Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t 

know the prayers anymore... we aren’t allowed to say them. The Spaniards 

say there is only their god…” 

The little bird hopped closer to Tala, inspecting her in the candlelight. 
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Despite the wrappings on her feet, the bird could hear the steady heartbeat 

in the child. “Tell me about these invaders,” said the bird.  

Tala spent the next hour recalling what her parents had told her of 

their arrival in Mactan, of the battle with Lapu-Lapu, the appearance of 

more ships and men. She spoke of her ancestors trying to fight them off 

the land, of her parents arguing about continuing to fight back to win it 

again. 

“My father seems to have given up entirely,” she whispered. “He tries 

to hide how scared he is, but we can see it. He doesn’t want us to get hurt, 

but it only makes my mom angrier…” 

“Well, you are not alone in this anymore, child,” replied the bird, 

hopping over to her feet and performing an odd pecking dance over them. 

“Tomorrow, you will wake up right as rain. You will work the fields but if 

you do not finish, trust that I will help you. Be brave tomorrow, Tala—for 

only a brave child can handle a diwatas spirit.” 

Tala gulped, wringing her hands in her shirt, “But I’m not brave. I was 

so scared today, and I’m slow. I don’t know how to be brave…” 

“Everyone is afraid, Tala. All I’m asking you to do is make a choice. 

That’s all bravery really is, making a choice.” 

With that, it flew out the window, disappearing into the night and 

leaving a little girl restless for the morning. 

The first thing Tala noticed when she opened her eyes again was the 

lack of pain anywhere. She looked down at her feet, wiggling her toes in 

excitement as she ripped the banana leaves away from her body. 

“Calm down! You will reopen your—” Her mother stopped when she 

saw Tala’s pristine legs and feet. “How? What?” 

“Thanks, mom! I got to get out to the fields before I’m in trouble,” 

Tala called back as she was already dressing and running out the door to 

find her sister.   

Running through the fields, she practically skipped next to her sister, 

almost knocking her over as she came to a halt. 

“What are you doing here?” her sister hissed, “You should rest! How 

are you even walking right now?”  

“Don’t worry about it, let me just get to work.” Tala smiled. 

Both girls ambled through their next wet, muddy field as the sun 

slowly rose. The buzz of the mosquitos biting along her neck irritated Tala 

as her throat went dry again. The humidity of this day was much worse 

than yesterday, which only made her more thankful that the little Tikling 

bird had healed her. There was nothing worse in Tala’s mind that fresh 

scratches on a humid day. The thought alone was enough to make her 

stomach queasy as the workers stopped for lunch. By the time the sun was 
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setting, Tala had noted that she was still behind. Her neck creaked as she 

saw the foremen gathering again, this time not even waiting before pulling 

the bamboo rods out once more. She was within a few feet of finishing 

when the work whistle sounded again, sealing her fate once more to the 

bamboo. 

“I think someone here aspires to be a dancer someday,” smirked the 

foreman. “Bring her up this way, she needs to learn her place.” 

Tala stood still this time as the men yanked her from the muddy field 

and dragged her to the rods. She was about to close her eyes again when 

she heard the distinct chirp of a bird behind her. Glancing over her 

shoulder, she could see the small Tikling bird settling into the water, barely 

sticking out amongst the reeds. The bird tilted its head, and as Tala locked 

eyes with it, a jolt of energy pounded through her chest, knocking the wind 

out of her. 

Can you hear me, little one? came the bird’s voice in Tala’s head. 

Yes... but how? she asked in her mind just as she was about to be 

placed back on top of the rods. Before the bird answered, Tala’s feet 

sprouted up on her tiptoes, so she landed on the rods in between the spikes 

of thorns. Tala noted her limbs moved almost on their own as if a string 

were tying them to the bird, mimicking its movements. The men’s brows 

furrowed as they began beating the sticks again on the ground. BOOM, 

BOOM, CLAP. This time, Tala’s jumps appeared expertly timed, hopping 

steadily back and forth, avoiding the bamboo from smashing her feet or 

her ankles. 

“Faster! Get her feet, boys!” the foreman yelled. 

The beat steadily picked up, Tala now spinning and whirling as 

quickly as they could move their hands. She could see their brows dripping 

with sweat as they gripped the bamboo harder, trying to catch her as she 

moved faster and faster. The little girl was spinning so fast, the foremen 

didn’t see the small flock of birds that flew straight at them, pecking their 

eyes out as they clawed their faces. The bamboo made a loud clang as it hit 

the ground, the sound of the men screaming and running in panic, leaving 

Tala all alone in the fields. She smiled to the Tikling bird, bowing to thank 

it when she saw her sister coming towards her, running with a small pouch. 

“Tala! What did you do? The men, they’re screaming that you hurt 

them! They will kill you!” her sister cried. 

Make your choice, little one. 

Tala looked at her sister, and then down at her feet where the little 

Tikling had bounced up. Her entire life had been at this farm, with her 

family, her ancestors land. This was all she knew, yet staying meant death. 

She gave a small, sad smile to her sister and hugged her one last time 
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before taking the pouch. 

“Tell mom and dad I was brave okay?” she whispered in her sister’s 

ear before grabbing the small pack and sprinting down the fields into the 

hills as fast as her legs could carry her. The voices of men yelling drifted in 

the distance, but she still had the small Tikling voice in her mind spurring 

her on. 

Run, little one, run to the town of Santa… 

Tala and the Tikling bird made their way to this small town, where 

rumors flew that she settled in and made a new life for herself under an 

alternative name. A name that would carry on to a future relative of hers 

and famous rebel against the Spanish: Gabriela. 

 

○ 

 

Rumors flew of Tala’s exciting dance and escape from the punishment of 

the bamboo rods. As one farmer passed it to another, they tried to mimic 

the movements of the Tikling bird when they faced the punishment from 

those sticks. Small militia groups of rebellion began rising through the 

islands, people fighting against the Spanish to combat the colonialism that 

was infecting the land. The people of the islands took this cruel and archaic 

punishment. They used the Tikling bird to show their defiance by making 

it a folkloric dance, honoring the natives’ speed, agility, and grace under 

the worst examples of humanity. The dance today is called the “Tinikling” 

in the Philippines and is the national folk dance of the country. 
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ne day when the sky was clear and the sun shone strong, Momma 

scooped up a pack of smokes and her keys from the table and told 

us we were going for a drive. 

Grady rushed right out after her in his oily old shirt but I had 

to wrestle with the dog to get my jacket free. Grady was always bringing 

home new dogs; they followed him, nipping at his heels as he pedaled the 

gravel alleys and empty streets, and Momma would yell at him to get the 

damn thing out of the house but would stomp away upstairs before seeing 

it done, and the beast would sleep a night or two unmolested on forgotten 

laundry before hunching underneath someone’s legs and bolting out 

whenever a door was opened, never to show up on our block again, and I’d 

have a day or two of peace before a new mutt slipped in wagging behind 

Grady all over again. 

This dog, a big black setter-shaped mongrel, snapped and snarled but 

gave up the jacket without too much protest. Clearly she had other trea-

sures to guard. I was squeezing my arms into the sleeves and stumbling 

over Rusty’s train set toward the door when I heard Momma’s old car 

rumble and roar to life. I hit my butt into the screen door and ran. 

Momma worked the big lever into drive while I swept the door wide 

O 
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and slipped onto the cold plastic leather, stiff and frayed beneath my jeans. 

My jacket was too small to button but I slipped my hands into its pockets, 

its tattered lining tickling my nail beds. The car swayed forward, thin tires 

crackling over leaves and sticks and gravel. Momma already had a ciga-

rette lit. Her window was open enough to blow cold air in my face but not 

enough to let out the smoke. I wormed my fingers through the holes in my 

pockets and looked out the window. 

Momma slewed left onto Main Street. The grocery store was still 

open, roof red as bleeding gums, its parking lot a reef of crunched up and 

abandoned shopping carts, snagging fleets of newspaper. One or two men 

drifted vagrant and aimless around its doors, caught like the discarded 

wrappers swirling in the wind against the wall. Past the market Main 

Street was dirty brick and boarded up windows, neon signs not lit since I 

was a baby, bikes stripped of tires and seats and gears dangling like gutted 

game from lampposts. Dead trees clacked in the wind. 

Grady folded his thin arms over his sunken chest and shivered in the 

front seat. In the bright light of day, Momma seemed to know where she 

was going. My heart knocked impatiently. I didn’t dare speak. 

A woman shapeless in her bundled layers leaned against a cart as if 

for support, dragging her feet along behind it as its wheels slid and scraped 

away ahead of her, putting one foot ahead of the other, following the same 

impulse that drew Momma along. I wormed in my seat to look but we shot 

past her, the car gaining speed. 

After long minutes in the car, counting the blocks and the cross-

streets as they rolled by, I started to see bits of green. Lawns pushed 

between sidewalk and storefront. A church leapt up at the end of a block 

like an exclamation mark, its grass wide, its windows warm in the sun. On 

the next block the lawns gained yet more ground, sweeping the houses 

back away from the street. Every other house was vacant, its windows 

boarded, but more and more showed signs of life, a man on a porch, a gang 

of kids pulling bikes from a pile, stale old Christmas wreaths still nailed to 

doors. And then there were other cars on the road with us, passing us, 

drawn out like moths by the light. Momma flicked her cigarette out the 

opening. Hot ash blew against my cheek. 

We bumped over the bridge, the car's old springs squashing down, 

pulling my stomach down with them. I pressed my nose against the glass. 

Adults and children drifted along, walking by ones and twos across the 

bridge. They squinted at the sun and the brilliant clear sky, the older ones 

shading their eyes with bony hands. More cars honked and edged around 

us, then a truck, its payload a huddle of grownups under scarves and 

blankets. Momma bit down on another cigarette and lit it with four scrapes 
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on her lighter’s wheel. The car gravitated toward the curb, but she righted 

it with an impatient jerk. 

The road rolled ahead of us in the sunlight, straight and smooth and 

glowing cleaner with every block. 

But then a miserable thing happened. Grady shifted upright in his 

seat, and I looked ahead in time to see the first car turn aside, taking a turn 

too fast, its wheels lurching over the curb onto a side street. I bit down on 

my tongue and looked up. The brilliant blue had faded like thrift store 

clothes into a flat silver haze that dimmed the sun. Momma slammed the 

butt of her hand into the steering wheel and pressed on. Soon we passed 

the truck, pulled over onto the sidewalk, its human cargo still hunched 

together in back. By now the clouds had thickened and the world was 

shadowless, the daylight washed out and directionless once more. 

The road curved between skeletal groves of trees. Momma leaned 

forward as if peering through fog, searching her way with narrowed eyes, 

her cigarette a forgotten stub stuck to her lip. She mouthed soundless 

words. She looked up at the flat gray sky, edged gingerly through a blind 

curve, nosed the car through intersections. Through the trees I saw the 

river—the river we had just crossed, pouring gray and muddy around fallen 

trunks. Momma tried to turn away from the river but the next road swept 

us right back to it, pulling us into a skein of crosspaths and overgrown 

estates. 

Finally we sunk to a stop. There in front of us was the bridge. We’d 

been turned around completely. 

“Shit,” Momma said. She clenched the wheel as we rolled across, 

retreating to our side of the river, back to our dirty streets. It was the only 

word any of us spoke on the drive. 

 

○ 

 

The road is the only way out. This, everyone knows. But as people get older 

their eyes get foggier and they always seem to lose the way. Kids get out, 

sometimes. At school there is always talk of a brother or a cousin or a quiet 

kid you knew two grades before, always a tale in the lunch room of an 

empty bed one morning and a missing bike. But none of those brothers 

and cousins and quiet kids come back. No one, old or young, knows what’s 

outside. Jobs, they say. Opportunities. But no one really knows because no 

one has returned. 

All we know is that the road is the only way out. 

 

○ 
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Grady’s room was papered with maps. There were old maps, dense lines 

printed in long-faded colors, maps he’d found in drawers and basements 

and discarded magazines in thrift stores, in books tossed away from 

school. Some of his maps, the ones he'd had the longest, were covered by 

lines of his own design, tracks inked inch by inch over humid summer 

nights or in the early dark of winter when he was supposed to be studying. 

When I was little I used to watch him, sneaking peeks up from my dolls 

and cars on his floor, eying his secret calligraphy of roads and rivers when-

ever his back was turned. His newer maps, though, were unmarked, 

preserved just like the photographs in Granma’s old family albums, snap-

shots of happier years long gone. 

 Grady was old enough to realize that he was getting older every day. 

That night, after Dad left for the bar and Momma took little Rusty to 

bed in their room, I tapped at Grady’s door. His black dog barked and 

scratched her long nails against the other side. Grady and I cursed in 

precise symmetry. His footsteps creaked and he yanked the door open, 

shooing the dog back and fixing me with a glare. 

“Go to bed,” he snapped in a stage whisper. 

He turned to shush the dog, and I took advantage and slipped under 

his arm into the room. I followed his instructions so far as to hop up on his 

bed, shoving aside the mounds of clothes and blankets and magazines I 

found there. I picked up one of the girlie mags he scarcely tried to hide 

anymore. Before I could have a laugh at the contorted naked bodies he 

ripped it from my hands and glowered over me. 

“Get out.” He rolled up his magazine and swatted at my ear, and I 

launched kicks at his shins. But our hearts weren’t in it. 

In my worldliest voice I said, “I am too old for this shit.” 

He landed one last swat on my nose for old times’ sake. “What is it 

you want, Vic?” 

 My nose watered, and I sniffled. I ran one finger—the nail dirty and 

chewed short—over the crisp folded paper of a map I’d never seen before. 

The Cyclist’s Guide to Southwestern Ohio, it said, a banner of blue letters 

stretched above happy families and new bicycles and flowers as bright as 

the sun. Grady snatched it away from me before I had the chance to unfold 

it. He stood glaring down at me, doing his best approximation of Dad’s 

silent anger. Grady’d been practicing that stance, that heavy-breathing 

tension, for as long as I could remember. 

 We’d hidden from Dad together, too, for as long as I could remember. 

Grady didn’t glower and breathe angrily at me then. All of us, even 

Momma, shared a silent agreement: fight as we would between us, not one 
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peep of it could reach Dad. I used the threat of breaking the truce to get 

my way, raising my voice just enough to make Grady sweat when Dad was 

home, threatening to tell on him when Dad was out at the bar. I never 

broke our unspoken rule, though, not even when Dad was hitting walls and 

telling on Grady would save me from getting me hit next. And Grady would 

take the fall for me, sometimes, like when I had shoplifted paint to turn all 

my cars black and it stunk up the whole house and Dad decided Grady’d 

been huffing. 

 Right then I noticed the bag Grady’d been packing, a shoulder satchel 

from Goodwill that he’d stuck with paper clips so it would look more 

“punk.” It bulged with clothes and a two-liter of Coke. His tattered school-

books had been dumped beside it across the floor. 

 I looked at him, breathing hard at me, Cyclist’s Guide still in his hand. 

The dog growled in the corner of the room. 

 “You weren’t even gonna tell me,” I murmured. 

 “You’d just tell Dad,” he said, and that hurt more than the rest of it. 

 I jumped up, sneakers on his bed, so that I could tower over him. That 

trick used to work better before; now we were almost eye to eye, he’d grown 

so much. My voice quavered as it rose. “What’s stopping me from doing it 

now? He’ll be back any minute—” 

 Grady hissed and shushed me, and I stood there, crying silently and 

hating myself for it, balling my fists and just daring him to hit me, anything 

that would let me scream and get the feeling out. 

 He sighed, and tossed the Cyclist’s Guide onto his bag. “Darius fixed 

up a couple bikes.” It was as close as he’d get to an apology. “We’re going 

tonight. I didn’t want you to make a scene.” 

 “As if,” I said, gulping air, not wanting to let go of the anger, because 

what was under it took so much work to keep down. “You don’t even have 

the balls to go.” 

 He sat on the bed, and I leaned so far away from him that I wound up 

crashing down on his pillow. “I gotta try, Vic.” He worried his fingers 

together, picking at invisible dirt on his hands. The dog pushed up between 

his legs and he shifted his hands to her, scratching behind her ears. “When 

we were driving today, I knew. I knew when Mom made the first wrong 

turn, when the cloud came back. I could feel it, still feel the way out. But 

we kept going, and—and I couldn’t feel it anymore. It was gone.” 

 The dog looked from him to me, whining, uncertain. 

 “It has to be tonight,” Grady said. He leaned toward the dog and 

hugged her, burying his face in her neck. 

 “You’re too old and stupid to find the way out,” I said, and immedi-

ately wished I hadn’t. 
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 Grady stiffened, gripping the dog’s fur, not enough to hurt her but 

enough to keep her there, whining, the whites of her eyes bulging as she 

looked toward me. He didn’t move or let her go for a long time, the 

moments piling up, ticking away again. 

 He pushed the dog away abruptly, standing and yanking a blanket off 

his bed, rolling it up with stiff efficiency. He didn’t look at me as he stuffed 

the blanket next to the two-liter in his bag. I opened my mouth but nothing 

came out. 

 “Her name’s Legend,” he said at last, giving up on cinching the satchel 

closed and shoving it aside with his foot. He crouched beside the dog, 

ruffling her fur. “Maybe this one will stay.” 

 

○ 

 

Legend whined half the night away in Grady’s room, but it’s not like I 

would have been able to sleep anyway. Sometime after midnight I heard 

the quiet slide and thump of Grady’s window, and despite myself I stood 

on my bed and peered out, hoping to catch a glimpse of him, but the 

streetlight was dark and I heard rather than saw as his footsteps scuffed 

across the dormer roof between our rooms. At that moment Legend began 

to howl. I swore and scuttled out into the hall, hearing Dad’s voice begin 

to rise downstairs. 

“You son of a bitch,” I muttered to Grady’s door, but I was surprised 

to find it unlocked, and then I had my arms around Legend, pulling her 

close, shushing her until her howls turned to whines and fretful clawing, 

my heart hammering as fast as her paws. Dad yelled once and subsided as 

well, but it was a long time before I felt it was safe to look up. 

Grady’d closed the window behind him, but the room was still chilled 

from the air he had let in, air spread thin by his absence. The maps wrote 

dense lines on his walls, thickets and nests and thorny hedges, sheltering 

and repelling. 

Thin air and thick lines. I felt sick in his room. 

“Come on,” I croaked, and grabbed Legend by the scruff and pulled 

her out into the hall, toward my room. 

 

○ 

 

Dogs needed to be walked. I had seen this happen enough that I had a 

general idea what to do. Grady never had a leash around, but I just had to 

chance it. Part of me hoped Legend would run away the first chance she 

got. I certainly hadn’t been able to sleep the rest of the night with her 
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burrowing and whimpering in my little bed with me. 

 I led her downstairs, past Dad’s easy chair, where he lolled and 

snored, oblivious to the morning show muted on the TV. Her claws tick-

tocked on the kitchen linoleum. She scratched at the back door while I 

worked the tricky lock, her impatience mirroring mine. 

 “Go, you shithead,” I said, and then I stopped short, because Grady 

was sitting there on the back porch steps. 

 He was hunched inside his blanket, the satchel and a capsized bike on 

the ground in front of him. He must’ve sneaked inside before I came down, 

because he had stolen a pack of Momma’s smokes and was puffing one 

through chattering teeth. Legend bounded forward and sniffed around 

him, tail wagging, then looked at me as if puzzled by what she’d found. 

 I closed the door softly behind me, padded down on bare feet, and sat 

down next to her, ruffling her fur as Grady’d done in his room last night. 

 Grady extended his hand to offer me the cigarette. I took it and 

dragged on it, puffing out my cheeks to stifle the burning cough that 

rushed back up. I handed it back to him and we sat there, watching the 

thin light of dawn dribble through the cloud. Legend remembered what 

she wanted out for and bounded out into the yard, lifting her leg next to 

Dad’s old truck, nosing around the dead forsythia. Watching her was easier 

than looking at my brother. 

 He flicked the butt away and scrubbed his face with his hands. 

“Darius got lost too,” he muttered. “I was hoping, between the two of us...” 

 The new map, the Cyclist’s Guide, had been refolded and stuffed into 

the satchel. I could almost read his frustration in how it had been bent 

against its creases. Grady never treated a map that way. Grady didn’t stop 

me as I fished it out and spread it like a blanket over my knees. My feet 

were beginning to ache with the cold. 

 Grady got up without another word, hooking up his satchel and 

wearing his blanket like a shawl as he stumped back into the house. My 

eyes followed the green lines of bike paths, the blue snakes they followed, 

the gray anonymity of roads dividing and splicing back together again. 

 Legend nosed into the map, tenting it between my hands, making the 

world bulge. Our eyes met. My feet burned. Her tail wagged, once. 

 “I got school,” I said, but I sat there with her, and she sat there with 

me, and for a moment the sun peaked out between two stacks of cloud as 

it rose. 

 

○ 

 

When I got off the bus Legend came trotting out of an alley and followed 



18 
 

me home. I scratched her behind the ears and we fell into an easy lope 

together, gliding silent like ancient hunters in the day’s new snow. 

 Dad loomed on the front porch and snapped me back to where I was. 

He looked dangerous and sober. “I ain’t feeding that,” he growled, and 

Legend and I cringed together. “Ain’t neither of you bringing fleas into my 

house, Vicky.” 

