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When Lightning 

Strikes Twice 

 
by Nicole Lynn 

 

 
Nicole Lynn is a writer from Clinton, Maine, who focuses her attention on 

fantasy and gothic fiction. She has been published twice while attending 

college and working as an English tutor, and she is currently working on a 

novel. When she’s not home, writing with her two rat familiars, she can be 

found hiking the hills of Maine and New Hampshire. 

 

“When Lightning Strikes Twice” © 2020 by Nicole Lynn. 

 

 

rthur was ten when his father gave him whiskey. It was just a couple 

of shots of his best scotch secured tight in a mason jar. His father 

pushed it into his little hands, closed his fist around it, and smiled. 

“Now remember,” he said. “It’s not for drinking. It’s bait. And don’t tell 

anyone that I gave this to you. Understand? I’m trusting you as a man.” 

 Arthur nodded, proud that he could be trusted. His brother, Liam, 

clamped a hand on Arthur’s shoulders and shook, knowing they’d both 

taste it by the end of the night. The conditions were finally right for this 

particular hunting trip. Clouds were piling high over the field, heavy with 

rain, and kneading thunder as they folded over each other.  

 “Are you sure you don’t want to come?” Arthur asked. 

 “Nah,” his father said. “It wouldn’t be the same if I were there. You boys 

have fun. Be careful.” 

 He smiled, but there was an edge of wistfulness to his voice. A wish to 

be young again, to believe in their game, but he was old. He was hardened. 

Only children hunt for jackalopes, and adults spent the rest of their days 

A 
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longing to be innocent enough to believe in them. Arthur was getting older, 

and he was beginning to doubt such stories. This was probably the last 

chance he’d get for this rite of passage. 

Both boys carried a twenty-two. Liam was older by four years and had 

broad shoulders, so he took the tent, rounds, and firewood. Arthur’s 

backpack was full of provisions, and course, the jar of whiskey. 

 They made their way across the valley, looking over their shoulders to 

watch their ranch shrink in the distance. It turned into a black dot against 

golden grass, then disappeared into the next hill. That’s when they made 

camp, underneath a lone patch of cottonwood trees. They wouldn’t go too 

far, not with the storm brewing, but it needed to seem far away to a child. 

It needed to seem dangerous. 

“Won’t this attract lightning?” Arthur said, gesturing to the branches 

above. 

“Don’t you worry about it,” Liam said. “If we’re lucky, it’ll strike the jar. 

We’ll catch lightning in a bottle.” 

“Aren’t you scared?” 

Liam frowned. “Don’t be a wimp, Arthur. Tonight, we’re men.” 

 They’d been talking a lot about manhood. Being a man meant Arthur 

couldn’t cry when their mom died, and that when boys pushed him on the 

playground, he had to push them back. Even if he got in trouble, and it 

made his insides tight. That’s what Liam said, anyhow. His dad said he 

could walk away unless they did again. Facing lightning was easier than 

being called a crybaby. 

Arthur pitched the tent, away from the tallest tree, while Liam labored 

over the fire. The match refused to latch ahold of the dry timber as if it 

sensed the rain stirring above their heads. Liam called his brother over and 

showed him how to get air under the wood to feed the fire. 

“Fire attracts ’em,” he said, crouching over his flame, to cover it from 

the wind. “And it’ll keep us warm.” 

“If fire attracts them, why did dad give us the whiskey?” 

“Well,” Liam said. “It’ll double our chances to see one. Plus, it’ll cover 

our scent… There we go.” 

The flames licked at the wood, and it was enough for Liam to sit back. 

They warmed their hands by its edge huddled together, listening to the 

building storm above them. There was no rain, but the thunder rolled, and 

somewhere in the prairie lightning flashed.  

It stuck far too close for comfort. The seconds between the flash and 

the thunderclap was only a half a second. 

“Don’t worry,” Liam said. “Lightning doesn’t strike the same place 

twice.” 



5 
 

“I know that.” 

The fire wriggled in the wind, threatening to go out, but it wouldn’t dare 

under the weight of Liam’s scowl. 

“Jackalopes follow thunderstorms,” he continued. “They can only mate 

when the lightning strikes, and they’re always just behind the bolts, always 

trying to catch up. That’s why they’re so hard to find—there aren’t many 

left, and this drought hasn’t helped.” 