 I patted Legend’s side and we ducked around Dad and bolted for the 

back yard. I couldn’t just shoo her off from there, so we shared a con-

spiratorial look and I opened the back door and let her slip in ahead of me. 

 Upstairs Grady’s door was open, the scratchy moan of Jawbreaker 

vocals piping from his little speaker. I stopped to peek through the crack 

but Legend nosed right in, throwing the door wide. 

 Grady was methodically ripping his maps down from the walls. Tape 

peeled from paint, tacks skittered across the floor, walls shone naked in 

obscene squares. He didn’t look at me as he piled the papers flat on his 

bed, didn’t even glance at Legend as she padded up behind him, made one 

last uncertain whine at him, and slinked back to me. 

 The Cyclist’s Guide lay neatly folded on the floor. I bent to pick it up 

but Grady was quicker, grabbing my wrist and making me yelp as he pulled 

me upright to face him. Legend growled. Grady glowered. He breathed 

hard, squeezing my wrist, and Dad was there in him, lurking in his eyes. 

 Then the moment was gone, and Dad was gone too, and it was just 

Grady looking down at me, looking lost. He let go of me. My wrist 

throbbed. 

 “No,” he said quietly. He picked up the Cyclist’s Guide and tossed it 

onto the stack with the rest. He scrubbed his face again between his hands, 

raising his eyes to watch the snow fall from featureless cloud through his 

window. Then he turned and looked back at me. “You have to draw your 

own.” 

 

○ 

 

Late one night when the moon shone clear and cold and white as bird 

bones, when my breath towered like a summer storm in the icy air, I hefted 

my backpack onto my shoulders and crouched down next to Legend and 

took her head between my hands, right there on the sidewalk beside 

Momma’s car. “We’re going for a walk,” I said. 
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now in his blood, frost on his skin, and dark in his heart. It was said 

over him, ever since he was born and swaddled in cloth, that this 

was what desire looked like. The prince had been told even before 

he could speak that he was beautiful, perfect, desirable. The queen 

had wished it and ensured it long ago, that her darling would look this way. 

She had the command of the snow itself, encasing the entire palace in pris-

tine ice, and yet love in the dark was hard to control. Still, it was said that 

the queen had found a way, grounded herself into the reaches of the 

seasons, and focused her energy on enchanting love. She called upon the 

universe, she said, and found herself a handsome exotic king to make her 

own. The king was led to his fate, and even left the riches of his own people 

behind to disappear into her mysterious ice kingdom. The queen consid-

ered herself enlightened, for how she could see into other regions of the 

world and desire a touch of difference in her white world. She considered 

S 
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herself protective, and froze anyone who questioned her desire. She loved 

her king and her prince, and practiced often with tinted candle and dove’s 

blood ink to keeping them together forever. Her openness to the universe 

leaned a bit more toward the concentrated side, focused on keeping this 

land frozen in time, mist and sight where she wanted it to be, frost and 

color exactly where she wanted it to be.   

 Allerleirauh was a peculiar name, but people gave the queen the 

benefit of the doubt that the young prince was named based on some 

“exotic” new meaning  (although it meant “coat of many furs” in their lang-

uage). Whispers spread still that the queen liked beastliness, and had 

really captured and cast a spell over a beast from the edge of the world 

where the sun blazed hot. More rumor spread that the young prince would 

be turned to a beast as well. The queen, angered at such sentiments, 

quickly silenced those whispers, and added more perfect ice sculptures to 

her court.  

  She named him “coat of many furs” because that was what she had 

decided to gift him. Starting from when the prince was a baby, she began 

to call for hunts of monsters. She would show the people beastliness. She 

would concentrate in the dark on giving hunters speed and agility to bring 

her the creatures she wanted. This would show the people she cared 

enough. And then she would have the fur coats from marvelous game all 

grafted together. Her darling prince would wear the grand coat to survive 

the cold, and as he grew, she would order more furs of various creatures to 

be added to the coat. He would be glorious in it. Her own creation, her own 

little painting of warmth in the snow.  

 Young Allerleirauh, “Coat of Many Furs,” grew up skating past ice 

sculptures and mimicking faces. He learned to paint and channel his 

powers of dreaming into the paint.  

 “It is important to envision what you want to happen, Rau,” his father 

the king would tell him. “And then have responsibility for bearing that 

vision. The physical and the spiritual are two sides of the same reality, my 

son. Give care to both, and never lose sight of what you feel in your heart.” 

 At first Rau painted things from the stories his father would tell him. 

The tales of all sorts of creatures, from giant eight-legged spiders that ate 

birds, to crocodiles in the murky river, to monkeys chattering and making 

mischief. There were so many more creatures than people in this palace 

could dream of. There were things besides snow—blue skies, thick skies, 

low horizons, hot sun, and rain you could dance in. As his father told the 

stories, he got a more and more faraway look in his eye, as if remembering 

a life he had left behind, and missing it more by the day.  

 Soon the queen found out. And she froze over those stories so that 
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they no longer left her king’s lips. Rau's paintings were frosted over, too, 

but she was rather amused and interested in his painting, and so spared 

their complete erasure. She approved of his creating, his power rising 

within him, his splashes of color in her perfect world.   

 After a time, Prince Rau was less likely to make fun of the ice 

sculptures. 

After a longer time, he was no longer smiling in his namesake coat of 

many furs. He sometimes even shivered in it.  

 The child tried often to sneak by the sparkling snow walls that were 

packed hard as stone, but unfortunately he often stood out. The queen 

always knew. She had ensured it.  

 “Do you know how fortunate you are to have it here?” she would scold. 

“The outside world scorns you; they do not appreciate your beauty like I 

do.” 

 His painting grew stronger and stronger, and the queen kept him in 

just enough darkness and frost, and covered him with just enough warmth. 

She promised him he would know magic. She was quite proud of her heir, 

and hoped to someday keep him in eternal youth.  

 The king would sometimes get that faraway look in his eyes again, and 

the queen would call for an ice mirror to make him reflect on how good he 

had it here. How cherished he was here, that it was better to forget the old 

world.  

 “Leave it all behind, or you will go sick with grief I cannot save you 

from,” she urged her king, for she had worked so hard to bring him here.  

 The queen commanded much, but could not control everything. 

Death takes what it will, even from someone who keeps eternal winter. 

When the king passed away, queen was speechless for what seemed like 

ages, isolating herself in mourning so much she was sure to go mad.   

 Allerleirauh grew up without encountering her much for some time. 

 

○ 

 

He couldn’t change the skin he was in. He couldn’t help being the spitting 

image of his father, and he could never melt the snow in his blood. He was 

his mother’s perfect vision, and there was no magic mirror that would tell 

him otherwise.  

 What he could do was pour himself into painting; it was his only 

power left.  

 These days, he would mostly paint a recurring dream. It was one that 

made him feel less alone in the world of the ice palace. In this vision, a 

poor wanderer comes to the castle, struggling against the cold in nothing 
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but a gray cloak over silk clothes, holding desperately to a preserved 

flower.  

 The poor wanderer begs the prince, asking if the Queen could make 

the snow any gentler. Rau says he cannot make the Queen do anything, but 

he makes the wanderer his Guest, channels his few remaining powers into 

a fire painting. When he paints the fire, it gives off real warmth as it roars 

to life.  

 The dream was a comfort. He wasn’t sure how to make it real, but it 

returned to him often; that was enough. As different as they appeared from 

each other, the Rau loved the Guest as himself. He wasn’t sure if people 

like the Guest truly existed, but he enjoyed their connection, and their 

conversations.  

 One day, wide-awake, Rau was just painting what had last happened 

in the dream. He concentrated especially on painting in the light reflecting 

in his Guest’s eyes, painting even the lines in the dark brown pupil—when 

suddenly the place grew colder.  

 He froze in place, and this was even before the frost prickled the hairs 

on his arm, beneath his sleeves.   

 He silently willed his doors to close, to lock, but it was too late.  

 Uninvited, in came the Queen, the thick train of her dress sweeping 

his floor with ice. Her hair was white, her skin was pale and pristine, and 

her lips were red as dove’s blood. Crystal eyes fixed on him, she called him 

her beautiful frozen prince.  

 “Don’t,” Rau said, backing away.  

 “Come, return my love,” said the Queen. “Now take off that coat; it’s 

not that cold.” 

 “Please don’t…” His back was against the wall and ice seared through 

his clothes. Icicles dripped from the ceiling, and the sharpness of cold had 

him. He prayed to leave his body in this moment.   

 She took off his coat for him. She pulled the layers off, more and more 

insistently he feared she’d take off all he was and leave shredded skins on 

the floor.  

 “You promised...” But he knew in the Queen’s mind, she had not 

broken any promise.  

“Don’t cry, men are supposed to like it,” she said, coming closer.  

“I’m not him!” said Rau, shivering, trying to ready himself to fight. He 

had hardly had time to grieve properly, too. He never asked for any of this.    

 But all he had were his dark colors of paint. The canvases around the 

room, though he had poured his soul into them, remained frozen in place. 

They would not come to life no matter how much he willed a vision, how 

much he prayed his magic would work.  
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 Outside of his dreams, he had no strength against the Queen.  

 

○ 

 

Rau awoke sprawled on the floor. Pain roared through him as he tried to 

get up, but he’d heal. He wouldn’t be killed from this; he would only have 

to go through it over and over.  

A new coat had been laid on him as he slept. A new coat, fabricated 

from phoenix feathers, shining like the sun. Rau stroked its feathers and 

watched the shimmer of gold upon his fingers. It felt like rose petals and 

tamed fire. The phoenix coat was a gift, an apology the Queen had sent.   

 Well, then, he’d better go put it with all the other apologies.  

 

○ 

 

Emptied of his powers again, Rau took to brewing his own storm in the 

only way he could, painting a serpentine dragon onto a gray and ink-

splattered canvas.  

“Why don’t you call for help?” his Guest would ask him in his dream.  

 Rau shook his head as he painted in shadows. Gray colors, a paled 

darkness like his frozen skin, rained down through his painting. “She... 

gives me things. And if she were gone, I’d have to run the kingdom. I can’t 

run the kingdom.” 

 His Guest remained quiet in the sanctuary of his dreams, as the storm 

continued outside. “I wish there was something I could do. You’ve been so 

kind to lend me your dreams.”  

 Rau painted the dragon with the same earthen eyes as his Guest. 

Warmth in the midst of eternal winter. “You should go where there are 

seasons,” he murmured, all while secretly wanting to keep his friend 

around.   

 “Yes, where there are festivals!” said the Guest, excitedly. “But I am 

here until the storm disappears, and I don’t mind. Your hospitality brings 

light to my life.”  

 “Festivals?” said Rau.  

 “Don’t you have festivals in your kingdom?” gasped the Guest. 

“Celebrations of anything at all?” 

 “I suppose there must have been,” said Rau, probing his mind for 

foggy images of something bright and vibrant. “But that was before my 

father died. I have hardly any memory.”  

 “How do your people get together?” the Guest inquired.  

 “I haven’t met anyone else outside in a long time,” said Rau, eyes 
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averting to his painting. “If people celebrate anything, they probably do it 

quietly, in the privacy of their village homes around a fire.” That made 

sense to him, that magic was a private thing. That was what his father had 

taught him, anyway.   

 There was comfortable quiet in the room, except for the flickering fire 

in the hearth. Rau was silently grateful for the fact that his dreams allowed 

time to breathe, think, and feel light flicker across the shadows. Not many 

could be so lucky.  

 And his imaginary friend felt so real, as well. He enjoyed having 

conversations as if his Guest truly were a spirit from elsewhere, telling him 

tales of the outside. Rau had no knowing if such places and events truly 

existed outside of his kingdom, but he might as well imagine, if he’d never 

know for sure what occupied the vast whiteness outside.  

 Festivals and seasons sounded amazing to Rau. The change of colors, 

the flying blossoms, the drinking nights. They spent the night in profound 

imagination, Rau enamored with his friend’s ideas. Cakes like the moon, 

silhouetted puppetry, floating lanterns filled with written wishes! His 

friend spoke of the exchange of light and darkness on the earth, even a 

festival that burst with chrysanthemums in full bloom as it welcomed 

colder months. He painted them all as if there were no tomorrow, knowing 

they’d materialize anyway when he awoke, but not wanting the dream of 

this safe space to end.      

 

○ 

 

But one day the Queen discovered he had been dreaming against her. She 

found vibrant, emotional paintings that changed from dark, brooding 

dragons to the golden glow of these escapist festivals, hidden beneath the 

snow walls of his room. And her prince was not there to explain them.  

 Coming into his room and finding her Allerleirauh asleep too long, 

she approached his sleeping form and struck her hand into his mind.  

 With freezing, warping powers at her disposal, the image of her hand 

twisted its way into his dreams. A shadow descended into his imaginary 

haven. Its gloved clutches came up along the walls and just like that, 

snatched his poor Guest by the cloak. 

  Rau screamed. “Please, let him go! He’s all I have!”  How could the 

Queen have shown up even here? He never knew she had that much power.  

 She twisted the image of his Guest—his beautiful, empathetic, peace-

making friend—into that of a donkey. The form contorted and twisted as if 

only a combination of fabric over clay. The prince watched in helpless 

horror, on his knees as his dream shifted and turned inside out.   
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 Then the Queen said to take a good look, for this was what happened 

to all unwise, runaway boys.  

 Then it was over. Rau awoke from the nightmare with a feverish cry, 

turning so cold he scrambled for the phoenix coat with purple hands. He 

couldn’t return to sleep. He couldn’t even conjure a new image of his 

imaginary friend anymore. The Guest was gone, erased without a name.  

 The Queen was already out in the hall, walking down a pale passage 

of darkness as usual. 

 

○ 

  

There was no way around the fact that the small royal family would eat 

dinners together. Rau dared not speak of his nightmare, in case the Queen 

didn’t know he had been dreaming in the first place. He stared at his silver 

cup while eating his food listlessly.  

 “My darling, how did you sleep?” the Queen said.  

 Rau only lifted his head briefly at a half-nod, hoping it was enough.  

 “Was it warm enough for you?” the Queen said, almost sounding 

genuinely concerned.  

 Rau dared not think of his best friend, merely a Guest in his dreams, 

contorting into a screaming, braying donkey. He dared not think of the fire 

roaring in the dream, and nothing he could do to control it.  

 So there was only silence. The Queen spoke once again. “My Aller-

leirauh, my son, I know it’s been hard for you. For us. With your father 

gone, it’s hard to imagine the immaterial like love can last.”  

 Rau winced, but at least the Queen sounded as if she recognized him 

as her son again.  

 “Your father was so beautiful, and my kindred spirit,” the Queen 

sighed sadly. “I ventured to promise him I wouldn’t marry anyone less 

beautiful. Who didn’t have his skin dark as night, hair white as snow, lips 

sweet as dove’s blood—” 

 “I don’t like when you describe us like that.” Rau couldn’t believe his 

own voice.  

 The Queen stared at him, eyes like cracked ice. “What did you say?”  

 “I... I don't like when you talk about how different we are.”  

 “My prince, difference is nothing to be ashamed of.”  

 “No—I mean—why didn’t you ever let us go outside? We’re only 

beautiful at your beck and call. I—I’m only beautiful when it’s useful to 

you. When you want to... empty my powers.” Rau’s voice was trembling 

enough to summon an earthquake, but he was too weak of a sorcerer to 

shake anything other than himself.  
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 And he realized he hated the word beautiful, the way it curled from 

the Queen’s lips and almost always meant control.  

 The Queen opened her lips just enough to gasp, but she remained still. 

“Allerleirauh, my love. You’re overwhelmed with grief. But you will be 

satisfied again. Greater power will come yet, whe n you learn to love back.” 

Her words cut sharp as the knife she used to slice her dinner. “Taking your 

powers, indeed. You only had so much power to begin with.”  

 Rau found his hand was shaking immensely when he lifted his spoon 

to his mouth. And it wasn’t the cold, either, because sweat dripped through 

his brow.  

 The Queen took a bite and a sip of her tea, which was simmering hot 

still when she chose it. Ice, however, crackled over Rau’s food. He jolted 

his elbow off the table quickly 

 “If you’re not going to eat it, son, let us preserve it until later.” She 

spoke as if they had eternity.  

 “Son,” Rau whispered, almost breathlessly, though he could still see 

vapor curling mystically in the air as proof he spoke. “So you know it’s me, 

don’t you?” 

 The Queen looked at him again, with a puzzling look. “What a dense 

question. Allerleirauh, don't you know who held you and named you?” 

 Rau couldn’t tell if the intensity in his body was freezing with defeat 

or boiling with rage. “Sometimes you forget it’s me. Your son.”  

 “And who could blame me if I do?” the Queen said, raising a hand. 

“You are the spitting image. You may as well be the next generation of his 

deceased soul.” She reached out to touch him, and Rau somehow forgot 

how to move. “I promised no one less beautiful than my king could ever be 

as close to me.” She began to stroke his cheek.  

 “Get away from me,” Rau tried to say, his voice stuck in his throat.  

 “My frozen prince, you are no less beautiful.”  

 “Get away!” Rau’s voice exploded from him, and he managed to jerk 

out of her grip and run, overturning the chair behind him.  

 The prince ran for his life down the isolated corridor and tried to 

reach his room. He wasn’t sure where to turn, but he knew he would freeze 

to death if he ran directly outside. With hands shaking too much to grasp 

the doorknob, he fought with the door until at last he stumbled in.  

 His paintings greeted him in wild vibrant colors, but he didn’t care 

for them. Instead, he saw there, upon his bed, as a new beast skinned for 

him. A new coat with short brown fur, speckled with white spots like dotted 

stars across the sky.  A new skin, with long ears, the shape of what used to 

be four legs, and a swishing tail that ended in a tuft.  

 Rau felt all his insides twist and sicken. Absolute horror struck him.  
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 “Oh, darling,” said the Queen's voice behind him, still towering over 

him. “You’ve ruined the surprise.” Rau jumped and didn’t know where to 

turn. It had all been true. The dream of his friend had almost become real, 

and then the Queen silenced it, skinned it, regifted it. He hesitantly 

touched the donkey skin, and then clutched it close to him, buried his face 

into it, sobbing.  

 And, infuriating her, he refused anything else from her. 

 

○ 

 

And yet, here he was, as if betraying his word, taking the donkey skin with 

him.   

 All the coats weighed upon him as he ran, and he burned with both 

hot and cold, love and hate. They weren’t apologies—they were briberies. 

They were so rich he often pondered hard over whether the physical gifts 

were worth the physical pain. After all, Allerleirauh had been named after 

such wealth from the beginning.  

 But no matter what, he needed them. The Queen’s incensed blizzard 

would try to freeze him in his place and stop his escape. But giving him the 

coats was her mistake; he had something to protect himself with. 

 He stirred up just enough power when adrenaline kicked in. He had 

never had the peace to be able to pray to the universe for a way out, to 

arrange candles for a purpose that wouldn’t burn him, to scatter his 

mother’s collection of flower petals to prevent any spell. But when he ran 

for his life without looking back, his feet survived the slice of snow, his 

heart survived every painful heave of breath. The coats embraced him, and 

attached to him so he wouldn’t lose a single one of them.  

  The prince himself was empty; they were all he were.  

 Rau escaped into a wilderness like nothing he had imagined before. 

A forest of everlasting reaches of wood, with branches above that reached 

into the sky like wild hands grasping for the heavens in prayer. With snow 

that seemed to gracefully clear into something new and bright up ahead.  

Here, he decided. No one would find him in the wild. 

 Catching his breath, the prince collapsed upon the wild ground. He 

piled up the coats he had: phoenix, dragon, all kinds of fur grafted 

together, and... 

 He trembled as he stroked the donkey skin, speckled with spots like 

the little dotted stars in the sky. He forgot what his imaginary friend looked 

like, but it was the only comfort he had left. In her madness, there was 

nothing the Queen wouldn’t violate, and of course he had to leave. He 

hoped to never let grief turn him so cruel, but at least in the forest he’d be 
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alone.   

 “Allerleirauh,” he said, reciting his name dumbly in the vastness of 

this place. “Coat of many furs. Rough. And wild. And buried alive.” Sud-

denly, he knew how he’d use his slowly regenerating powers. He would curl 

up under these layers and blend into them, like blending colors of paint. 

He would become the remnants of the phoenix that shone like the sun, the 

dragon that shone like the moon, the donkey that had speckles like stars. 

And under what felt like a thousands of layers, he would bury this lost 

prince in the dark.  

 After wrapping the other coats around him and magically blending 

them into layers of his skin, Rau looked at the donkey skin. Grief struck 

him, but he pushed it deep down along with his memories. He wrapped 

himself in it and let himself fall into the material and magically become 

the beast of burden.  

 Transformed into a wild donkey, he ate like one and lived like one, 

trying his best to never dream, or hurt, again. No more thinking. No more 

dreaming. Simply contentment, eternal winter fading into nothingness.  

 

○ 

 

Life in the wilderness still took him far. For the first time since his father 

died, Rau experienced seasons, though only by travelling in the forest. In 

some places, the forest was eternal summer, constant sunshine and birds 

that never migrated for years. But when he wandered further along there 

were also magic spaces of eternal autumn, where sunset-colored leaf piles 

might as well have grown from the ground as grass. Animals in the eternal 

spring were especially overpopulated, so he quickly left the realm of 

blossoms for some solitude. But anything was better than winter, he 

supposed.  

 Then one day, what started as another ordinary day wandering as a 

wild donkey, a girl dressed in layers of fine clothes came to him.  

 She wrung her arms around his neck declaring, “This is the one I 

choose to ride!” The elders surrounding her could not persuade her that 

he was unfit for a princess to ride. “I will take him and ride him as my very 

own!” she demanded, and there was nothing to change it. She giggled in 

his long ears but did him no harm.   

 What was the point? Go where life takes him. So long as people never 

saw who he really was and tried to hurt him the way they hurt humans. 

 

○ 
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The princess was willful enough to demand a wild donkey, but she could 

not will her way into being first to ride him.  

 “The Empress promised you your choice of beast from the far lands,” 

an old servant said. “But it must be trained.”  

 “Did you see the way it came to me?” the princess said. “Did you see 

how he understood he had been chosen?”  

 “Yes, like it surrendered to its fate,” chuckled another servant accom-

panying her.  

 “Love at first sight,” joked a third man.  

 “You mean the donkey’s just giving up the ghost,” said the old man, 

almost hiding a smile. “Strange powers that be in this place.... Either it 

heard of our Empress and trembles in the reputation that proceeds us, or 

our little girl-heir has inherited power to command wild beasts herself.”  

 “It’s the change of the world,” muttered the second servant. “First the 

phoenix wife ruling instead of the mighty dragon, and now princesses 

riding donkeys. Nature has reversed its ways.”  

 The princess was silent for a moment, and Rau wanted to look at her 

but couldn’t find a way to move his big head discreetly. Then, the princess 

said, “Be careful, men. We are still in the Forest of Eternal Origin. If the 

Mother of All is here, don't let her hear you.”  

 Rau kept cobbling along, accepting bridle and rein, step by step. 

Unsure of these foreign names, unsure of what he had gotten into.  

 “Nü Wa doesn't have that much power,” one manservant said. 

Though he sounded unsure himself, as if treading carefully on a forest floor 

of fallen leaves and twigs.  

 “Well, then, remember who rules at home,” the princess said sternly. 

“And face Nü Wa in your own way.”  

 Rau trembled at the sound of this kingdom and its lore. Something 

deep within him was creeping with fear like frost along the edges of his old 

white-walled room... but he forced the memory down. There was no use 

suffering more than necessary.  

 He also found it strange that he could understand their language. A 

quick chopshop almost melodic syllables cleared into painted pictures in 

his head, and eased into meaning. It was as if in this forest of—what was 

it? Eternal Origin?—things crossed over. Seasons extended as long as 

desired, like a dream with room to breathe, as if this were the world where 

all weather began. Languages, once scattered to the four winds and 

isolated into corners of the world, converged into understanding again.  

 Rau had spent much time trying to wash away memory and, like 

animals, forget reason altogether. Yet he now emerged from the forest with 

almost complete understanding of anything any human would say.  
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 He wondered if the animals of the forest talked, too.  

 But he wouldn’t. He had spent so long in silence it was like weaving 

an invisible coat (if he knew how to weave, that is). To speak would break 

the magical disguise he had worked so hard on. Besides, he had never 

practiced shaping words with donkey mouth and tongue. He wasn’t about 

to start now. He was just accepting fate.     

 So Rau nervously let himself be led to the palace in this new kingdom. 

He didn’t resist. He would accept this life as a working donkey, come what 

may. His past was buried deep under his skin, and he intended to keep it 

there.  

 

○ 

 

The princess’s name was Qian Meng1.  It meant a Thousand Dreams. She 

was daring and delicate, wild and kind. She spoke with authority to 

servants much older than her, guarded her donkey's safety with her life, 

and told stories of everything in the heavens. He somehow felt he could 

trust her. He wanted her to know him for who he was.  

 No, no, the human life was far behind him. It was better to exist in 

secret, and live. 

But then he picked up on the festivals. They actually existed. He was 

in a great country of varying seasons, days long and short, where the sun 

and moon danced with different gifts to the land, and people responded 

with joy. Oh, the glory of human festivals! People would gather together 

in public under the same star-filled sky, and something about the pinnacle 

of each season would connect them all. For a prince who grew up isolated 

with only winter, such celebrations sounded slightly terrifying and won-

drously new. Rau wanted to know what it was like to blend into a crowd of 

people experiencing heightened happiness. He didn't want to be only a 

donkey then. He wanted to hold lanterns in his hands and feast on human 

food.  

 So on the night of the Dragon Boat Festival, he decided it was finally 

time to take a step outside of the donkey skin.  

 It had been years since he felt bare human feet on the floor, and he 

shuddered at his nakedness. Obviously that wouldn't do. The people wore 

layers of clothes here, at least from what he had seen from the palace. He 

wanted to dress like he had something to celebrate. 

 Despite his trembling, with his powers he reached his hand deep into 

his center. He was glowing from inside his core, and he could barely look 

 
1 “Chian Mong.” 
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when his hand sifted the golden light inside. At last, with a deep breath, he 

envisioned what he kept inside him, and felt it. He drew out his phoenix-

feather coat.  

 The memories slashed into his meek happiness, uninvited. It all came 

back. He only had this gift because of the Queen. This poor phoenix must 

have been brutally shot down from the sky and its parts woven into fabric. 

He ought to burn it and never have to look at it again.  

 But it’s mine now, he thought, fighting the onslaught of human 

thoughts. The pain is in the past, and this is my present.  

 He slipped the coat on, and it shimmered like the sun. It was a perfect 

fit. As he relaxed, his arms started to blend into the phoenix form, but then 

he stopped himself.  

 He left his face and body human so he could experience this time with 

all his senses. And so he left to the festival.  

 The lights were so lovely, the music so lively, the streets so busy! He 

had never seen anything like the gathering of so many people. The aroma 

of herbal medicines filled the air from giggling children's perfume 

pouches. Joyous invites among bellowing adults to drink wine and drive 

out evil spirits also filled the air. Doors were decorated proudly with the 

most fragrant mugwort and calamus to discourage disease. And up ahead, 

rivers raced with people in fervent excitement in long dragon boats. 

Rowers fought with strength and passion along to rhythmic drumbeats. 

People cheered, shouted, and laughed as they watched from on land.  

 Rau humbly helped himself to a delicious pyramid zongzi, shyly 

smiling in the face of villagers who insisted he eat more. He carefully 

unwrapped the reed leaves to bite into the triangular sticky rice, content 

to watch the dragon boat races safe on land.  

 Then he saw Qian Meng was there, eating a little of everything. Her 

hair was wilder than he thought would have been allowed. None of the 

intricate sticks and ribbons adorned her hair today. She must have been in 

disguise. She saw him in the crowd, probably looking like a lost foreigner, 

and she cheerfully reached out to him. 

  Soon enough, the parades started in the streets, and he delighted 

himself in being able to watch by her side.  

 “Come, let’s join them!” she said, to his surprise pulling him into the 

streets with the acrobats and dancers. She grabbed a sword and staged 

fighting feats that he had only seen male acrobats do. Soon, among the 

cheering acrobats, they were dancing. 

 “They’re all staring at you,” he said nervously, trying awkwardly to 

figure out how this land danced. “Aren’t you afraid they’ll find out who you 

are?” 
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 She laughed. “Most likely they're staring at you and wondering who 

you are.” She lightheartedly scolded the onlookers. “They don’t mean dis-

respect. You do stand out as a foreigner, though there’s nothing wrong 

with that.” The deep brown in her eyes flickered with flame and gold. 

Although he was loving the festival, Rau wished he could stop time for a 

moment to hide his face under his coat’s phoenix wing. He wanted to 

transcend time, retreat inward into such bliss, and paint them just like 

this.  

 Qian Meng offered Rau realgar wine, but he hesitated. He had heard 

her stories of spirits who were revealed after drinking on this holiday, and 

he wasn’t ready to reveal any spirits. “No, thank you,” Rau said, catching 

himself before calling the disguised princess your highness.  

 She nodded and took a swig herself. Rau blinked. Did she just accept 

and understand his no? 

 “You know, this festival is in memory of a poet,” Qian Meng said, 

looking onto the way the lights reflected on the water. “He would rather 

drown than see his country invaded. The dragon boat races are in the spirit 

of people who tried to save him.”  

 Rau looked at her, and then followed her eyes to the beautiful waters. 

“That sounds so sad, and yet the holiday is so happy.”  

 Qian Meng said, “Carrying on the spirit of something can give way to 

joy. This community is what he would have wanted, I’m sure.”  

 Rau looked out to the waters, contemplating. Would he have wanted 

a festival in his honor, back in his old kingdom, to remember him after he 

disappeared?  He didn’t know, but he liked festivals so far.   

 Then Qian Meng looked at him and said, “Your golden coat is breath-

taking. The person who made it must have put so much care into it.”  

 Rau stopped short. He had forgotten what he was wearing. Suddenly, 

he felt too hot under his phoenix coat. No, he wanted to blurt. It was made 

out of cruelty, and he wanted to burn it. But she wouldn’t understand. 

 “It must be good fortune,” said the princess in admiration.   

 “I... I have to go.” Rau hated the words that tumbled out of him, but 

he didn’t know what else to say. The dream was going to end horribly.  

 His phoenix coat felt too hot and heavy, yet he held on to it, as if some 

spell bound him from leaving it behind. Then he realized in the suffocating 

crowd of people, it was his only escape. He let his face burn over until it 

was obscured. He let himself disappear into the phoenix feathers, running 

until his feet fled the ground.  

 He rushed home, buried himself into the donkey skin again, magically 

took the shape of the donkey. He tried to be satisfied with being there when 

the princess returned, stroking his long ears and telling him secrets of 
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someone she had met in festival, with her bold, sensitive voice. 

 

○ 

 

Rau was fine where he was, well-fed, provided for, with work that got him 

outside or alongside Qian Meng. The Dragon Boat Festival made way for 

summer months, where the sun shone long and people were mostly glad 

they had invoked good health with their festival customs. (There was some 

other smaller festival about young girls and lovers, but he was happy to 

miss it.)  

 But summer didn’t last forever or dance recklessly away into different 

seasons away from winter. It turned out, seasons were cyclical. Summer 

made way for kite-flying winds, and plentiful rains, and then eventually 

the cooling autumn. Days gradually grew shorter, and then with longer 

evenings came another festival, to celebrate the harvest and greatest full 

moon.  

 It struck him that he had dreamed of this Mid Autumn Festival, even 

painted scenes of their harvest and potluck once upon a time. Cakes like 

the moon, chrysanthemums in full bloom, fragrances, feasts, love letters 

and lighthearted games—all for rejoicing on the day yin and yang were in 

complete balance, for day and night were equals now. 

 This vision come true fascinated Rau more than anything. If the Mid 

Autumn Festival were real, then he had to know what it was like.      

 And besides, he found he longed to hold things in his hand again, to 

celebrate something on two feet. So he carefully stepped out of the donkey 

skin, his bare feet taking the cold.  

 “Just one more night,” he told himself, trying to calm himself down 

as he reached deep within himself and took out the dragon skin.  

 Its silver was bold and brash. It struck cold against his heart, and he 

panicked as if he were thrown back into a white-walled world, where hot 

and cold were at the command of the queen. After this festival comes 

winter, whispered a voice in his head, and he couldn’t even name it as 

gentle or threatening. Are you sure you want to go? Was it the queen, the 

guest, or his own conscience echoing in his head?  

 He fought his tears and shut his eyes tight, holding the dragon skin 

coat close to him.  

 He wished the flashback away, he wished the association with the 

dragon’s death away, and soon the pain subsided.   

 Then there was only the dragon coat. The way it curved with such 

fluid movement and grace, the pattern of scales aglow like thousands of 

tiny moons, reminded him that snow was melted, and his past was past. 
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He was going out tonight, and nothing was going to stop him. 

 

○ 

 

“Drink this soup to cleanse yourself; blessings for your whole family’s 

health!” bellowed a friendly villager. Indeed, the soup was hot and 

delicious, brimming with the richness of various vegetables. Rau gladly 

feasted, still learning how to slurp the soup and to blend in and show his 

appreciation. He took in olives, pears, papaya, chestnuts and beans, so 

glad he wasn't just a donkey for this night.  

 The place was also bursting with big-faced chrysanthemums. 

Imagine, such bountiful flowers even in the start of cooler evenings! 

People were increasingly dressed in more layers, and they were colorful 

and adorned like lively, moving flowers themselves. The fragrance of herbs 

overwhelmed him with bliss. And the people were engaged in interesting 

activity—besides eating, they were also competing in a game to make eggs 

stand on end. Rau found himself even chuckling at the sight of some eggs 

rolling and toppling, and quietly clapping at the wide-eyed youth that 

figured out how to exact egg balance.  

 Rau almost wanted to try the activity himself, when he saw the 

princess near another corner and his heart stopped at her beauty.    

 Qian Meng looked so alight under the full moon’s round face as she 

retold the tale of the lady Chang’e2, the goddess of the moon. Rau came 

over to her, trying to calm his heart's thrill, to listen as a human being. He 

was just in time to learn the story, with people’s performance of 

silhouetted puppet shows along the princess’s narrating skills.  

 Legend had it Chang’e swallowed an immortality potion to prevent a 

villain from an eternal life of wickedness. As a consequence, she was called 

into the heavens, but separation from her mortal husband caused her so 

much grief, she floated up to the moon instead. Rau thought of grief and 

his heart ached. When the show was over and the princess found him, he 

said he found it sad that this sacrifice was the end of her story.  

 “The end? She’s immortal. It’s only too bad we won’t be here to see 

what happens next.”  

This he had never heard before. “Isn’t it all a cycle of things done 

before? What would be next for her anyway? She may be content, guarding 

people's hopes each year.” People by the river were writing little notes and 

prayers for the goddess of the moon to hear.  

Qian Meng shook her head, saying perhaps Chang’e couldn't really 

 
2 “Chaung-uh.” 
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hear all their prayers for love. And maybe that was because once in a while 

the Lady would enjoy receiving something different. “Cycles are one thing, 

but so much more changes over time, too.”  

So Rau listened, enthralled by her stories. She spoke of many more 

heroines who were so much more than what they seemed.  

Bai Se3, the White Snake, who shed her skin and slipped into human 

form for a human husband.  

Good thing I didn’t drink and reveal myself like she did, thought Rau.  

Yeh-Hsien4, a stepdaughter made slave, who salvaged the bones of a 

fish she loved and was miraculously granted a new life.  

Good for her the fish bones helped her, he thought, thinking of his 

own gifts.  

Nü Wa, endowed with creative powers, who sculpted things to life.  

Nü Wa. Rau tensed all of a sudden. You’ve mentioned her before... 

When evil tore the sky asunder, this goddess sacrificed the life of her 

beloved creation, a giant turtle, and cut him up, using his limbs as pillars 

to hold up the sky. And so saved her people from a falling sky.  

Rau tensed more and more at the cosmic violence of this story, feeling 

sorry for the goddess’s short-lived creation. “Why did her turtle have to 

die?” 

It felt like a stupid question in the scheme of things. But he couldn’t 

help himself.  

The princess smiled sadly and said, “You have to understand, they 

were very dark times.”  

As far as he was concerned, dark times still happened, but just like 

that—in the dark. “What good could ever come from a loss that deep? 

Didn’t she love her friend?” 

“Nü Wa loved her people, too, and saved them,” Qian Meng replied. 

“She became known as mother of the world.” 

Mother. The word sent shivers down his spine. Now he knew how to 

see this creation legend. “How did she earn that title?” he said bitterly. 

“Did she push them back into her womb to say she gave them birth?” 

Qian Meng stared at him, shocked. She regained her voice and slowly 

explained again. “Nü Wa shaped her people's lives from clay. They were 

her children. She had to protect them.” The princess looked down at her 

hands. “That’s what you do for your people; you sacrifice.” 

His bitterness was shuddering through him. Rau couldn’t stop his 

whisper, “Yes, sacrifice another. If it were a real sacrifice, she’d give her 

 
3 “Bai-suh.” 
4 “Yeh-Shen.” 
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own life!” What use was this Mid Autumn Festival, anyway, but one last 

look at a full bright moon before more and more darkness? Winter was 

coming, and here everyone was eating moon cakes.   

“Wow...” said the princess. For a second he flinched, afraid she heard 

his sarcastic whisper. But then she reached out to his sleeve and said, 

“Your coat. I hadn’t noticed until now. In the moonlight, it’s so lifelike.” 

Rau found himself shaking. He’d revealed too much now. He was fully 

dressed, but felt as exposed as if ice were settling beneath his sleeves again. 

His past was showing, his tears, his powers were stirring with the freezing 

snow in his blood.    

“It’s a dragon, isn’t it?” said the princess in excitement. “It’s so alive, 

like it could slither in the air and brew storms!”  

 No, the coat was dead, the dragon slain, a reminder of the queen’s 

power. Struck, he could nearly feel the ice of the queen’s grip on him again.  

 Suddenly, he felt too cold under this skin. He knew he shouldn’t have 

come.  

 He ran away, the coat shimmering as he took off into the night.  

 Fool! Nothing but an ass. He crawled into the donkey skin and found 

it fitting. He wasn’t going to leave it again. Turning human made the 

stories—even good stories—too close for comfort. The girl was kind to him 

as a donkey, and that was enough.  

 Even if he kept thinking of how the sound of her voice stirred him, 

how her lips moved, how she smiled with flickering light in her eyes. How 

he wanted to match her body, complement her, change with her, be the 

story on her lips or the dance in her blood. But how could he want more? 

Was it not enough to watch a fire dance, without stepping in?    

 None of that mattered. Let dreams be dreams.  

 

○ 

 

The third festival was the most special, at least to him. Where Rau came 

from, on days like these, the one who was born was celebrated. But on this 

day, while the festival celebrated publicly the empress’s reign, the princess 

was to be humble and out of sight. It was the empress’s opinion that 

birthdays were days of gratitude to mothers for giving them birth.  

The notion was enough to make him sick.  

 But the gorgeous joy of the Mid Autumn Festival was still on his mind, 

like a delicious soup that filled his soul. The food and flowers had been 

wonderful. The silhouetted puppet shows, the cakes shaped like the moon, 

the stories the princess told of the lady in the moon. The evenings had 

grown longer since, and winter would come sooner or later, which Rau had 
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feared would throw him back to his past kingdom. But something about 

clear night skies with the knowledge of the Lady Chang’e in the glowing 

moon comforted him, as if there were powers of good, as if there were 

selfless ways to wish for love.  

 Rau wanted to continue the spirit of the Mid Autumn Festival into the 

princess’s birthday.  

 During this new festival, the princess was kept occupied in her room. 

She wouldn’t be able to come out and stroke his mane or tell him beautiful 

myths here that he could dream of painting.  

 One last time, he decided. He’d just leave her a gift to let her know 

she was appreciated, anonymously. And then he’d be her faithful donkey 

forever.  

 He did wonder what it would be like if she caught him, questioned 

him, asked for his frightening story. But somehow, now that made him 

want to go even more. 

 Rau reached deep and produced another coat. This was the most 

difficult one to produce yet, because though it was passing from the golden 

glow of his spiritual core, the pain manifested almost physically. He almost 

felt as if his namesake coat of many furs caught in his insides, tugged like 

bandages at the hairs on his skin. At last he had done it, and separated 

himself from this most intricate layer yet.  

 It shimmered with all kinds of fur and colors grafted together. He 

trembled, reminded of the name he was given, all he was. Allerleirauh. The 

queen’s voice lingered. All Kinds of Fur. But still, with care, he cut off a 

small bearskin from the coat. And he began making things again. 

As he crafted with it, he felt his bond to it loosen, almost as if he could 

let go of it in this new incarnation. New life, he thought over and over, like 

a mantra, as he snipped thread.  

 As he finished, something fell through his layers to the floor.  

The clatter of a small canvas on the ground surprised him. Puzzled, 

he bent to pick it up—and was struck as his eyes flooded with recognition. 

His painting. He had somehow, in the rush of gathering all his coats with 

him long ago, managed to also pack away one painting, a preservation of 

dreams.    

He slowly sat on the ground to pour his soul over it. He had forgotten 

the way his painted fire lit up against the dark, disturbed colors, the way 

his Guest’s eyes glowed. 

His Guest... he had never known his Guest’s name, but at the least, he 

now could remember that wonderful, beautiful, empathetic face. Rau 

laughed aloud in complete, emotional disbelief. Time stopped, and tears 

streamed down his eyes.  
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 But then he realized the familiarity he saw was layered. He peered at 

the painting more carefully, at the face, the brown eyes flickering with 

light, reflecting the fire. The face of the one who had imagined the festivals 

and inspired his paintings.  

 The princess. It looked just like the princess.   

 “You were the Guest in my dreams,” he gasped.  

 “I knew someone’s been sneaking in my room,” exclaimed a voice. 

“And there he is!” 

 Rau jolted up in a frenzy of movement. “Your Highness! I—I didn’t 

mean to intrude!” He had to leave, immediately.  

 “Wait!” said the princess, reaching out to grab his arm.  

 He panicked at the touch, reminded of the last person who stopped 

him from leaving a room. How the Queen had screamed and made him 

take the blame... 

 “They’ll kill me for assaulting you,” he said. “They’ll send powerful 

storms—” 

 “But, you didn’t assault me.”  