“Do you really believe in them?” Arthur said. “Or did dad just make you 

come with me?” 

Liam just smiled, reached out, and rustled Arthur’s hair. 

Arthur went back into the tent, pulled the scotch and gun from his 

sleeping bag, and brought it back out. “Should we set up?” 

“First, we cover our scents.” Liam twisted the bottle open, took a swig, 

and handed it back to his little brother. 

Arthur made a face as he gulped down the liquor. It was warm and 

sweet to a man, but, to a boy, it burned and tasted bitter. Liam laughed 

and struck him in the shoulder. 

“Baby,” Liam teased. “Now listen. Go set it out. Use your brain though—

where would a jackrabbit be exposed?” 

Arthur stood up and surveyed his surroundings. There was a patch of 

dead grass that was stiff and close to the ground only a few yards away. 

Their shot would clear. He got up and stood in that spot. “Is this too close?” 

“No,” Liam said. “You should have a clear shot, and you’ll be less likely 

to miss. Good thinking.” 

Arthur smiled, grabbed his gun from the tent, and took back his spot 

by the fire. 

“I hope we get one,” Arthur said. 

Liam’s smile shrunk, just a little. “Yeah, me too.” 

Arthur stared hard at the bottle. If he looked away for even a second, 

he might miss his chance. They were supposed to be fast. He wasn’t sure if 

he still believed in jackalopes, but how wonderful would it be to see one? 

A jackrabbit with the antlers or a pronghorn, long-limbed and lithe. He 

pictured them in the storm, leaping at the lightning strikes, fighting one 

another with antlers and claws. How wonderful would it be to bring one 

home to their father? 

Hell, he might even forgive them for drinking the scotch. 

Arthur hadn’t realized he was supposed to drink whiskey. This whole 

trip wasn’t about hunting jackalopes, not really. It was about toughening a 

boy up, swallowing the burn of liquor, sleeping in a storm, and dreaming 

about shooting legends dead. If he had known this, maybe he wouldn’t 

have gone. He didn’t intend to grow up hard like they did, but he was 
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baited by the chance of seeing something wonderful.  

They used his imagination against him. 

Lightning struck hot and bright all they could see were flashes of black 

and white. Thunder cracked and brought tears to Arthur’s eyes. Then, all 

was quiet again. 

“Look,” Liam whispered. 

The whiskey bottle shattered; the glass glinted in the dull light. Did the 

lightning strike it or did it tip over in the wind? It was supposed to catch 

the lightning. 

“Shit—” 

Lightning struck again, but this time he didn’t shut his eyes. In the 

flash, there was movement. Unbelievably fast, a blur of gangly limbs. It 

paused where the bottle once was, put its nose to the ground—it was just 

long enough for Arthur to raise his rifle. 

The pop of the gun blended with the roar of thunder, miles away. 

“I—I shot it.” 

Liam stood up, to get a better look. Surely, Arthur couldn’t have shot a 

Jackalope—they weren’t real. But there it was, a legend on the ground. A 

hare with antlers. 

“You... You shot a jackalope.” Liam said. He stared in awe, then a grin 

spread across his face. He jumped, yipped, and yawed, grabbed his brother 

by the shirt and shook him. “You shot a fucking jackalope! I didn’t even 

think they were real! Arthur! Wait ’til dad sees this!” 

Arthur walked over to look at his kill. It laid on a bed of shattered glass, 

heaving air as the blood leaked out of its mouth. The bullet hole burbled, 

as its innards exposed to air. He didn’t realize this was what an animal 

would like when it got shot. His dad always said it was instant death. 

It had black horns—those of pronghorn, just like his dad said—but he 

couldn’t bring himself to look at them. Instead, he looked into its eyes, 

wide and flickering, until they rolled upward. The first drops of rain 

spattered the parched ground. 

An awful thought struck him. There weren’t many jackalopes left, 

because they only mated when the lightning strikes. What if this was the 

last one? How many children were never going to see them sparring in the 

fields, or leaping over the grass? Arthur was now a man. It felt terrible. He 

knelt next to the creature’s broken body and cried as his brother danced in 

the rain. 

Lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice.  
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Gold and Silver 

Down to Me 

 

 

by Sara Cleto and Brittany Warman 

 

 
Dr. Sara Cleto and Dr. Brittany Warman are award-winning folklorists, 

teachers, and writers with a combined 26 years in higher education and 

over three dozen publications. Together, they founded The Carterhaugh 

School of Folklore and the Fantastic, teaching creative souls how to re-

enchant their lives through folklore and fairy tales. When they aren’t 

teaching, they are scholars, writers and best friends who have published 

peer-reviewed articles, appeared on podcasts, sold stories and poems, 

written book introductions and encyclopedia entries, and written for 

magazines and blogs. They’ve also been known to crush “Total Eclipse of 

the Heart” at karaoke. 

 

“Gold and Silver Down to Me” © 2020 by Sara Cleto and Brittany 

Warman. 
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For Deborah Sage 

 

It is an old spell, one she never taught me.  

Written on a scrap, shoved between the pages of her diary, 

Handwriting unmistakable -  

I know it was there for me to find,  

Only me. 

 

The ingredients are simple: 

 

A grave. 

The first branch that touches someone you love  

On their way home from a long journey  

(a hazel branch is preferred, but not required.) 

Tears. 

 

But its casting is difficult, 

Altogether deeper, 

Than any of the charms 

We had spelled together 

Through our mingled voices. 

 

I am not especially talented.  

My magic comes from work,  

Practice, dedication.  

The precise counting of lentils, 

The language of birds.  

 

Who am I to attempt a spell like this? 

 

And yet the branch, watered with salt, 

Grows slowly into a tree. 

It is strong, alive -  

Haunted by doves 

And the memory of her voice: 

 

“You were born to magic, 

And your own fate.” 
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The blossoms smell of her perfume, 

Baking bread, my favorite tea. 

Soon it will flower silver silks, brocades, 

Petticoats fuller than peonies. 

Slippers made of gold.  

 

I will be ready. 
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prestigious McClelland & Stewart Journey Anthology Prize for the short 

story “Strange Fruit”; in 2011 another short story and a poem were nomi-

nated for the Pushcart Prize. She lives in the beautiful Haliburton 

Highlands of Northern Ontario where she continues to draw inspiration 

for her work. She is the author of the Young Adult fantasy series “The 

Daughters of Eldox.” Her latest novel, The Spoon Asylum, was released in 

May of 2018 by Thistledown Press and has been nominated for the 

Governor General Award. 

 

“The Night Bather” © 2020 by Caroline Misner. 

 

 

 don’t know how my aunt knew that her sister was dying, but she came, 

emerging from the woods at the edge of our village with a bulging 

haversack on her back and a walking stick in her hand. A dead rabbit 

with blood drizzling from its nose dangled from her sash. Though I had 

never met her before, I recognized her immediately. She had the same long 

raven curls as my mother, tied back at the nape of her neck; a few strands, 

loosened from the effort of her journey, had escaped their bonds and 

fluttered round her neck. She had the same amber-brown eyes as my 

mother and her high cheeks glowed ruddy with good health and vitality.  

 Mother had succumbed to the sickness that ravaged the village 

throughout the early spring. It was a terrible disease. It stiffened the joints 

and racked the body with fevers and shivers. All sorts of foul fluids leached 

from the nose and eyes and sometimes the ears. Weakened, those afflicted 

I 
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couldn’t even lift their heads to eat and were resigned to sipping watery 

soup which they usually vomited a few minutes later. The Pressor had been 

summoned from the Temple but he was too busy for the likes of us. Instead 

he sent three physicians who traveled door to door to murmur bene-

dictions over the dying and the dead. They were followed by the Gatherers 

of the Dead pulling a cart heaped with bodies to which new ones were 

added. Unlike most of the victims, mother lingered for several days longer, 

encouraging the physicians with their ministrations. 

 “Mlada!” Aunt Jhessara smiled as she approached me.  

I had stepped out of our thatch-roofed cottage to fetch more water from 

the fountain in the village common, hoping to soothe mother’s burning 

brow. I was so shocked at the sight of her, I almost tipped the jug from my 

head.  

“Mother?” I stammered. 

“No, I am your Aunt