 “They’ll never believe that. Things couldn’t have happened the other 

way around. Boys don't get hurt like that, they say.” 

Qian Meng’s eyes widened, and she let go. And Allerleirauh fled from 

the room, his coat of many colors flying, all kinds of fur attaching to him 

more than ever.   

 

○ 

 

That night, Qian Meng snuck into the stables again. Rau trembled inside. 

She held part of his soul in her hands, and she had the power to crush it.  

 She held up the stuffed bear and spoke for it. “Someone's been resting 

in my dreams! Someone’s been sneaking my room! And someone’s been 

under my skin.” 

No, no, he had to remind himself he had no reason to laugh.  

She passed horse by horse in the stables, holding the stuffed bear up 

as if it were judging them. “This one's too big. This one’s too small. But this 

one...” She stopped by him and looked into his eyes with genuine 

sympathy. “This one is just right,” she whispered, lowering the bear.  

Now his heart beat too fast. Please... he thought. Don’t.   

Qian Meng gently set the bear down, and sat beside her donkey. It 

was a while before she spoke.  

“I have abilities, too,” she said, at last. “Years ago, I had a tendency 

like sleepwalking, except it was wandering in dreams; I must have 

wandered my way into your dreams. I remember there was always this 



39 
 

storm, cold and bitter.”  

She hesitantly touched him, and he hesitantly let her.  

“I was disguised as a boy at the time, so I would be allowed to rule 

someday. I liked being taught to fight, but the men who were supposed to 

be on my side... disrespected me, sometimes privately. When my mother 

could rule, I was allowed to be myself again. There was hardship: people 

who didn’t think heaven ordained a woman to rule. But when you are royal 

and don no disguises, they cannot hurt you without your consent any-

more.” Like a magician, she brought a flower close to him with open hands. 

“This is for you, in return for that shelter from the bitter cold. You don’t 

have to be a beast anymore.” 

 Rau sniffed it, took it in his mouth, and gobbled it up. See, I’m only a 

donkey!  

 She laughed. “I usually take flowers in tea if I am to consume them. 

But to each his own.” Then she sighed. “You know why I told you my story? 

There’s more to yours. It isn't the end.” 

 Rau snorted. I’ve well decided the end of my life. It's as a donkey. 

Stupid, cowardly boys turn to donkeys. 

 She seemed to be able to hear his thoughts now that she saw him as a 

boy. She frowned and looked him in the eye. “Your coats of many colors. 

Do you know where they come from?” 

From death! The evil queen of another land killed them and bound 

me to her with them. 

 “Then this evil queen does not know.” Qian Meng’s voice dropped to 

a whisper. “She does not have power over these creatures. Phoenixes burn 

in supernatural fires, but are reborn. Dragons shed their skin and gain new 

skin. Dreamers like me are not trapped by nightmares. And princes with 

good hearts keep going.”  

 He slumped. “I don't have a good heart.” He gasped at the sound of 

his voice out loud, realizing he had been coaxed out of his donkey skin, 

into his human form. She saw him, scarred skin, dark paint stains, ruined 

royal clothes and all. Without his gifted coats, his abused rags felt like 

nakedness, a shame to royalty.  

 “You have a strong heart that serves,” Qian Meng insisted, not 

blinking an eye. “Kings like you are needed.” 

Rau shook his head. “Look at me," he said softly. "I can’t run a 

kingdom.”  

 “I will be by your side, and you can. Someday, you can."  

 “I betrayed my mother, after all she did for me,” he said.  

 She took the donkey skin in her hands, stroking the speckles like little 

dotted stars in the sky. She looked into Rau’s eyes and said, “It is not your 
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fault.”  

 His eyes were stinging as if icicles pierced them from the inside. All 

this time he had bound himself in the donkey skin to live for his friend. But 

his friend was not in that cursed skin anymore. He couldn’t believe it. She 

was here, a princess as she was meant to be, in a beautiful kingdom. And 

she was asking him to join her, in time.  

 “You make beautiful things out of what once was death,” she said. 

“What if what the queen intended for evil can be repurposed by heaven for 

good? And... used by an artist for good?” 

 Ice from his veins began to sting, shiver, and melt in his heart. This 

time she was the one offering him warmth, and it drew him to hesitantly 

lean his head on hers. He felt his own magic heal and arise within.  

 But the words didn’t melt everything away, not yet. It wasn’t that easy. 

Seasons of the heart, unfortunately, were not as predictable as a lunar 

calendar.  

 “I can’t promise I’ll take off the skin tomorrow,” he murmured, afraid.  

 “I don’t expect you to,” she said warmly. “You are now my guest.” 

 He now felt like shaking with tears. “Did it hurt, when...?” 

 “For me, only a nightmare,” she reassured, learning her head close to 

his, returning the touch. “But when you disappeared, I feared the worst. 

I’ve missed you.” 

  “It still hurts sometimes,” he whispered. Even then, it felt like taboo.  

 She held his trembling hand, more warmth than a thousand phoenix 

feathers. “I know.” 

 

○ 

 

Winter did come, but with rebirth instead of a return of violence. 

 Allerleirauh, called Rau, came to confide in Qian Meng that he wanted 

to practice his magic again. He would never do what his mother did, to 

target and inflict and hold anything long to him forever. But he wanted to 

sweep away the spirits of death, cleanse disease of the mind, create light in 

the darkness, and enjoy being human.  

 So in the long winter nights, Rau found sacredness. Sometimes alone, 

sometimes with the princess by his side (or invited into his dreams), he 

practiced inviting the good fortune in the air to visit him. He lit candles of 

different colors and called, humbly, for guidance. With scattered flower 

petals and fragrant incense, he worked on making good dreams, seeking 

to understand, seeking to make peace. Some nights were simple, with 

freedom into flight in a phoenix and dragon coat. Some nights were spent 

on the edge of a bed weeping, light in the darkness flickering, but the 
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princess by his side comforted him.  

 “I’m sure all the horses in the stable think I'm crazy now,” Rau said, 

laughing through his tears.  

 “Just eat the flowers later, they’ll understand,” the princess said with 

a smirk. “Someday I should tell you the story of the maiden who almost 

married her horse...” 

 “Hey, I’m a donkey!” 

 The seasons of human healing were nonlinear, but Rau did find that 

he was progressing. The darkness allowed for longer dreams, longer star-

filled skies, longer huddles for warmth by flickering lights. The winter 

allowed him space to redefine his dreams, to breathe where he found 

beautiful light.  

 Soon, winter made way for the new year, with dragon dances and big-

eyed, highly festive lion dances (though they weren’t at all what he pictured 

lions to be). He hoped he’d be able to join the dances this time, though he'd 

just as likely watch from afar, flying like a healed, regenerated dragon in 

the full moon.  

 “You should be part of them,” Qian Meng urged excitedly. “Who 

better to know what it is to come into the land as a majestic beast?”    

 “I get the best view here though,” Rau said, blending into his dragon 

skin that shone like a thousand tiny moons. After an embrace with his 

princess, he took off into the sky, spiraling, twirling, lifting above the 

clouds and shifting their shape in the brisk, thin air.  

 Was he dreaming? He wasn’t sure. The worlds of the spiritual and 

physical blurred sometimes, like paint. But he was getting better at it, and 

the arms he returned to felt so real, and he had all blessed night.  

 And Prince Allerleirauh, now more than comfortable in his skin, 

allowed himself warmth, and dreams, again. 
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hat was that?!” Orra Laskchild’s new hired hand jumped in 
their seat at the rough wooden table. Their soup spoon 
trembled in their hand as they looked wildly about the 
cottage.       

      Orra chuckled. “Y’ain’t got thunderstorms in them mountains?” xe 
teased.           
      The hired hand looked suspicious. “Did I tell you I was from the 
mountains?”          
      “Didn’t have to. Between yer accent and yer looks, it’s obvious.” The 
hired hand, like most mountain folk, was tall and big-boned. So much so 
that two nights previous, when Orra’d caught them trying to steal salted 
fish from xer larder, xe’d assumed they were an adult at first. Even though 
Orra only kept xer bappa’s old shotgun to scare trespassers, xe’d felt like a 
real heel when the thief turned around and xe’d seen their frightened 
adolescent’s face, still rounded with baby fat despite the indentations 
hunger had left in its cheeks. By the whale road, the kid hadn’t even chosen 
a sex yet! They couldn’t be more than fifteen. Now, saucer-eyed in the 
candlelight, they seemed much younger than that.  

“Anywise, we get big squalls ’n lightnings all the time out here on the 
coast. They cain’t hurt ya much if ya respect the sea and play it safe,” Orra 
reassured the child. Xe wasn’t entirely telling the truth, but the kid didn’t 
need to be more scared right now. 

“I dunno,” said the kid, going back to their soup. No fear could 

“W 
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dampen their appetite for long; they ate like they had hollow legs. After 
they’d cleared the bowl, they added, “It doesn’t sound like a normal storm 
to me. Maybe you oughta be scared, mister.” 

“I told ya. It’s Orra, please. I ain’t no ‘mister’.” 
“Sorry. In the m—where I come from, it’s not a gendered term of 

address.”               
      “Be that as it may, I ain’t no ‘mister’,” Orra repeated, with an air of 
finality. For a moment, xe thought the kid might be about to crack and 
offer up their own name. But no: they simply reached across the table and 
took a roll from the plate in its center. Outside the cottage, thunder cracked 
more loudly than a gunshot, and the kid shuddered.            
      The kid hadn’t given Orra their name even after xe’d lowered the 
shotgun, set it on the ground, and reassured them that xe meant them no 
harm. They had, with prodding, revealed that they’d come wandering from 
far away; that they were very hungry, and had been for some time. But they 
said nothing more.             
      Nonetheless, Orra had hired the kid. Xe was getting old, and xe needed 
a helper. Besides, xe’d always had a soft spot for children, although the 
fates hadn’t given xer any offspring of xer own. Not that lived, anywise. 
      An enormous burst of lightning lit the cabin in stark black and white 
for a moment. Then it was gone, leaving Orra blinded until its accom-
panying thunder arrived with a cacophonous snarl. This time, it didn’t 
sound like a gun so much as some kind of vast, angry animal. The kid made 
a muffled noise deep in their throat. They dropped their half-eaten roll on 
the floor, where it tumbled unnoticed to rest beneath the stove. Tears 
bubbled at the corners of their eyes. 

“Now, now,” said Orra. “That lightning and thunder sure was close 
together, huh? Pretty startlin’. Means the storm’s real near us. But I tell ya, 
we’re safe in here.”  

The tears spilled over. The kid’s nose started to run. 
“No,” they sobbed. “You don’t understand.” They pushed their stool 

back and stood up. They strode over to the row of coatpegs and grabbed 
the hand-me-down Orra’d given them. The old raincoat was a bit small on 
them; their thick, bony wrists stuck out of the sleeves. “I gotta leave right 
now. Thank you for the coat. Thank you…” The kid’s voice trailed off as 
they began to sob again. When another round of lightning illuminated the 
cabin, though, they recovered their composure. “You’re the first person 
who’s been nice to me in a long while. I don’t wanna leave you. But I gotta. 
Sorry.”         
      Orra wanted to cross the room and take the frantic child in xer arms. 
Xe settled for crossing the room and standing between xer hired hand and 
the door. “Why?” xe demanded. “Just ’cause of a little ol’ thunderstorm?” 

“It’s not just a thunderstorm,” they said, pleading. 
“It ain’t, eh?” 
The kid twisted their fingers together in knots and avoided Orra’s 
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gimlet gaze. “It’s... it’s my storm, I guess. It’s been following me since I 
left… what used to be my home. Every time I stop in a new place, it shows 
up a day or two later and destroys things until it’s chased me away.” Their 
voice trembled. “I don’t know why! Maybe it won’t stop until I’m dead.” 

“Mmm.” Orra tapped xer chin, ignoring the increasing sound of wind 
and rain and thunder outside the cabin’s walls. “Ya left yer home on 
account’a this storm?” 

“No. I left because, well, because something bad happened. I didn’t 
have a family anymore. I couldn’t face the people in town. I ran. I thought 
I’d be able to start a new life somewhere else until the first time I tried to 
quit running.” 

“Ya ever try askin’ the storm to stop?” 
The kid abruptly looked up from their hands. “Talk to it?” 
“Clearly not a nat’ral storm,” Orra explained. “Clearly magic. Ya said 

it was yers, so mebbe it might listen to ya. If not, mebbe it might listen 
anywise. A body can reason with magic, ya know.” 

The kid’s mouth gaped. “Are you some kinda wizard?”              
      “Whale road, no!” Orra smiled xer lopsided smile. “I’m fisherfolk. But 
my daddy had some intuition, and my bappa could make little things move 
arount th’ kitchen, and my mam knowed a song that called seals right up 
to her. I inherited a knack from each of ’em, and I seen a lot in my life. 
C’mon, kid. Let’s go outside an’ lookit what we’re dealin’ with.” 
 

○ 
 
The storm ran across the wind-churned ocean in the shape of an immense 
black dog. Wisps of cloud formed its shaggy fur. The sea exploded upwards 
in massive waves where its paws struck the water. Its eyes were great 
globes filled with every color of lightning, and lightning crackled through 
its open, rain-slavering mouth. It had shining fangs as long as a tall adult.  

Still, Orra could see something in the monstrous hound, some kinship 
with the kid, who now stood cringing behind xer. Orra couldn’t put xer  
finger on it, exactly, but xe had no doubt: this was xer hired hand’s storm, 
all right. Orra wasn’t a wizard, but the kid, if they ever got their magic 
under control, might well become a wizard one day. 

The storm bayed. Orra grabbed the cabin door’s handle to steady xer-
self. Xe could smell the dog’s breath: ozone and carrion. 

“Don’t wait too long!” xe yelled above the storm-noise. “Ya gotta face 
it! Tell it to lay off ya!” 

The kid squared their shoulders. “Storm,” they said, “please leave me 
alone.” 

The dog looked at them. It bounded closer, so close it could have 
blown down the cabin in a single exhalation. It appeared to be listening, 
although every aperture in its massive cloud-body flared with lightning, 
deadly fire threatening to burst forth. 
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The kid took a breath. “Storm!” they yelled, looking the dog right in 
its glowing eyes. “Go away at ONCE! I DON’T NEED YOU HERE! I’M 
SAFE! I WANT TO STAY!” 

It was as though the storm was an inflated toy and someone had just 
pulled out the stopper. 

The lightning died. The dog’s teeth and tongue and ears and eyes 
faded into featureless blackness. Its body dwindled down and down, until 
it couldn’t be distinguished from the water crashing on the shore below the 
cliffs. There was no more thunder, no more howling wind, no more carrion 
smell. 

It was still dark, but then, it was evening. And it was still raining, but 
then, they were on the northern coast. 

Orra walked to the trembling kid and put a hand on their shoulder. 
“Ya see?” 

“It was my storm,” the kid muttered. “I didn’t mean to call it, but I 
did. I… I knew as soon as I talked to it.” 

“Well, hopefully next time ya’ll be callin’ it on purpose and ya’ll know 
what ta do with it,” said Orra philosophically. “Or better still, ya won’t need 
that kind of fierceness again.” 

The kid nodded. Wet ropes of their hair swung across their cheeks, 
now blotchy with strain and crying. 

“Let’s get back inside afore we catch colds,” said Orra, turning to open 
the cabin door. 

“Vykrios.” The kid’s voice was barely above a whisper. 
Orra frowned at the foreign-sounding word. “Pardon?” 
“My name’s Vykrios,” said the kid, louder. “Please call me that.” 
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he fairies in the south field had been restless all morning. Amastacia 
had ensured their grumblings about not enough nectar for the 
fairies had reached Naeri’s ears, so their rancher would come to 
assess the situation herself. 

Naeri towered over even the largest fairies, despite her small stature 
for a human. Some of the other ranchers laughed at the idea of Naeri run-
ning her family's ranch after her parents became ill, but Naeri had done a 
fair job of it. At least until now. 

Amastacia waited atop a fencepost, seated with her arms crossed over 
her chest putting her face at Naeri’s eye level. 

“You know you're not allowed on the fence, Amastacia.” 
Amastacia shrugged. “We’re starving. If we don’t get more nectar, I’ll 

be beyond caring whether I’m punished. What are you going do about it?” 
Naeri looked over the fields, dotted with bright blossoms. There 

should have been plenty of nectar here. “If we can’t find out what’s hap-
pening, we’ll have to cull the old and sick.”  

Amastacia gasped. Of all the things that Naeri might have said, she 
hadn’t been expecting the suggestion of a cull. “You can’t do that!” she 
cried. 

T 
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“It’s the only way to preserve the health of the herd.” 
“You act like we’re cattle,” Amastacia spat back. 
“By the Fairie Accords, you are,” Naeri said, though she wouldn’t 

make eye contact with Amastacia when she spoke. “Do you know why there 
isn’t enough nectar?” 

“I don’t. The scouts I sent to investigate haven’t returned. They may 
have fallen faint.” 

Naeri opened her satchel, showing Amastacia dull blooms not half as 
vibrant as they should have been, filled with only a dribble of life-
sustaining nectar. “It’s not just the south field. I got these from some of the 
other ranchers. Someone’s been poisoning the land, we think, but we 
haven’t figured out how they’ve gotten past the wards. Come walk the fence 
with me. If we find your scouts, we’ll revive them.” 

“Can I—” Amastacia began, reaching toward the blossoms in Naeri’s 
bag, barely able to think past her hunger. 

Naeri handed Amastacia a pale purple flower. It should have been a 
rich violet. 

Amastacia gulped down the nectar anyway. It hardly put a dent into 
her needs, but it was better than flying on an empty stomach. She set the 
now drained flower on the fence post. “Thank you.” 

Naeri nodded, her gaze still distant. 
They walked and flew in silence until they reached a gap in the fence, 

burned beams on either side, a scorched patch on the earth between. The 
wards that kept the faeries in the enclosure were gone. 
Naeri looked at Amastacia. “You sure your scouts aren’t just running off?” 

“Where would they go? They bear your sigil. They’d be returned.” 
Amastacia sniffed the burned patch, then recoiled, shooting upward. “It’s 
witch magic.” 

Naeri sighed. “That’s what I was afraid of.” She handed Amastacia 
another flower from her satchel, this one a delicate pink that might once 
have been vivid red.  “Find a scout to watch this place till we get back.” 

Amastacia cradled the bloom and trilled a brief song asking the 
nearest fairie to come to her. 

Galinn stopped before he reached the spot where Naeri and 
Amastacia were, in Amastacia’s line of sight, but far enough out that Naeri 
would be unlikely to see him. His eyes widened as he looked at the human 
girl. 

“My scout is afraid of you,” Amastacia said. 
Naeri looked around. “What scout? Where?” 
“He’s hiding. Can I take him the nectar?” 
“Fine.” 
Amastacia flew to Galinn’s side. 
“What are you doing with our keeper?” he hissed. 
“Trying to find out what’s happening to the field. This isn’t the only 

one that’s been affected.” Amastacia presented him with the sickly bloom. 
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“It’s not much, but it’s what she was able to bring us. She needs you to 
guard the hole in the fence.” 

“She this, she that,” Galinn grumbled. “Since when do you work for 
her?” 

Amastacia bit her lip. He was right. But Naeri really was trying to 
help. “I know what I’m doing, Galinn. Just watch the fence.” 

“What am I watching for?” he asked. His color had improved from the 
nectar, scant though it was. 

“Witches.” 
Galinn’s face paled again. “Oh.” He glanced toward Naeri. “Well, I 

suppose if she’s going to deal with a witch, that's alright.” 
“Call out for us if you see anything.” 
 

○ 

 
Amastacia and Naeri completed their circuit without finding another gap. 
Naeri shook her head. “I didn’t think we’d find a witch in daylight. So I 
gotta stay in your enclosure tonight to stop them.” 

“Do you think they’ll come back so soon?” 
“Either they come in or lure you out. Poof, a field of fairies, gone.” 
“If the witch takes us, I’ll come back.” 
Naeri shook her head. “I trust you, but—ranchers think they could be 

extinguishing the fairies they’ve taken.” 
Amastacia shuddered. The Fairie Accords after the war allowed 

humans to milk fairie magic from their herds, and even to cull the herds 
like Naeri had suggested, but extinguishment was different. It meant the 
complete and utter obliteration of a fairie’s spirit, and it was done under 
threat of substantial fines. 

Witches, on the other hand, had claimed neutrality during the war. 
Individual witches might have participated on either side, but most had 
not. As such, they hadn’t signed the Accords. But they also didn’t need to 
take faerie magic. Or at least they shouldn’t have needed it. 

“Alright,” Amastacia said. “I’ll keep watch with you, then.” 
 

○ 
 
Naeri returned before dusk with two large bags. From one bag, she set up 
camp, while the second bag remained closed. 

“What’s in there?” Amastacia asked. 
“Witch trap.” 
Amastacia gave the bag a wide berth. Many things that trapped 

witches also affected fairies. 
As the sky darkened, Naeri inched the second bag open. Amastacia 

moved farther from it. She wasn’t obligated to stay, but she was curious 
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about the witch. 
A groan echoed nearby. Naeri was on her feet before the sound faded, 

and Amastacia took to the sky. From within the bag, Naeri pulled a field of 
shimmering darkness, obscuring Amastacia’s view. 

Amastacia darted around for a better vantage point while Naeri 
wrestled with someone, wrapping them in the contents of the bag. 
Blood welled up on Naeri’s forehead, where she’d been struck. In the 
darkness, her blood was almost black, dripping in front of her eyes, 
plastering her hair to her face. “Aaaahh!” 

The witch burst out from whatever Naeri had wrapped them in and 
began to run toward the gap in the fence. Their wrinkled skin and gaping 
maw told Amastacia why this witch was stealing faerie magic. They were 
far beyond their years, needing to steal magic to sustain their life. They 
were greedy, far greedier than the humans who ranched faeries. The 
humans at least had the excuse that without faerie magic, they had no 
magic of their own. This witch did not share that excuse. They sought 
immortality at the expense of the faeries. 

“Oh no you don’t!” Amastacia shouted, her voice still barely audible 
over the witch’s snarls. She flew between the witch and the fence, ready to 
stand her ground. 

With little nectar to fuel her magic, and not a weapon in sight. 
The war had begun because the faeries were mischievous tricksters, 

always causing problems for the humans. Since the Fairie Accords, 
Amastacia had been well behaved, most of the time. But she remembered 
enough of the ways of her people to be a right nuisance. 

She flew over the witch, twisting around and grabbing fistfuls of 
greasy long hair. Her fingers stuck in the matted strands, and she pulled 
with all her might, trying to slow the witch. 

The witch cried out in pain, swatting at their own hair, their gnarled 
fingers and talon-like fingernails nearly snagging Amastacia’s wings. 

Amastacia released her hold on the witch’s hair before the witch got 
any closer to hitting her. Then she flew down and picked up a stone from 
the field, struggling under its weight. She launched the stone at the back 
of the witch’s head, pumping her fist skyward when it struck home and the 
witch again cried out in pain. 

“Amastacia, get out of the way,” Naeri shouted. 
Amastacia turned to see Naeri rushing in her direction, preceded by 

the billowing darkness that had come out of the bag containing the witch 
trap. Amastacia shot higher into the sky, ignoring her light-headedness 
right up until she passed out. 
 

○ 
 
Amastacia looked around when she awoke. She was still in the field near 
the broken fence, but now she lay on Naeri’s bedroll, surprisingly 
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comfortable for a human-made thing. 
Naeri had started a small fire that cast flickering shadows around the 

field. Her forehead still bore streaks of dried blood, but she’d cleaned up 
most of it. Her gaze was fixed away from Amastacia, on a spot of darkness 
just outside the glow cast by the fire. 

“Is that the witch?” Amastacia watched the dark human-sized ball 
thrash around. 

“Looks like.” 
“Now what?” 
“Haul them home, make them undo what they’ve done, get your kin 

back.” Naeri smiled at Amastacia. “But only after you’re feeling better. I 
couldn’t have done it without your help.” Naeri rose to nudge the trapped 
witch with the toe of her boot. “And we’re going to make sure this witch 
won't starve or extinguish any more fairies.” 
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eriah had long ago resigned himself to the fact that private detectives 
were going out of style. 

He wasn’t naive enough to think that there were fewer jilted 
lovers, less crime, fewer runaways; that the world was becoming a 

better place. Private detectives were simply going the way of the hot air 
balloon. He needed to adapt, that was all. He'd survive. There was never a 
shortage of work to be found down at the airship docks, and there had been 
more and more advertisements in the newspapers lately for mechanics 
who could work on difference engines.  He was good with his hands, and 
he couldn’t have made it as far as he had without an analytical mind. He 
would find something. It was only a matter of time. 

Uncapping his pen, he circled a handful of jobs that seemed 
promising—nothing that was permanent work, but it might be enough to 
get them through these next few weeks. With any luck, he could put away 
enough money to last them through the winter, when steady work slowed 
to a trickle for the nine months that Lisauda spent buried under snow. 

Engrossed as he was in the help wanted section, he didn’t fully 
register the knock on the door. His mind dismissed it, certain it was for the 
dentist next door, and he carried on with perusing the newspaper until the 
doorknob started to turn. He dropped his feet to the floor and straightened 

J 
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in his chair, one hand folding the newspaper while the other reached for 
the pistol in his desk, even though he knew that burglars didn’t tend to 
knock first. 

“Detective Bell?” 
The man who entered the cramped office pulled off his hat, and then 

Jeriah saw that it wasn’t a man at all. The gears in his transparent skull 
whirred and clicked as he turned his head to face Jeriah, though Jeriah 
couldn’t precisely say that the automaton was looking at him, given that 
he didn’t have anything resembling eyeballs.  

“That’s me,” Jeriah said warily. 
“I’m RX-648, but you may call me Rex.”  
“Pronouns?” 
“‘He’ would suffice, thank you.”  
Jeriah nodded. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
“I believe so, yes. May I?” Rex indicated the chair in front of Jeriah’s 

desk.  
“Oh! Yes, of course. Sorry, I’m used to—well—” 
“Human clients. Yes, I’m sure I must be an anomaly.” Rex sat in the 

chair and crossed one ankle casually over his knee. He wore a brown suit—
not expensive, but well-maintained and obviously cared for. “Nonetheless, 
I wish to hire you. For a case.” 

“A case.” Jeriah considered him. “Forgive me for being blunt, but I’m 
not sure how I can help an automaton.” 

“I believe you’re the only one who can. You’re persistent. I need per-
sistence.” Rex pulled an envelope out of his inner pocket and placed it on 
the desk. “I would like you to go to the Edge of the World. That is your 
deposit. You will receive the second half of the payment upon completion 
of the job.”  

Jeriah blinked at him, absorbing this. He doubted he was successful 
at concealing his surprise.  

“That’s—most unusual,” he said finally. “No one goes to the Edge.” 
And returns, he added silently. 
“I’m aware,” Rex said mildly. “I believe that you would be successful, 

however. Though please don’t believe I’m asking you to do something I’m 
unwilling to do myself. I’m going to accompany you.”  

“Clients don’t come with me on cases.” 
“I believe we’ve already established that I’m unlike any client you’ve 

ever had.”  
“Do you have any idea how vast the Edge is?” 
“Of course,” Rex said. “I have information that will be helpful to us. 

Information from a source that I trust, that will guide us.”  
“Oh, well, if you trust them.” Jeriah sat back and passed a hand over 

his face. His gaze landed on the envelope, noting once again how thick it 
was. “How much is in there?” 

“Enough to cover your usual salary for two years, if my calculations 
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are correct.” 
“Two—” Jeriah felt the blood drain from his face. “Who are you?” 
“I assure you, no one nefarious.” He swore that there was a smile in 

the automaton’s voice, though of course he couldn’t actually smile. “I 
served in the war, Detective Bell. I have many commendations to my name. 
You’re welcome to check the archives, if you like.” 

“I will.”  
“I would expect nothing less. However, let me assure you that I’m 

entirely sincere. I need your assistance in locating something that is—
important to me. I believe you’re the only one who can help, and I’m 
willing to pay many times your usual fees for the trouble.” 

Jeriah blew out a sigh between his teeth. The Edge. Hell, it was 
madness, and yet… there was a treacherous prick behind his sternum, a 
faint flicker of interest. Of excitement. 

“Tell me more.” He pulled a pad of paper out of his desk drawer and 
uncapped a pen. “What am I looking for, and when did you notice it was 
missing?”  

“I would like to hire you to locate my unit.” 
“Your unit,” Jeriah said blankly. He had never heard of an automaton 

being separated from his unit. Not that he had much experience with mech 
families—still, even with his limited knowledge, he knew this was unusual. 
“How many individuals?” 

“Three,” Rex said, and Jeriah jotted that down.  
“Can’t you communicate with them? I thought all mech units were on 

the same radio frequency.”  
“I’ve tried to locate their signals, to no avail. They’ve been gone for 

seven years.” 
Jeriah’s pen stuttered on the page. “Seven years? And you’re only now 

coming to someone about it?” 
“Of course not.” If he could, Jeriah imagined Rex would be giving him 

a wry smile about now. “I contacted the police immediately after my 
return, the moment I noticed something was amiss, but they were 
unconcerned. Mech units disappear with relative frequency, after all. I 
decided to investigate on my own, but I’m afraid I’ve reached an impasse. 
I can go no further without help from someone like you.” 

“Why me?” 
“Like I said, you are persistent.” Before Jeriah could protest, the 

automaton added, “You also have the means to arrange transport.” 
That was true enough. The only way to the Edge was by airship, and 

automatons weren’t allowed to book passage on their own. Someone had 
to do it on their behalf, and travel with them. 

“Where does an automaton get this kind of money?” he asked. “No 
offense.” 

“None taken, of course, as you’re right to be concerned. That’s a 
portion of the payout granted to me by the government after the war. It 
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was quite generous. I will be comfortable for some time.” 
Jeriah tapped his pen on his pad as he considered Rex. He prickled 

with irritation. It was a preposterous proposition, bordering on the absurd, 
and he couldn’t even get a read on the guy. That was the frustrating thing 
about mech men—you couldn’t get anything from their expressions, and 
Jeriah was exceptionally good at reading people. You had to be, in his line 
of work.  

“My husband was held as a prisoner of war for almost a year,” he said 
at length. “The government finally negotiated his release six months after 
armistice, and the payout they gave him was barely enough to get him on 
his feet again.” 

Rex inclined his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. I fought with the army, 
not the navy, and I was involved in some… sensitive operations around the 
time that I was captured. I imagine that’s the reason for the significant 
difference in our settlements.”   

The government bought his silence, then. If only Brandon had been 
so lucky. 

“So you were released from the prison camp and shipped home, and 
that’s when you discovered your unit missing?” 

“Correct. In actuality, I haven’t seen them in nearly a decade, not 
since the beginning of the war. But there were letters and telegrams, at 
least up until the day before my capture.”  

“I’m sorry. That must be difficult.” Jeriah hadn’t met Brandon until 
long after the war; being the one left behind was a hell he would never 
know. “You say you’ve done some investigating in the intervening years. 
Do you have an idea of where in the Edge we should be looking for them?” 

“I have some information which should be helpful to you. I’ll let you 
look it over and form your own conclusions. With any luck, they will be the 
same as my own.” From that neat suit, he produced another thick envelope 
and handed it over. “When can we depart?” 

“I have to arrange passage for us, gather supplies. Might need to hire 
a few hands, too,” Jeriah said. “It’ll take some time. Where can you be 
reached? I’ll contact you when I’m ready.” 

“I have a room at the Compton.” Rex pulled out a card. Jeriah took it 
and flipped it over. He’d written his room number on the back, as well as 
a telephone number. “The sooner that we can depart, the better.”  

“I understand your urgency.” Jeriah scrubbed a hand through his 
hair. The Edge. He’d grown up on all the stories, of course—the mysterious 
wasteland reportedly populated by zombies, by ghouls, by cannibals. A 
hellish land full of chasms that nearly cleaved the world in two, the place 
where nothing lived. He should have been terrified, but instead it was a 
thrill that rippled through his limbs. “Let me start making the necessary 
arrangements. I’ll be in contact soon.” 

Rex put on his hat again and stood. “I would appreciate that, 
Detective. I look forward to hearing from you.” 
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○ 

 
The scorching heat had abated slightly by the time he left the office that 
evening, though he was still soaked with sweat by the time he arrived back 
at their rented rooms. It was stifling in the second floor hallway, but thank-
fully Brandon had beaten him home. He had already thrown all the 
windows wide and started the fans, and though it was only marginally 
cooler inside their rooms, at least there was a breeze.  

“What do you know about the Midlands?” Jeriah asked as he closed 
the door and latched it behind him—it didn’t pay to be careless in this 
neighborhood. 

“The Midlands?” Brandon frowned at him over his shoulder. 
“You run a job or two out there every year, don’t you?” 
“More like every other year, if that. Whatever the job is, it’s not 

usually worth losing a ship over.” Brandon sliced off a piece of cheese and 
popped it in his mouth. “Come to think of it, the last job we did out that 
way was three years ago. The whole business with Fareesi, remember?” 

“Vaguely.” Jeriah tossed his waistcoat over the back of a chair, and 
then peeled out of his shirtsleeves.  

“And I haven’t been that way myself in ten years or more, I suppose. 
Why?” 

“Had an interesting client today. RX-648, but he calls himself Rex.” 
“A mech man,” Brandon said in some surprise. He leaned a hip 

against the counter. “Interesting, indeed. A client, you said?” 
“I don’t have much of a say in it.” Jeriah pulled out the fat envelope 

and slapped it in Brandon’s palm. “That’s just the deposit. And no, those 
aren’t small bills.” 

Brandon’s eyebrows went up. “What does he want from you?” 
“He wants me to find his unit for him, and he wants to go with me.”  
“You don’t let clients help you on cases.” 
“I also haven’t ever had a client willing to pay me two years’ worth of 

salary as a deposit.” 
“Fair enough,” Brandon said. He held the envelope almost reverently. 

“So he wants to go with you to the Midlands to find someone. That should-
n’t be too difficult. The Midlands are so sparsely populated that you could 
probably search all their villages within a week—”  

Jeriah cleared his throat. “Actually, we would only be stopping in the 
Midlands for supplies. The airship station there is well-stocked, and by the 
time we get there, we’ll need to replenish our provisions before pushing on 
to the Edge.” 

He said it as casually as possible. Brandon’s eyes narrowed.  
“You’re going to what?” 
“He’s looking for some other automatons who might be living in the 

Edge,” Jeriah said calmly, but now he also felt a flicker of irritation. “I’ve 
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agreed to help—” 
“You agreed to this? Jeriah, what were you thinking?” 
“That I don’t tell you how to run your business, so you should stay out 

of mine,” Jeriah snapped. “Not to mention the fact that airships will be 
obsolete by the end of the decade, and private detectives aren’t exactly in 
high demand either. A job like this comes around, sets us up to be 
comfortable for the next few years, you bet your ass I’m going to take it.” 

Brandon tossed the envelope on the counter and passed a hand over 
his eyes.  

“Jeriah, there isn’t anything out there,” he said finally, a thin thread 
of steel in his words. “Everything west of the Astrea is gone, has been gone 
for centuries. It’s a wasteland!” 

“Do you have a better idea? We have to make rent these next few 
months, fix the holes in the ceiling before winter sets in, put food on the 
table! Tell me how I can say no to this.” 

When Brandon said nothing, he added, “If someone made this offer 
to you, you’d take the job in a second.”  

Brandon braced his hands on his hips and looked away.  
“Fine.” He turned back to Jeriah, his voice firm and without room for 

argument; every bit the naval officer of years ago. “Take the job. But I’m 
coming with you.” 

“Absolutely not!”  
Brandon lifted an eyebrow. 
“So it’s fine for you to fly off to the Edge of the World, but now it’s a 

problem that I want to go? You’ve been on an airship exactly twice in your 
life. I’ve captained them for fifteen years. I’m going with you, and that’s 
final.” 

He grabbed up the envelope again and thumbed through its contents 
this time. His expression was inscrutable; if he was impressed or 
surprised, he didn’t show it.  

“This should be enough,” he said finally. 
“Enough for what?” Jeriah demanded. He could feel the case already 

spiraling out of control, and for the first time, doubt wormed its way into 
his mind.  

“You need a crew. A proper crew, people who know what they’re 
doing. It’s not as though anyone in modern times has gone to the Edge and 
returned. We need every advantage we can take. Where’d a mech like him 
get money like this anyway?”  

“The government,” Jeriah said. He’d verified that in the archives, too. 
“He fought in the war.”  

Brandon went very still. 
“Did he.” His voice came out flat. “I assume for our side, or you 

wouldn’t have brought him up to me at all.”  
“For us, yes, he did.” Jeriah wasn’t that unfeeling. There were some 

boundaries he would never cross, not for all the gold left in Saritha. “Not a 
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naval officer, though. Infantry.”  
“I see.” Brandon spoke in an oddly detached voice. He set the 

envelope down carefully and said, “I can have a crew together by the end 
of the week, and I’ll have a ship secured by then as well. Tell him to meet 
us at the docks at dawn in six days’ time. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

It was barely past sunset, but Jeriah nodded and said, “Good night.”  
 

○ 
 
Brandon was deep in sleep by the time Jeriah climbed into bed four hours 
later. There was no way of knowing how long he had been asleep, though—
but then, as Jeriah leaned over to turn out the light, he caught sight of the 
pill bottle on the bedside table. It was rare anymore that Brandon used 
them to fall asleep—and stay asleep—and Jeriah suppressed an unhappy 
sigh. He should have known better than to bring up the war, but he’d 
thought that Brandon might be willing to help a fellow veteran, no matter 
how reluctant he was about the case itself. It likely would have come out 
eventually anyway. Rex made no secret about his involvement in the war, 
and he was able to talk about it without that haunted look that Brandon 
got when he was forced to do so.  

Brandon lay on his side. They normally slept apart in the bed, though 
they had the tendency to migrate toward the middle sometime during the 
night. Tonight, however, Jeriah pressed up against Brandon’s back and 
draped an arm over his waist, tucking his knees behind Brandon’s. His 
husband didn’t so much as stir, not even when Jeriah pressed a kiss to the 
nape of his neck and let out a slow sigh that ruffled his hair. Within 
minutes, Jeriah was asleep. 

He woke alone in the morning, which wasn’t unusual. Brandon had 
been a civilian for almost seven years now, but some habits were too deeply 
ingrained to be discarded so easily. Jeriah followed the scent of coffee 
downstairs, and found Brandon in the midst of cooking breakfast. 

“Eggs?” He put a hand on Brandon’s shoulder and pressed a kiss to 
the corner of his mouth. He smelled of aftershave and tasted of mint. 
“Where in the hell did you find eggs?” 

“I know someone.” Brandon’s smile was lazy and teasing all at once, 
a far cry from the icy silence of last night. “There’s sugar, too, for the 
coffee.” 

“I think I love you.” 
“I should hope so.”  
“Bran.” Jeriah put his hands on Brandon’s shoulders and moved him 

so they faced each other.  “About yesterday, I—look, if this isn’t something 
you want, if it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll turn down the job. I’ll return 
his money and he can find someone else to take him out west. We need the 
money, yes, but not at your expense. We’ll figure something else out if it 
comes to that, okay? The job isn’t more important to me than you are, is 
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what I’m saying.” 
He’d rehearsed the words in his head before coming downstairs, and 

they still came out a jumble. He pursed his lips, irritated, but Brandon gave 
a relieved little smile and settled his hands on Jeriah’s hips. 
  “I appreciate that, I truly do. But I’ve been thinking, and I need to do 
this. This is a brother in arms, and if he’s desperate enough to turn to a 
private detective and an airship captain because the authorities won’t help, 
then I want to be a part of this.” 

“Are you sure?” 
“Honestly? No.” As far as Jeriah knew, Brandon had never so much 

as spoken to a fellow veteran since the war ended, or at least not willingly. 
Jeriah hadn’t even known that he’d served until three years after they met, 
when he came across Brandon’s name on a list of former prisoners of war 
he had pulled from the archives for a case he was working on at the time. 
“But I need to help.” 

“And I admit that I feel better going off to the Edge of the World with 
you rather than a stranger.” Jeriah gave him what felt like a strained smile, 
which Brandon wearily returned. “All right, so we’re doing this. Together. 
If it helps at all, Rex has spent some time on his own gathering 
information. From what I can tell, they’re rumors heard fourth-hand from 
drunkards at various taverns around the country, but that’s all the 
information about the Edge that we have to go on. You might want to take 
a look, see if there’s anything in there useful to you.”  

He motioned to the second envelope, which he’d left on the table 
before going to bed last night. The envelope with the money in it was 
secured in their safe.  

“I’ll do that.” Brandon placed two plates full of food on the table with 
an uncharacteristic flourish, and Jeriah grinned. “But first—eggs.”  
 

○ 
 
Brandon, true to his word, spent the next two days arranging for a ship 
and a crew. As the head of the airship company, it was easier for him than 
most to charter a vessel, but even so he spent the better part of a day in the 
offices of the port authority to arrange for their launch. 

“Did you look at that information Rex gave you?” he asked when 
Jeriah came home the next night. He stood with his hands braced on the 
kitchen table, leaning over the maps he had spread across it.  

“I didn’t get a chance yet.”  
“If he’s right about half of it, I’ll be amazed.” Jeriah came to stand at 

Brandon’s shoulder and surveyed the maps. “But it’s all we have to go on, 
and I can’t find any faults with it. He even gave us three zones to search in 
the northwest, the ones that he believes have the best chance of harboring 
life.”  

With Rex’s information, Brandon had charted their course meticu-
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lously, marking up the map with neat red lines. He made notes here and 
there in his tiny, precise handwriting: indicating where they would need to 
stop for fuel and supplies, noting the nearest villages along their route in 
case they needed to stop for aid. 

“What’s this?” Jeriah indicated a dashed line that bisected the 
Midlands. 

“Mountains, according to Rex.” Brandon added grimly, “It’s also our 
point of no return. Once we cross them, we’ll have burned through more 
than half of our fuel. We can’t get back to any fuel station in the Midlands, 
so we’ll have to press on and hope that your client is telling the truth about 
there being civilization out there in the Edge—and another refueling 
station.” 

Jeriah traced a solid line west of the mountains, which Brandon had 
drawn in. Every map he had ever seen, from his school days to now, never 
defined this land’s western borders, if indeed they even existed anymore. 

“He thinks there’s an ocean out there,” he said quietly, reading 
Brandon’s notes.  

Brandon tapped a finger on the map, indicating the three circles he 
had drawn in the northwest corner of the coast. 

“If anything’s habitable out there, it will be somewhere in those zones. 
Where there’s water, there’s life.” Brandon rubbed his forehead, which 
looked almost painfully creased. Jeriah crossed his arms and regarded 
him. 

“This is getting to you.” 
Brandon shook his head. “We don’t have enough data. Everything is 

conjecture and rumor. I don’t like it.” 
“What do we have to lose?” 
“Our lives,” Brandon said simply. 
He went down to the docks that evening to make sure everything was 

in order. He had a crew responsible simply for loading the ship with 
supplies, and he wanted to make sure everything was prepared for the 
morning’s launch. Jeriah stayed behind to pack their meager belongings 
and throw out the perishable food. They had already alerted Mrs. Thomp-
son to their imminent absence, and she would be renting their rooms out 
as soon as they left. It was going to be a hell of a thing, returning in the 
middle of winter and having to find new rooms on top of that. Then again, 
with the fee Rex was paying them, it was entirely possible they would have 
their pick of them. Or maybe they could go south, Jeriah thought ruefully. 
Nothing kept them tied to this city, except for their dwindling jobs. But 
Brandon could just as easily fly airships down on the southern coast… 

His thoughts petered out. Brandon’s company was well-established 
here. It would make very little sense to uproot him, not when he made 
something close to resembling a living. 

Brandon arrived home close to midnight, waking Jeriah as he climbed 
into bed. The thin, aged mattress creaked under his inconsiderable weight. 
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It was too hot, and he left a handful of inches between them.  
“Ship all right?” Jeriah murmured into his pillow. 
“Fine. Go back to sleep.”  
Jeriah did just that, tumbling quickly back down into slumber. His 

dreams were fractured, senseless things, a collection of sounds and images 
that gave him the vague impression he was on a ship. He woke abruptly, 
his ears ringing with the remnants of a shout, to find Brandon sitting on 
the edge of the bed, his back to Jeriah. His shoulders rose and fell as he 
gasped for breath, and his skin was clammy to the touch. Jeriah rested a 
hand on his shoulder and then let it slide down his spine. Brandon 
shuddered.  

“You’re here, with me,” Jeriah said quietly. “This is real. You’re safe.” 
He let his hand rest on Brandon’s shoulder once again, and this time, 

Brandon brought his own hand up to clasp Jeriah’s fingers. It was several 
more minutes before he got his breathing under control, and a while after 
that before the tremors stopped. Jeriah eventually coaxed him back down 
and, despite the heat, drew Brandon close. He rested his head on Jeriah’s 
chest, and their clasped hands rested on Jeriah’s stomach. Jeriah raked 
the fingers of his free hand through Brandon’s sweat-damp hair. Jeriah 
stayed awake, keeping watch, until Brandon fell asleep again at dawn. 
 

○ 
 
Rex met him at the train station on the day of the launch, and they walked 
the rest of the way to the docks together. Brandon had departed several 
hours earlier, well before dawn, leaving Jeriah to do one last sweep of their 
rooms before grabbing his own bag and dropping the keys off with the 
landlady. 

“The Wayward Venturer?” Rex asked as the airship came into view, 
and Jeriah laughed. He should have known.  

“My husband has a terrible sense of humor,” he said, grinning. “But 
she’s a good ship. Brandon’s favorite. He doesn’t get to fly them much 
anymore; running a company takes up too much of his time.”  

Jeriah wondered who Brandon would get to crew the ship on this 
wayward adventure of theirs, and wasn’t surprised when he stepped down 
onto the deck and was immediately greeted by Adeline. She strode up to 
him, boots clacking against the deck, and ignored his outstretched hand, 
instead pulling him into a hug.  

“That’s healed up nicely,” she said when she pulled back, tapping his 
left eyebrow with a finger. Jeriah rubbed the scar automatically, the 
remnants of a wound he’d received on a case the previous winter. 

“Has it been that long since we’ve seen each other?” He honestly 
hadn’t realized.  

“I’ve been flying jobs up and down the coast for the past six months, 
and you’ve been off having all kinds of adventures. The stories I hear from 
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the Captain…” She trailed off, shaking her head, and then caught sight of 
Rex. “Speaking of, you must be his latest client.” 

“RX-648,” Rex said, shaking her hand. His metal fingers whirred. 
One of them squeaked, in need of an oiling. “Call me Rex.” 

“Is the Captain about?” Jeriah asked. 
She barely restrained an eyeroll, and Jeriah felt his lips twitch. 
“Belowdecks, then?” 
“Tell him he better not have his hands on my engines, if he knows 

what's good for him!” 
Jeriah laughed. “Do you mind giving Rex a quick tour and showing 

him to his cabin? I'll have a word with our esteemed captain.” 
He had never flown with Brandon—at least, not on a journey where 

Brandon served on the airship in any capacity. The only time they had 
traveled together had been a hasty overnight trip to the coast in a frantic 
bid to visit Brandon's mother before she passed. Brandon had spent the 
entirety of that journey pacing the deck, visibly holding himself back from 
instructing the crew on how to do their jobs. Jeriah had even needed to 
restrain him when they hit a rough patch of eddies while flying through 
thick cloud cover, so that he wouldn’t go topside and give the captain a few 
choice words. 

He knew, from the good-natured grumbling of Brandon’s employees 
in the airship company, that his husband was particular about his ship, 
and his usual pre-flight rituals drove everyone up the walls. But sailors 
were a superstitious people, especially when it came to flying, and 
Brandon's rituals had served him well in the war. He’d come home, which 
was more than could be said for most of the other prisoners. He wasn’t 
about to change his habits now. 

Jeriah found Brandon inspecting the engines, as he knew he would.  
“You’ve got a rather put-out engineer topside,” he said, crossing his 

arms and leaning against the gentle curve of the inner hull.  
“She’ll live,” Brandon said. He ran his hands over the outer casing of 

one of the engines, feeling for imperfections as he inspected it with his 
eyes. “Did you need something?” 

Jeriah smothered a grin, amused by this glimpse of what Brandon 
was like as a captain, what it would have been like to serve under him at 
the height of his career.  

“Rex is getting settled in his cabin, so we can push off whenever you're 
ready,” he said. “I put my things in your cabin—I trust that’s all right?” 

He was only half-teasing, but Brandon seemed to consider this. 
“I think that will be fine,” he allowed finally. “It’s not typically good 

luck for a captain to travel with his spouse, but you’re here in an official 
capacity first and foremost. It shouldn’t be too much of an issue, especially 
if we put you to work.” 

Jeriah smothered a smile. “Of course. I wasn’t expecting to sit around 
on this ship for the next two weeks. What do you need me to do?”  
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With a small crew like this, it was imperative that everyone serve 
multiple roles, except for Adeline, whose attention would be entirely 
consumed by the engines. Brandon might have been their captain, but in 
the regular day-to-day, he was their helmsman.  

“It’s where I started,” he said defensively when Jeriah had teased him 
a few nights earlier about his need for absolute control over the airship. “I 
was a helmsman before anything else. I flew these things for more than a 
decade.” 

“It’s where you started, huh?” Jeriah folded his arms in amusement. 
“I thought you started out mopping decks and cleaning the head.”  

A flush crept up the back of Brandon’s neck, but he laughed. “Perks 
of being a captain—now I can make that your job, underling.”  

Even Rex was put to work, and he gladly agreed to lend his 
engineering knowledge to Adeline. She was grateful in turn for the extra 
pair of hands in the engine room and for someone else who could help 
maintain the gas envelope above their heads, which kept them aloft.  

They launched at dawn and crossed into the Midlands in the early 
afternoon. Jeriah had never been this far west—he could count on one 
hand the number of times in his life he had actually left Lisauda—but it 
looked much the same to him. The land was flat, divided into square 
patches of brown and yellow, rather like a quilt his grandmother might 
have made from the dull yarn available during the war’s rationing. Little 
vegetation grew this far west.  

The air that had been calm for the first several hours of their journey 
now rocked the gondola as the wind picked up. Nothing severe, but it was 
enough to make Jeriah lose his tenuous hold on his inner ear, and 
airsickness swiftly took over. He spent the majority of the late afternoon 
locked in the head, which thankfully hadn’t seen much use yet and was 
blissfully odorless.  

Brandon sought him out near evening. Jeriah could tell from the long 
shadows that crossed the cabin’s floor, and the golden sunlight that lit up 
the far wall. He must have turned the helm over to one of the deck hands. 
Hadifa, most likely. 

“I got these from Charles’s kit,” he said, pressing two pills into 
Jeriah’s sweaty palm. He sat on the bed and held out a glass of water. “He 
says they should help.” 

Jeriah pushed himself into a sitting position long enough to swallow 
the meds, and then flopped down again. The cabin swam around him. 
Even when he closed his eyes, everything swayed. He took for granted what 
it was like to have two feet on solid ground, and vowed never to do that 
again. Brandon rubbed his arm. 

“At least it’s not like last time,” he said bracingly, and Jeriah snorted. 
That had been a disaster of a trip. “You know what it’s like. You’ll be used 
to it by morning.” 

“I know.” Jeriah swallowed. The inside of his mouth felt tacky and 
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tasted foul. He wished he had the strength to drag himself to a basin and 
brush his teeth, at least.  

“There’s a village not far from here. Charles spotted it on the horizon, 
and it matches our maps. We’re going to put down there for the night, and 
launch again at dawn. Did you want dinner? Whatever Rex has cooked up 
down there smells amazing.” 

Jeriah’s stomach roiled. “Maybe later.”  
“All right. Rest.” Brandon pressed his lips to Jeriah’s forehead. The 

rasp of his day-old stubble was a comfort. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”  
 

○ 
 
The night passed uneventfully, and they launched again as the first weak 
beams of sunlight spilled over the horizon. Jeriah woke feeling vaguely 
human and, armed with a clean basin of water, he washed his face and 
cleaned out his mouth. A cup of strong coffee later, he felt almost like his 
old self again, and went topside for some fresh air.  

Rex spotted him first. 
“I’m glad to see you’re well, Detective,” he greeted. 
“Jeriah, please, and so am I,” Jeriah said. “Airsickness gets me every 

time. I usually acclimate within a day. Anything I should know about up 
here?” 

“We are making excellent progress,” Rex reported. “We should be at 
the refueling station in two days’ time, and once we load the extra supplies, 
we will head for the Edge. The captain is optimistic that we’ll arrive at our 
destination in under a week.”  

“Our first destination,” Jeriah pointed out, for if they searched for 
Rex’s unit there and found nothing, there were still two other zones that 
needed to be searched. And if those were also dead ends— 

“Captain!” Charles’s voice cut through their conversation, tight with 
alarm. “There’s a ship out there!”  

Jeriah jogged up to the helm, Rex on his heels. He scanned the 
horizon, but could discern nothing except for endless blue. Charles had the 
advantage of a spyglass, though, and pirates were well-documented in 
these skies. It was rough living this side of the Astrea River, and their ship 
was stocked with valuable supplies.  

Brandon jabbed the intercom button and barked, “Whose flag are 
they flying?” 

“Can’t see yet, but I don’t know what a ship would be doing coming 
from the northwest like this. There aren’t any major rivers up that way, 
and no villages according to the maps.”  

Brandon turned to Jeriah and said, “Go to the armory and get 
everyone a piece. I want the whole crew armed, you included. Rex, Hadifa, 
I want the two of you to prep the cannons. This ship doesn’t carry a lot of 
firepower and I want to conserve it if we can, so don’t fire unless I order 
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it.” 
The ship’s armory was a small storage room between the captain’s 

cabin and that of his first mate. Pistols made up the majority of the 
arsenal—there were ten in all, more than enough for everyone on board—
but there were also rifles and an impressive collection of daggers, rapiers, 
and two broadswords that made Jeriah’s neck ache just looking at them. 
He grabbed pistols for the crew and, after a moment’s contemplation, 
strapped a few of the knives to his thighs.  

He stopped by the engine room to give Adeline a knife – if they were 
boarded and the fight got this far, the last thing they needed were 
ricocheting bullets in the engine room – and took the rest of the weapons 
topside.  

“A knife will do,” Brandon said when Jeriah tried to hand him a pistol. 
He had both hands on the massive wheel, the ship steady under his careful 
ministrations—tiny, minute movements he made that kept them level. His 
gaze was on the horizon, at the speck that would soon resolve itself into 
another ship.  

Jeriah knew better than to argue. He’d hoped, in an exceptional 
circumstance—but no, Brandon had made that plain years ago. The war 
was over, and he would never pick up another gun.  

“Take two.” Jeriah strapped one knife to Brandon’s thigh, and then 
stuck the other in his belt near his dominant hand.  

“Cap, they aren’t flying any flags.” Charles’s voice was tight as it 
crackled over the intercom. Jeriah sucked in a breath—pirates, then, that 
was almost certain. Brandon lifted a hand from the wheel to respond. 

“Good work, Charlie. Now get down here,” he ordered. “We’ll need 
you on the deck more than we need you up there. Jeriah’s got a pistol for 
you.” 

“Orders, Captain?” Jeriah asked as Brandon released the intercom. “I 
don’t know the protocol for this.”  

Brandon nodded in acknowledgement. “They won’t try to shoot our 
gas envelope, and we’ll avoid theirs. It’s an unspoken rule in the skies, but 
more than that, it makes no sense for them to shoot us down. They’d 
destroy all the supplies they’re after. Beyond that, anything is fair game. 
Shoot them, shoot the gondola, do whatever you need to do to keep them 
off this ship.” 

He finally looked at Jeriah, and added, “And don’t get killed.” 
“Same to you.” Jeriah cupped a hand around the back of his neck and 

pulled him in for a kiss. “Keep us steady. We’ll take care of the rest.”  
The ship was more than a speck now. A dark blot on the horizon, 

which after some minutes resolved itself into a vague outline of an airship. 
If they were traveling at top speed, they would be within shooting range in 
under half an hour.  

“Hadifa and I will concentrate on disabling their ship.” Rex was 
suddenly at his side, and Jeriah started. “You and Charles are our last 
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resort. Don’t waste your ammunition on them unless they try to board.”  
Jeriah didn’t like the idea of hanging around on the deck until given 

a reason to shoot. But Brandon and Rex were the combat experts, so he 
nodded.  

“You fired one of these before?” Charles asked as Jeriah went to join 
him. He snorted. 

“With Brandon for a husband? It’s one of the first things he taught 
me how to do.” 

“Cap won’t touch these things himself – think it’s ‘cause of his time in 
the camp.” 

Jeriah wasn’t going to indulge that unasked question. He simply 
nodded—not in confirmation, but in agreement. “No, Brandon’s not fond 
of guns, but he’s adamant that I know how to defend myself. I expect he’s 
the same way with his people.” 

“That he is,” Charles said. “Everything I know about weapons comes 
from him.” 

“You worked for him for long?” 
Charles grinned. “Cap and I go way back. He served with my brother 

in the war. He came home; Alexander didn’t. They were in the same camp.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
Charles shrugged. “Made my peace with it. Alexander wouldn’t have 

wanted to go out any other way. Right, well, anyway, general rule of 
thumb’s to not shoot until they’re in the midst of boarding us, or are 
already on the ship. Waste of ammunition otherwise. There’s too much of 
a chance for the bullet to go wide. You killed a man before?’ 

“Once or twice,” Jeriah said, and wasn’t sure if he should be 
concerned that he couldn’t remember precisely which it was. Or had it 
been three times?  

“Think you can do this? ‘Cause if you can’t, no offense, but I’ll want 
you belowdecks where you won’t be getting in anyone’s way.”  

“You don’t need to worry about me.”  
Charles nodded, face grave. He couldn’t have been more than twenty, 

though the lines etched into his face by the unrelenting sun made him look 
years older. 

“I’ll take aft and you take stern. Looks like they’ll be approaching on 
the starboard side.” 

“I’ll cover the Captain,” Jeriah said—not just because that was his 
husband, but they needed someone to keep flying the ship. It was practical, 
and it could literally save all their lives. “You should watch that gas 
envelope, yeah?” 

Charles nodded. “First priority, mate. Without that envelope, we’re 
all dead.”  

Jeriah opened his mouth to respond, but at that moment, the 
concussive blast of an explosion slammed into his chest. Wood splintered 
all around him, cutting into his cheeks and forehead and thighs. He dove 
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instinctively to the deck, covering his head with his arms.  
Another volley. The gondola rocked dangerously. Jeriah’s fingers 

scrabbled across the deck, seeking purchase. Someone was shouting, but 
he couldn’t understand any of the words. They were muffled, far away. His 
ears rang. The explosion must have been closer than he thought.  

Jeriah grabbed a nearby post, hauling himself to his feet. Another 
percussive blast jolted the ship, but this time it came from belowdecks—
they were firing back. 

He chanced a glance at the helm, saw with relief that Brandon was 
still there, both hands tight on the wheel as he brought the ship under 
control. Jeriah dashed the handful of steps up to the wheel and shouted, 
“Can we get out of here?” 

“They can outrun us.” He saw Brandon’s lips form the words more 
than he heard them. “Our engines don’t stand a chance. Ho!”  

Jeriah whipped around, following Brandon’s gaze, and cursed. A lithe 
body pulled herself over the railing of the gondola, sword in one hand and 
pistol in the other, and Charles ducked behind a mast as she fired at him. 
Another figure vaulted the distance between their ships with ease, arcing 
into the air before landing neatly on his feet.  

He ran for cover, diving behind a toppled pile of crates as a bullet 
whizzed past his ear. He instinctively looked at the helm again, in time to 
see Brandon duck and a bullet strike the captain’s office behind him in a 
spray of splinters. He rolled to his feet and fired at the first person who 
moved—the woman who had first boarded the ship. The bullet went wide, 
but he effectively drew her attention from Brandon. She fired at him, and 
he wasn’t nearly as nimble. The bullet grazed his thigh. Blood spilled 
instantly from the wound, but he felt no pain.  

The ship veered sharply to starboard. Jeriah slammed to the deck, 
pistol skittering across the wood. His heart lodged in his throat as the ship 
failed to right itself, and with a stab of horror, he lifted his head to see 
Brandon grappling with the other pirate while the ship’s wheel spun wildly 
out of control. 

“Damn it.” Suddenly, Charles was at his side. He grabbed Jeriah’s arm 
and hissed, “Pistol.” 

Jeriah pointed with one hand while he used the other to try to push 
himself to his feet, but the deck was listing too sharply. He rolled into the 
railing. The deck pitched again and he hooked both arms around the posts, 
painfully aware that only sheer luck and upper body strength kept him 
from plummeting hundreds of feet to his death.  

A blast larger than anything he had ever experienced before cut 
through the dull ringing in his ears, slamming into his chest and rocking 
him to his core. The heat reached him next, and he had to press his face 
into the crook of his elbow to protect it from the sudden surge of 
superheated air, and the flames that rolled across the deck in an expanding 
ball of fire. 
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The pirate ship’s gas enveloped had exploded. The ship fell away, 
vanishing into the mists below, and Jeriah stared dumbly at the empty 
patch of sky where it used to be.  

Abruptly, the deck leveled out. Jeriah scrambled to his feet to see 
Brandon at the wheel once again, a smear of blood across his face and neck. 
The pirate lay unmoving at his feet.  

Charles came up to him and pressed the pistol back into his hand.  
“Cap plays it fair,” he said. His expression was grim. “I don’t.”  

 
○ 

 
Jeriah had expected worse, but as they took stock of themselves in the 
wake of the attack, it appeared that he was the worst off of all of them, and 
his injury was far from dire. He hadn’t even noticed that his shoulder had 
popped out of its socket until he tried to lift his arm, and Brandon 
wrenched it back into place for him with brisk efficiency. He floated for a 
while on a cloud of painkillers and drink, and then there was food, and 
after that he didn’t much see the point in doing anything at all. It seemed 
as though most of the crew felt the same. Even Brandon deigned to come 
down from the helm, and he sat with the rest of them at the long table, 
allowing Jeriah to lean drowsily against him, savoring his warmth and the 
solid lines of his body.  

“You handled yourself well,” Brandon said finally, nodding at Rex. 
“Thank you, Captain. So did you. You’re quite deft with a knife.” 
Brandon snorted, his breath ruffling Jeriah’s hair. “Practice, that’s 

all.”  
They settled into a comfortable silence. Jeriah nursed his drink while 

Brandon poked unenthusiastically at his bowl of grits. Adeline was 
repairing a pressure gauge while Charles and Hadifa darned torn clothing. 

“Tell us about them,” Jeriah said suddenly. 
Rex, who was in the midst of oiling his elbow joint, paused. “Pardon?” 
“Your unit,” Jeriah said. “Tell us about them.” 
“I’m not certain everyone would wish to hear about my unit.” 
“I would,” Brandon said, and Charles added, “Yeah, same here.” 
“Only if you want to, of course,” Adeline put in, and Hadifa nodded.  
“How did you meet?” Jeriah asked.  
“We came from the same factory. Not from the same assembly line, 

but we were all created within months of each other,” Rex said. He 
carefully screwed the cap on the bottle of oil and put it back in his pocket. 
“I was created for warfare, obviously. MX-487’s purpose was to build and 
maintain infrastructure around the city. CY-243 and KJ-512 were both 
designed to operate the difference engines at the stock exchange. Before 
the war, we were quite happy.” 

“Were you drafted?” 
Jeriah didn’t dare lift his eyes from his drink; hardly dared to breathe. 
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Brandon talking about the war, even in this circumspect way, was unheard 
of.  

“I suppose you could think of it that way,” Rex said, “but this was 
always my purpose. I was created to serve.” 

“What happens if you find ’em?” Charles asked.  
“What happens if you don’t?” Brandon added quietly. “War’s been 

over for years. You can’t go back to it.” 
“I’ll search for them until I lack the resources to go any farther, or 

until I find evidence that they’re dead,” Rex said. “If we’re reunited, I’ll 
simply need to find a new purpose. If we’re not—”  

He stopped abruptly. The silence stretched for some moments. 
“If you’re not,” Brandon said, “we’re always looking for competent 

engineers down at the docks. You’d be welcome.”  
Rex cocked his head, considering Brandon, and a silence grew 

between them. He seemed to be waiting for Brandon to retract the offer. 
When that didn’t happen, he said quietly, “Thank you, Captain. I’d be 
delighted.”  

Brandon gave him a crisp nod and changed the subject. “Right, it 
looks like we’re going to have some cloud cover for the next day or so, if 
Charles’s weather predictions hold up. I’m going to keep us in the clouds 
as much as possible. With any luck, by the time it clears, we’ll already be 
at the mountains.” 

“And if it doesn’t?” Adeline asked.  
“We don’t have enough ammunition to last us through another attack 

like that,” Brandon said bluntly. “Our best option is to stay hidden.” 
“Or climb,” Charles put in. “This ship can go higher than most, and 

we have breathing masks. If we can’t hide, we can climb instead.”  
“I only want to use that as a last resort,” Brandon said. “Those masks 

would last us—what?—six hours. At most. We’ll have to descend again as 
soon as we run out of oxygen.”  

Charles volunteered to take the helm for the night, and it was a sign 
of Brandon’s exhaustion that he didn’t protest. He’d been favoring his right 
side since the attack, and when he peeled off his shirt in the privacy of the 
captain’s cabin, Jeriah saw that the skin over his ribs was purpling.  

“All right?” he asked as Brandon probed his chest with careful fingers.  
“Nothing broken,” Brandon assured him. “You?” 
“I’ll live.” Jeriah had already stretched out on the bed, lacking the 

strength to do more than kick off his boots. Brandon climbed in next to 
him and settled down, resting his head on Jeriah’s uninjured shoulder. 
“What do you think we’ll find out here?” 

“A wasteland,” Brandon said. “Mountains and the ocean, maybe, but 
nothing habitable. Certainly not his unit.” 

Jeriah turned his head to look at him. “You don’t think so?” 
“Automatons go missing on the daily, Jeriah. They’re made up of 

valuable parts. Ten years is a long, long time for a missing human, let alone 
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some missing mechs. They’re not alive, and if by some slim chance they 
are, they certainly aren’t out here.” 

“Then why did you agree to help him?” 
Brandon was quiet for a moment. 
“Because he needed someone to believe in him,” he said finally. “He 

needed someone else to have hope, too, that they’re out there somewhere. 
I can understand that. I can give him that much, even if I can’t bring them 
home to him.”  
 

○ 
 
Jeriah knew even before he looked out a porthole the next morning that 
the weather had turned overnight. The air was heavy with damp, and beads 
of moisture clung to the gondola’s upper deck. Brandon was at the helm 
once more, a long blue coat thrown on over his shirt and trousers, his hair 
curling at the ends. The temperature had dropped sharply, and there was 
a tension in the air that Jeriah couldn’t place, but it made the hairs on the 
back of his neck prickle. 

“What’s going on?” he asked Rex, who stood at the bow, his attention 
on the horizon. Jeriah could discern nothing beyond the white-grey clouds 
that roiled around them and spilled over the railing onto the deck. Charles, 
if he was up in the lookout’s nest, was completely obscured.  

“Visibility is severely limited by these clouds,” Rex said. “This is good 
news, as it means no further enemy ships can find us, but it also means 
that we have very little means of navigating or seeing any upcoming 
obstacles. I can discern variations in heat output, however. If there is 
something in our path that shouldn’t be, I will be able to alert the helm so 
that we can navigate around it.” 

“How much of a warning do we get?” 
“The captain will have approximately two minutes to make the 

appropriate heading changes.”  
More than a little close for Jeriah’s comfort. “And this is supposed to 

last a day, Charles said?” 
“I believe it will be more on the order of two. We will reach the final 

refueling station in six hours. After that, I don’t recommend putting this 
ship down again until we’ve cleared the mountains.” 

And what happened if Brandon was right, and it was a wasteland? 
They would have to remain airborne for days while they searched for Rex’s 
unit. Could the ship withstand that kind of constant use, and the wear and 
tear that went along with it?   

Jeriah caught sight of a flash in his periphery, and turned. He saw 
nothing but endless white, and blinked. He could have sworn that— 

There was a thud as Charles hit the deck. 
“Masks, now!” he bellowed before bolting for the helm. Jeriah ran 

after him, Rex on his heels. 



70 
 

“Lightning,” Brandon said tightly when Jeriah reached him. “Get a 
breathing mask and get belowdecks. We’re climbing.”  

If a bolt of lightning struck the gas envelope—cold crawled down 
Jeriah’s spine at the thought. He didn’t want to contemplate the resulting 
explosion, nor the long fall to the ground. He found three pairs of 
breathing masks in the captain’s office, tossed one to Brandon, and went 
belowdecks with the others. Charles and Hadifa already had theirs on, so 
Jeriah gave the spare to Adeline and slipped the last one over his face. It 
was heavier than he expected, pulling on his neck, and he strained to keep 
his head upright.  

The deck pitched sharply, and Jeriah stumbled into the wall as the 
ship was buffeted by a sudden gust of wind. Then, gravity seemed to 
increase sharply, pressing him to the deck. They were climbing, and fast. 
How tall were those clouds? Jeriah had seen a number of towering storm 
clouds in his lifetime, and he wasn’t certain that the Venturer could get out 
of harm’s way entirely. 

“Everyone, belowdecks!” Brandon bellowed. “Now!” 
Jeriah pushed Rex in the direction of the stairs, one hand on the 

railing for purchase. He turned to look for Charles and saw that the youth 
was mere steps away. He grabbed Jeriah’s elbow, hauling him down the 
stairs with surprising strength.  

“That means you, too,” he said briskly, his voice muffled behind the 
mask. 

“Brandon—”  
“—Can lash himself to the helm if the skies get rough enough, and he’s 

the best damn pilot I’ve seen in my life,” Charles cut in. “He’ll be fine, and 
we’re only a distraction for him if we’re up there. Sit.” 

Half a dozen seats folded down from the walls in the corridor. They 
each claimed one, strapping themselves into the harnesses. The ship 
bucked. The straps dug into Jeriah’s chest and jostled his bad shoulder, 
and he gritted his teeth against the pain. 

The thunder was a low, threatening rumble under the shrieking wind. 
The lightning had been uncomfortably close—were they still in range of a 
strike? How much higher could Brandon go before the oxygen became too 
thin to keep them aloft? 

Even as he had the thought, the relentless press of gravity seemed to 
ease. He started to breathe again. It no longer felt as though an invisible 
hand was trying to shove him through the wooden planks of the deck. The 
ship leveled out, and as the minutes ticked by, the deck gradually calmed 
until barely a tremor passed through it. 

They were unstrapping themselves from the chairs when Brandon 
appeared in the corridor.  

“We’re clear of the storm, for now, but I have a decision to make.” 
Brandon’s face was pale under his red, rain-lashed cheeks. The mask hid 
his mouth, but Jeriah imagined it was drawn into a tight line. “This storm 
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system is larger than we thought. We can’t descend safely through the 
clouds to get to the waystation. We have enough fuel and supplies to turn 
around and head back to Lisauda, or we can continue on to the Edge and 
hope that Rex’s information is sound and that we’ll be able to get supplies 
there. If we choose the latter and it truly is a wasteland, then we’ll have 
condemned ourselves to death.” 

A heavy silence followed his words. Rex finally broke it. 
“I hope you will not think too poorly of me, Captain,” he said, “if I say 

that my unit’s lives mean more to me than yours, and I vote that we press 
on?” 

Brandon inclined his head. “Of course not. I’d want the same, were I 
in your position and Jeriah was the one missing. But we’re not putting this 
to a vote. I’m the Captain, and this is going to be my call, regardless of how 
you feel about it.” 

“Brandon,” Jeriah started, but he held up a hand.  
“We’re going to continue on to the Edge,” he said. “I won’t trap 

anyone here who believes this to be folly, though. There are three life rafts 
on this ship. Anyone who wishes to remain may take one of those to the 
ground. It’ll be a rough ride through the storm, but since those aren’t 
powered by gas, lightning won’t be an issue. You’ll get there safe enough.”  

Another long silence followed. Something in Jeriah’s chest eased 
slightly. 

“I think it’s safe to say, Captain,” he said, “that we’re with you. Let’s 
finish this.”  

“Yeah, I wanna see what’s out here,” Charles said, and Adeline 
nodded. “It’s gotta be pretty fucking wild, you know?” 

“We all lost someone or something in the war,” Hadifa said, 
effectively sobering them all. “We understand what it’s like. What we’re 
doing for you is what we hope someone would do for us, if there was even 
a chance of regaining what we’d lost.”  

Brandon nodded. “This is going to mean continuous flying for the rest 
of our journey. I need us all to split up and take shifts. Two people per shift, 
eight hours apiece. Charles and Hadifa know how to man the helm. 
Adeline and Rex will work in the engine room. Jeriah doesn’t have the 
engineering background you two do, but he’s a quick learner. Get him up 
to speed on all he needs to know to work a shift down there.” 

There were murmurs of “Yes, sir,” and “Aye, captain,” and then they 
quickly got to work.  
 

○ 
 
Working in the windowless, stifling engine room while the ship pitched 
and roiled in the storm threatened to undo what control Jeriah had 
mastered over his inner ear these past few days in the air. He fought back 
wave after wave of nausea, and found some relief when Charles brought 
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him two more pills from his med kit. They could only stay above the clouds 
for six hours at a time, and then Brandon was forced to descend back into 
the storm so that the breathing masks could be recharged. It was a miracle 
that a stray bolt of lightning hadn’t struck them yet. Jeriah kept waiting for 
the inevitable explosion, wondering whether the resulting fireball would 
kill him instantly or if he would be forced to plummet to his death in this 
windowless room.  

Near the end of his shift, he could feel the ship start to climb again 
and reached for his breathing mask. Rex relieved him shortly after dawn, 
and Jeriah, too exhausted now for sleep, climbed the short staircase to the 
upper deck.  

The air was sharp, stinging his ears and nose, a welcome relief after 
so many hours spent confined to the engine room. Almost instantly, the 
lingering nausea lifted. Jeriah met Brandon’s eyes and smiled, not that 
Brandon could see anything aside from the crinkling at the corners of his 
eyes. He went over to the helm, and Brandon nodded wordlessly at the 
horizon.  

It took Jeriah some moments to realize what Brandon was trying to 
tell him. What he initially dismissed as more clouds were nothing of the 
kind. They were white, snow-tipped peaks. Mountains. They stretched 
more or less in a straight line from north to south, and they were every-
where, as far as the eye could see. Jeriah went over to the nearest railing 
and peered cautiously over the edge. There were peaks below them, too. 
They were sailing right over the mountain range.  

Rex’s information had been correct, Jeriah thought, his heart lifting 
slightly. And if he was right about this, who was to say he wasn’t right about 
his unit, too?  

One by one, the rest of the crew came up to the deck. Even Rex felt 
comfortable enough with the state of the engine room to leave it for a few 
minutes. They watched as the snowy peaks glided by. The clouds started 
to thin, revealing more of the mountains. Brandon started to descend, 
eventually leveling out to where he was navigating the ship between the 
peaks, and Jeriah gaped at the sheer cliffs of rock that surrounded them. 
They were gorgeous, and they were terrifying.  

“Thought this was just a myth,” Charles said as he pulled off his mask. 
Jeriah did the same. 

“So did I,” Jeriah said in awe. 
“You think he’s right about an ocean, too?” 
“I hope so.” Jeriah had never seen one, though he knew one existed 

out east. Brandon had described it once—he’d flown over it during the war, 
after all—but it was impossible for Jeriah to wrap his mind around. A body 
of water that stretched everywhere, in all directions, with not a piece of 
land in sight? A body of water that was so impossibly deep, no one had ever 
reached the bottom? He couldn’t imagine it, and to be honest, the thought 
gave him chills. 
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The clanging of a bell startled him out of his thoughts. Rex darted past 
him, Adeline on his heels, and they disappeared belowdecks. Jeriah caught 
Charles’s arm.  

“What is it?” he demanded. 
“That’s an alarm.” Charles’s face was pale. “Something’s wrong in the 

engine room.”  
“Jeriah!” But the rest of Brandon’s shout was lost as Jeriah ran for the 

steps. He bolted down the corridor and skidded to a halt at the engine 
room door, as though he’d slammed into a physical wall. The entire room 
was engulfed in flames, and the heat beat him back. Adeline stumbled out 
of the room, and Jeriah caught her. 

“Rex—”  
“He’ll be fine.” Jeriah was startled at how sure of that he sounded, 

how steady his voice was. “Go tell Brandon what’s going on. We need to 
put the ship down, now.”  

She ran for the stairs. Jeriah turned back to the engine room and drew 
a deep breath. Rex wouldn’t be bothered by smoke the way humans were, 
that was true, but even he wasn’t immune to fire. Sooner or later, the heat 
would be enough to melt his inner workings and reduce him to nothing 
more than a puddle of metal. Jeriah shuddered inwardly at the thought 
and stripped off his jacket. He yanked off his neck scarf, too, and ducked 
into the head. There was a fresh bucket of rainwater in there, and he 
soaked the scarf before tearing it in two and wrapping the pieces around 
his hands. Not perfect, but it would do. 

He didn’t give himself a chance to think about it. Face pressed into 
his elbow, breathing through the imperfect filter of his shirt, he plunged 
into the fiery engine room.  

“Rex!” His voice was muffled, but the automaton had better hearing 
than a human would. “Damn it, Rex, where are you?” 

The heat was unbearable. He could feel his eyebrows singe, and he 
kept his eyes squinted against the flames. He had a gruesome vision of his 
eyeballs melting out of his head and shook himself. Not the time. 

“Rex!”  
Something collided with him. Jeriah stumbled and nearly fell, 

catching himself with his heart in his throat. He had nearly collapsed into 
a wall of flames, and that would have been as gruesome a death as falling 
out of the sky, though probably more painful. 

He grasped the solid object, his hand closing around an overheated 
bicep, and felt a flood of relief. Rex. He had little idea of where the door 
was, which was absurd, given how small the engine room was. But then 
Rex started pulling him, and Jeriah stumbled after him. They tumbled out 
of the engine room, and Jeriah’s legs immediately gave out. He fell to the 
ground, coughing and gasping, while Rex wrestled the door shut and 
secured it.  

“That won’t—”  
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“It won’t last, I know.” Rex fastened an arm around his bicep and 
hauled him to his feet. He practically dragged Jeriah down the corridor. 
“But it will slow the spread of the fire, given the lack of oxygen flow in that 
room.”  

He got Jeriah as far as the upper deck, depositing him near some 
crates by the stairs before striding over to Brandon.  

“We need to—” 
“Put the ship down before the engines blow, I know.” Brandon’s voice 

was tight. They were already deep in shadow, meaning that he had 
descended already at least a thousand feet or more. The mountain peaks 
now towered over them. Jeriah couldn’t ever remember feeling this small 
and insignificant before. “If your maps are right—” 

“The maps are correct.” 
“—we’re not far from where the settlement should be. It’s going to be 

a rough landing. Can you get everyone secured?” 
Jeriah found enough of a voice to croak, “What about you?” 
Brandon’s eyes flicked briefly to him. “Don’t worry about me.” 
“Like hell—” 
But then hands closed on his wrists, fingers squeezing the burns, and 

the world whited out entirely. 
When he came back to himself, he was strapped in a chair 

belowdecks. Hadifa was on one side of him, Charles on the other. They 
were as far away from the fire as they could get, but Jeriah could still feel 
the threatening heat. The ship shuddered around them. 

“What—” He swallowed, tried again. “What’s happening?” 
“Cap’s trying to find a decent landing spot. You’ve only been out a few 

minutes,” Hadifa said. “Hold on.” 
There was nothing to hold on to, so he settled for gripping the sides 

of his chair with his burned hands, his world narrowing to those two bright 
points of pain. They were falling, now, not entirely uncontrolled but faster 
than they should. His stomach tried to crawl up his throat, and his strain-
ing lungs couldn’t draw breath. The ship swayed from port to starboard 
and back again, and he couldn’t even see when they— 

The ship struck—the ground, the side of a mountain?—and bounced, 
jolting them back into the air. It slammed to the ground again before 
Jeriah could draw a proper breath, and the air was punched from his lungs 
once again while pain lanced through his legs. This time, the ship stayed 
down, skidding for what felt like endless minutes until it finally came to 
rest, listing to port.  

His hands throbbed, and his fingers shook too badly for him to 
properly undo the restraints. Hadifa rushed to help him as soon as she was 
free from her own while Charles bolted for the stairs.  

“Bran—” He choked on the word, ash and smoke coating his throat. 
Wheezing, he fought his way out of the harness and tried to stand.  

“I know, I know. We’ll go find him, come on—” And Hadifa hauled 
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him bodily out of the chair, slinging one of his arms around her shoulders 
and taking on most of his weight. 

He compelled his legs to move, and she got them up the stairs and 
onto the deck. He only caught a glimpse of Brandon, lying prone on the 
deck with blood spilling from his head, before a musket was jammed into 
his ribs and his field of view filled with gleaming metal. 

“Identify yourself,” the automaton demanded. 
“I’m—” Jeriah wheezed. The world grayed at the edges of his vision. 

“I need to—” 
He stared to move toward Brandon. The musket drove into him, and 

he gasped.  
“Identify yourself.” The automaton’s voice skittered up the scale in 

its—fury? Fear? Both, Jeriah thought muzzily. Had it ever seen a human 
before? 

“I’m—” The world swam around him, the deck tilting sharply until it 
collided with the dead weight of his body, and darkness stole over him. 
 

○ 
 
He woke with a cool, damp cloth on his forehead. On his left, the mattress 
sagged, but the weight wasn’t Brandon’s. He could tell that much even 
before he opened his eyes, and the thought drove a stake through him. 
Brandon. There had been so much blood— 

“Brandon is alive.” Rex’s voice seemed to come to him from a great 
distance, but the words flooded him with relief. “He sustained only a 
superficial wound to the head when we landed. It’s been cleaned and 
stitched.”  

Jeriah finally dragged his eyes open, and he saw that Rex was holding 
a glass of water. He pushed his elbows into the mattress to work his way 
into a sitting position and immediately fell back against the pillows, 
gasping. 

“I wouldn’t if I were you, Detective,” Rex said. “You’ve broken some 
ribs and wrenched your knee. We don’t believe your leg is broken, but it 
will be some time before you can walk on it properly.” 

“I can manage,” Jeriah wheezed. He drew sharp breaths through his 
nose, breathing through the pain, and slowly sat up again, this time 
favoring his broken ribs. The pain was still present, but not an agony. He 
swung his legs awkwardly over the side of the bed and reached for the cane 
someone had left for him. 

“You shouldn’t—” 
“I need to see this.” This was the Edge, for Christ’s sake. The place 

that no traveler ever returned from. He needed to see it for himself. 
Rex slid a hand under Jeriah’s elbow, helping him to his feet. He had 

to half-carry Jeriah when they reached the stairs, and then Jeriah was 
blinking in the dazzling sunlight. 
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He had never seen the sky so blue. He had never known that such a 
blue existed, that the sun could be so bright that he had to turn away from 
it. Lisauda lay under a shroud of perpetual smog. He had never known that 
it could be any other way. 

Jeriah tore his gaze from the sky, now taking proper stock of his 
surroundings. He’d been put up in a small clapboard house, which looked 
no different from any of the others that lined a crude dirt road. Small 
gardens in front of every house burst with flowers and vegetables. Looking 
beyond the houses, he could see fields of crops—one of which, 
unfortunately, had been completely crushed under the weight of the 
Venturer. 

“There are people out here,” Jeriah murmured. He turned to Rex. 
“People have been living here all this time?” 

“For some decades it seems, yes. It’s unclear when this settlement was 
founded.” 

“And your unit?” 
Rex, if he could grin, would be doing so now. His delight was apparent 

enough in his voice. “Alive, all of them. Come, I would like you to meet 
them.” 

There were humans living here, Jeriah noted as Rex led him along the 
road. Humans and automatons. He saw an automaton tending a garden, 
another sweeping a front stoop. A human gutted fish next to a fire. Another 
appeared to have a rudimentary blacksmith’s shop set up under a lean-to 
next to her home. The technology of this place was primitive, yes, but to 
have survived out here for so long, and without anyone else knowing… 

Three automatons approached. Unlike Rex, they wore no human 
clothing, leaving their gears and pistons and valves exposed for all the 
world to see. Their bodies were a patchwork of grey and silver and gold, 
some pieces shiny and new while others were weather-beaten and worn 
with age. Jeriah thought they looked beautiful. 

“Detective Bell.” One of the automatons extended a hand, which 
Jeriah grasped. “Thank you for helping to reunite our unit. I apologize for 
almost shooting you, but we’re not used to visitors.” 

“This is MX-487,” Rex said. “And this is CY-243, and KJ-512.” 
Jeriah shook their hands. “Have you been out here all this time?” 
“We were informed by the government that Rex had been killed in 

action. We did not realize he had in fact been taken prisoner,” MX-487 
said. “We felt that there was nothing left for us in the east, and we had 
heard rumors of new land out here. Better land, and a better life. If we had 
known—” 

“I know.” Rex reached out, linking their hands, and Jeriah looked 
away, as though he now intruded on something quite intimate. 

“Jeriah!” 
He turned to see Brandon striding toward him. One day in the sun, 

and already his skin had a healthy golden glow to it. At some point, he had 
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showered and shaved, and he had washed his clothes as well. He had even 
scrubbed his boots, and the blue neck scarf was new. He looked as cheerful 
and radiant as the day they’d met, and he was grinning in a full, easy way 
that Jeriah hadn’t seen in years. The world tilted and rearranged itself, and 
all at once the man his husband had used to be was slipping an arm around 
Jeriah’s waist and pulling him close.  

“Welcome back to the land of the living. How are you feeling?” 
“Well, it hurts to breathe.” Jeriah kept a hand pressed to his ribs, but 

he returned Brandon’s easy smile. How could he not? “Is she airworthy?” 
“Seems to be. We need to make a number of repairs, but Adeline 

assures me that it shouldn’t take more than a week or so. The settlers here 
have been kind enough to share some of their food with us, and apparently 
we can obtain fuel at a waystation twenty miles to the south. Can you 
believe it, Jeriah? All this time, we thought it was a wasteland.” 

He was still grinning. Jeriah couldn’t tear his eyes away. 
“That’ll probably scar.” Jeriah touched the bright white bandage that 

stood out starkly against Brandon’s tanned skin.  
“We’ll match.” Brandon tapped Jeriah’s left eyebrow, and then rested 

his hand on the side of Jeriah’s neck, thumb settling over his pulse point. 
His eyes were impossibly blue, as brilliant as the sky. How had Jeriah 
never noticed that before? “Are you sure you’re all right? You’re a little 
pale.”  

“You scared the shit out of me.”  
“You aren’t getting rid of me that easily, Detective Bell.” 
His eyes reflected the crisp, clear sky. Jeriah watched him as he 

turned to gaze at the lush tree line, at the cobbled-together houses, at the 
humans and automatons going about their lives as though this was any 
other day. As though an airship hadn’t fallen out of the blue sky and 
deposited strangers in their midst.  

Rex and his unit had joined the rest of the small crew at the airship to 
help with the repairs: fixing the gaping holes in the gondola, hauling spare 
farming equipment onto the deck so they could be modified to use in the 
engines, inspecting the gas envelope. They would depart once she was 
airworthy again, beginning the arduous journey back east. Back home. 

“I’ve never seen so much green,” Brandon murmured. Indeed, Jeriah 
had never known that there could be so many shades of the same color; so 
many variations on a common theme. Their city was a perpetual gray, 
relentless and unchanging. 

How could Jeriah ask him to return to that? There was life here, life 
unlike anything they had ever seen before, the kind of life that existed in 
the stories their grandparents told them as children that they passed off as 
myth and embellishment. There was purpose, too—fields to be tilled, crops 
to be harvested. Here, it wouldn’t matter that he was a detective and 
Brandon was an airship captain and they were both on their way to 
obsolescence. What mattered was that they could wield a hammer or an 
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axe, and there was always work to be done.  
“We could stay,” Jeriah said softly. 
Brandon turned to look at him, eyes gone wide with surprise. 

“Stay,” he echoed blankly. 
“Rex is,” Jeriah pointed out. “Adeline can cover the engines, and Ha-

difa and Charles can pilot the ship well enough. They’d be able to get...” 
Home, he almost said.  
“Do you want to stay?” Brandon's piercing gaze held his own. How 

had Jeriah never before noticed how blue those eyes were?  
“I’ve never seen you like this,” Jeriah said. Brandon gave him a sad, 

understanding smile. 
“This is beautiful, and it’s wondrous,” he said gently, “and it isn’t 

home.” 
“But—” 
“What about that diner where we met? Best damn coffee in the city, 

and you won’t find a better breakfast anywhere,” Brandon interrupted. 
“What about the airship docks, or baseball games in the summer? The pier 
where you fell into the lake, the midnight Christmas mass at St. Patrick’s, 
the park where we got married. None of that's here.” 

Jeriah felt his eyes prickle, and blamed it on the painkillers. 
“I want you to be happy,” he said quietly. “If we started over...” 
“I am happy.” Brandon's hand tightened on his hip. “I’m happy in the 

city where I can walk down any street and no matter where I am, it’ll bring 
back a memory of you, of us. That’s where my home is. It’s enough to know 
this is out here, that there’s life where we thought there was nothing but a 
wasteland. We’re fighting for our very existence on this planet, Jeriah. Out 
here, at least someone is winning that fight.” 

Jeriah was surprised to find that the world had blurred, and swiped 
the back of his hand across his cheeks. He would never be able to thank 
Rex enough for this. He had never realized how much Brandon needed to 
see this—how much he needed to see life. And yet, however meager an 
existence it was, those four crumbling walls back in Lisauda and the life 
they scrabbled to eke out between them was all that Jeriah knew. He 
couldn’t abandon that; it felt uncomfortably close to giving up. He wasn’t 
one to walk away when things got difficult, and neither was Brandon. 

Jeriah turned to gaze at the vast stretch of white sand before him, the 
water reflecting gold in the sunset. He drew in a lungful of salt-laden air 
and murmured, “All right. Let’s go home.” 
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atscha met the eyes of the hunter far down the mossy path. His eyes, 
like hers, were moontouched. His held a certain wariness, but none 
of the hostility one might expect from a strange mage afoot in 

another’s wood. 
 The hunter rested the foot of his bow against his boot and inclined his 
head toward her. “Lady. I did not notice the signs that this was your wood. 
I apologize.” 
 Katscha studied him for a moment, watched the way the moon played 
in his eyes. She tugged ever so cautiously on the tendrils of magic that 
escaped him. He was lying, of course. Yet still she felt no hostility from 
him, nor disdain. 
 “Your apology would be sweeter without the deception.” 
 The hunter’s hand tensed on his bow, but sensing no storm nor rage 
from her, he relaxed, and had the grace to look embarrassed. “I shall 
apologize twice, then, once for the trespass and once for the lie.” 
 “Why do you set your foot to my path, stranger?” 
 He sniffed the air—perhaps testing the limits of her power for himself. 
“I had need of haste, and your wood offered the quickest way.” He smiled 
with genuine sheepishness. “I thought my cunning a match for any 
mage’s.” 
 A smile flirted along her mouth. “You must think much of yourself.” 
 “I have, at times.” His smile faded. “Too much.” 
 A sharpness, a tension on his magic—she could feel it, a line in the air 
like a chain dragging an anchor across her domain. “What chases you?” 
 Again the wariness entered his eyes. “I’d not deceive you again, Lady.” 

K 
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But he said no more. 
 Katscha gave him a moment more out of courtesy, then whistled. Her 
owl Bereginya dropped silently to her outstretched hand. The grass along 
the path curled and twisted into grasping fingers, rooting immovably 
around the hunter’s ankles, his knees. “I thought you had need of haste.” 
 Moonfire lit his eyes as he whipped up his bow. It strung and nocked 
itself with cord and arrow shaped of flame. Before he could pull, Bereginya 
swooped upon him, clutching the bow in her talons and wresting it from 
his grip. The fire dripped away like melting snow, hissing harmlessly into 
the moss. 

The hunter breathed hard, teeth bared, but knew himself beaten. “I 
am the esteemed Lady’s prisoner.” He held up his hands, crossed at the 
wrist. She obliged him by growing tendrils of vine around them. “A devil 
from the uttermost hell is on my tail. Even you, Lady, may regret not 
speeding me on my way.” 
 Bereginya dropped the bow into Katscha’s waiting palm. It burned 
her, this touch of a rival’s magic, but she wrapped her hand tightly around 
it and the sparks faded. The hunter suddenly stooped, as if winded. 
 “I trust you already regret trying your cunning against mine, 
stranger.” Yet Katscha was deep in thought, weighing his words. 
 

○ 

 
A witch seldom has need of a dungeon, regardless of the tales told in the 
villages. Katscha whispered encouragement to a lightning-hollowed ash 
tree, who reluctantly parted its bark and consigned its nutrients to the 
mycelium around its roots. She placed her forehead to its trunk. “You will 
be honored, dear friend. Saplings will sing of you to the sun.” 
 The hunter watched but said nothing. Spirit had fled from him when 
she neutralized his bow. He offered no resistance as a crowd of roots lifted 
him into the hollow of the ash. 

His eyes met hers only briefly. “Water?” 
 Katscha pressed her palm to the ash’s bark. Slowly, its sapwood 
bunched and shaped itself into a reservoir. A living tree, no matter how 
ravaged, has tons of water circulating its slow massive way through its 
tissues. The ash consented to direct some to the wooden nipple she 
fashioned in its hollow, mixed with a little of its sugars as well. The hunter 
would have no shortage, leaving her time to think, and to plan. 
 First, though, she needed to learn exactly what this fool had brought 
upon her. 
 “Was it a curse, a stolen trinket, a lapsed bargain?” 
 Nursing from the ash, the hunter was slow to look toward her. “One 
of those.” 
 Katscha took a deep breath, holding in the steam of her temper. “You 
are being obdurate, when I am the one who could save your skin. Tell me 
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what devil you have yoked to you.” 
 The hunter stared at her, the moonfire in his eyes glassy now, a mirror 
of opals in the hollow’s shadow. “I wronged you by bringing him to your 
wood. Perhaps you could save me by speeding me to my final rest, as you 
did this tree.” 
 “No such mercy tonight, stranger. I may need your soul to bargain 
with your devil.” She used on him the toothy smile that could make a 
villager’s blood run cold, but he merely slumped against his wooden cage. 
 “‘Mercy shall be met with mercy, and the lack of it likewise.’” He 
closed his eyes and said no more. 
 

○ 

 
Toward dawn, Katscha felt something amiss in her wood. A whispering 
voice, strange syllables, a sense of unease in the soil. She wrapped shadow 
around herself and sped to the hollow ash. The hunter was fast asleep, 
oddly peaceful, lost in the doze of the forest awaiting the sun. She touched 
the ash and felt perhaps a lingering resentment. 
 “All life must give back to life, dear one.” The ash did not acknowledge 
her words. 
 

○ 

 
The devil, when he came, danced in the sunshine. 
 “Hi, hey, heyu!” He whirled, horns aglitter, stepping from flowertip 
to flowertip across the meadow. Light played across him like gems spilled 
into a rushing mountain stream. Katscha had never seen anything so 
beautiful, yet his was a beauty that didn’t belong upon the earth, a beauty 
of intricate metal and infernal lightning. 
 “Go back to hell, fiend.” 
 “Oh! Such a welcome. Your fame precedes you, mighty moon-worker! 
What might I name you?” 
 Katscha clenched her teeth. “Witch will do. I bid you gone, fiend.” 
 He spun a perfect pirouette upon a blood-red poppy. “Bid what you 
like, it won’t be enough. But hey! My quarrelsome quarry is in your wood. 
I’ll take him and be on my way!” 
 “All things in my wood are in my care. I’ll not give up his soul without 
knowing the cause.” 
 “Is escaping an imp’s ire not sufficient cause? Ho ho!” The devil leapt 
the final few yards and balanced before her. Waves of superheated power 
swept from his glittering skin. His eyes, golden and bottomless, drank 
greedily upon her gaze, as if to swallow her up where she stood. 
 Katscha whispered to her owl, who flew high, keening a mournful 
goodbye. She took a deep breath, and leaped. 
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 Katscha caught the devil around his neck. He steamed and screeched, 
but she held on, borrowing strength from the meadowgrass, which 
browned around them as if in early frost. Scales and gears sliced at her 
skin, but still she held on. He leapt and spun and slashed at her with his 
claws, but she gripped him tight. 
 “You shall never enter my wood, fiend.” As she spoke, a pulse of power 
globed out from her wood, steadying her, fortifying her. Only a small 
weakness slipped through, a tiny rotten thing, something she scarcely 
noticed in her struggle. 
 The devil danced. Katscha matched him, her feet alighting from teasel 
to bellflower, from thistle to holly-hock. 

“Let me go!” 
“Leave this land, fiend.” 
Now Katscha danced the devil, pulling him across the meadow, 

tripping his steps when she could. His power beat and scorched at her, 
swelling her arms red, but she had the lead now, dancing him away, away, 
the blessings of her wood quenching her burns and rallying her powers. 

“Bring out the hunter, and I shall not set foot in your grove, even unto 
the end of the world!” 

“Go back to hell, and emptyhanded.” 
Around they went, the world spinning about them, her head reeling. 

Beyond the meadow they came to a different wood, a tamed wood, its trees 
coppiced, its magic cropped. Still she held him. 

They danced into a village. A festival filled the square. The devil 
worked a glamor around them—a fine gentleman in green twirling a frowsy 
maiden, his laughter mocking. Her powers straining, Katscha couldn’t 
counteract his glamor. Let the villagers see what he wanted him to see, 
then, so long as she danced him away. 

Into the hills beyond the village they went, her footsteps flagging at 
last, so far from her wood. Katscha held the devil grimly, but she felt his 
strength lagging too. He trudged now instead of dancing, carrying her like 
a trader’s sack around his neck. 

“A sack of gold and a noble husband I’ll give to you, hi hey, if you let 
me go.” 

“I have need of neither. Get you gone, forever.” 
The devil snarled and snapped at her, his words falling away in a 

frenzy of metal and teeth. She tightened her grip, hair hanging limp and 
bloody across her face, and still they walked on. 
 

○ 

 
They came at last upon a duchy in a broad valley, its castle gleaming stone, 
its farms and towns falling into ruin. The devil put one foot in front of the 
other. Katscha held him around his neck. Their powers spent, it was all 
either of them could do. 
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 “You shall be queen here, ho hey, if you release me.” 
 Too exhausted to reply, Katscha simply held on. 
 The devil growled deep in his metal chest. 
 They entered the town around the foot of the castle. Townsfolk 
screamed and scurried, sorry apples and soft cabbage spilling forth from 
baskets. There was as much anger as there was fear in the eyes Katscha 
saw, a dull mix of hungers and miseries and resentments in which a devil 
glittering in broad daylight was only one new ingredient. 
 The devil wheezed and gasped with each mechanical step. “Ho ho, 
you’d know the quality of man you saved? Hold on a little yet, witch, you’ll 
get sick from surfeit.” 
 With a wicked light in his eyes, the devil called on some hidden 
reserve of power and spun them high into the air. They alighted upon a 
balcony on the highest tower of the castle. 

With a final effort of her failing strength, Katscha lifted her head to 
behold a throne room, rich with exotic woods and hangings and courtiers, 
glittering with gold and crystal. The duke, a lean man lost in sumptuous 
robes, recoiled in mortal fear, clutching his rod of office as he fainted back 
into the arms of a humble shepherd. 

The shepherd eased the duke back onto his feet, then stepped 
forward, his crook of aged ash wood singing a familiar song that stung 
Katscha through her fog of exhaustion. 

The hunter who was now a shepherd paced lightly toward the devil 
and the witch. She saw the dance of moonlight in his eyes. They held no 
hostility, Katscha saw—that much had always been true. But his gaze was 
purely calculating, a quiet light of triumph buried beneath quick checks 
and constant reappraisals. 

At last, Katscha relinquished her hold on the devil, and slumped to 
the floor, too spent to stand. 

Released from his burden, the devil strode boldly into the room. “Ho 
ho! Your time has come, oh Duke!” 

The shepherd winked at Katscha as he pressed the head of his crook 
into the devil’s chest. The familiar song of the ancient ash tree hummed in 
her ears, the hum of a biting fly eager to feast. “How do you dare to enter 
His Grace’s court, foul fiend?” 

The devil’s golden eyes flashed with surprise. His mouth worked, but 
no sound came out. 

“Get thee gone, or be eternally destroyed!” The shepherd rammed his 
crook, and the devil’s chest crumpled in like rotten roof beams. Light 
speared forth, the light of creation eating itself, as the devil’s body warped 
and bent and folded and finally winked out of existence, leaving only steam 
and a lingering stink of sulfur smoking where he had stood. 

The court erupted in shouts and applause. The shepherd inclined his 
head toward them, a calculated stance of humility, before turning to kneel 
before the duke. 
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The duke was flushed, clutching his rich robe to himself, as if scarcely 
daring to believe he still stood in the world of the living. “My dear and true 
friend!” He seized the shepherd’s hand and kissed it. “You have saved me 
from my prophesied end! What reward would you have for your service?” 

“Only to remain as your advisor, Your Grace.” The shepherd kissed 
the duke’s ring in turn, then stood, aiming his crook at Katscha. “One 
enemy yet remains, Your Grace. As you saw—as all of you saw—this witch 
rode the devil into your court. They worked in league against your duchy. 
No doubt she has consorted with any number of foul fiends and whelped 
many of the wolves and vampires that plague your fields.” 

Gasps from the courtiers, fear hardening into steely rage in the duke. 
Katscha shook her head, panting, too far from her wood to do more. 

“What would you advise, wisest and bravest of men?” 
The shepherd paced around Katscha, pretending to be deep in 

thought. He stopped, touching the butt of his crook to her chest. She felt it 
there, the ancient rot, the deep-rooted resentment. Of course. The hunter 
who was now a shepherd had spoken with the hollow tree in the long hours 
of the night. Instead of seeping back through the mycelium to enrich the 
wood once more, its essence lived now within the shepherd’s crook, 
spiteful, hungry for vengeance. 

“We cannot risk mercy.” The shepherd smiled down at her. No 
malice—she was just another piece on his board. “Her soul might buy us 
peace.” 

○ 
 
High in the hills overlooking the valley, a raucous gathering of courtiers, 
townsfolk, and farmers straggled behind the duke, the shepherd, and two 
guards who carried Katscha roughly between them. The duke, in an ecstasy 
of survival, had tossed fistfuls of gold to the crowds, who now marched and 
sang and danced across the high meadows, their pinched misery forgotten. 
 Katscha’s heart thumped with sickly lack of rhythm. She gasped and 
sought out any wisp of power, but the shepherd swatted them away before 
she could grasp them. 

The guards shoved and twisted her around at the muddy brink of a 
pond, its waters crystal clear and deep enough to give her vertigo. The duke 
raised his hands and the crowd cheered on command—yet it was the 
shepherd who stepped forward, despite his pose of humility. He tapped his 
crook on the dirt once, and the crowd hushed. 

“The diabolical forces arrayed against our good land have been 
vanquished!” Cheers and more scraps of song, the duke beaming and 
fishing more coins from his robes to toss to the crowd. “This horrid foreign 
witch was caught in wicked congress with the devil, the devil long pro-
phesied to be the doom of our good duke! His Grace has turned aside from 
his old life of greed, and you have seen his newfound charity and goodness 
with your own eyes!” 
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He smiled as cheers broke out all over the hillside, chants and cries 
for the health of the duke and his humble advisor. 

In the midst of the cheers, Kastcha’s ears picked up a familiar cry, a 
sharp keeing note of welcome and concern. It gave her the strength to 
stand up straight, eyes raised to the sky. 

Bereginya. 
“We must rid our land of the last vestiges of this evil! We must cast 

this witch into the depths!” 
The two guards seized her again, but Katscha scarcely noticed them. 

Bereginya swept closer with agonizing slowness. There, in her talons— 
The shepherd and the duke were beside her now, stuffing fistfuls of 

coins into her pockets, weighing her down. The duke’s face contorted with 
righteous fury. “You thought to poison me with this! I cast it out with you!” 
He threw more coins into her face, hard enough to split her lip. 

The shepherd smiled. His voice was pitched too low for any ears but 
hers. “The owl won’t save you.” 

Bereginya swooped overhead, her shadow rippling between them. 
Katscha, now bent with the weight of coins, pushed her spine straight and 
looked him in the eye. “Speed me to my final rest, then.” 

For a moment, the shepherd faltered. Then he was lost to her sight as 
the crowd, now howling, surged forward and lifted her up high and cast 
her into the pond. Bereginya screamed and dropped what she had held in 
her talons—a bundle of oak and elm and thorn, leaves still fresh and dewy 
from her wood, lost so far away behind her. 

Thank you, dear friend. She clutched the bundle to her chest as she 
sank, cradling the power of its love and memory and life. 

Not enough to save her, no. 
All life must give back to life. 
She sank, and the power of her beloved forest filled her one last time. 

She sank, and her essence permeated into the water, into the mud, into the 
very roots and rocks of the land. She flowed into the fields, the meadows, 
the woodlots long groomed and bereft of magic. She pooled into the towns 
of the duchy and the walls of the castle. 

Katscha became the land beneath the shepherd. As he stood behind 
the throne, pulling strings, his calculations always proved just a bit off. 

Katscha, rooted again, grew strong once more. 


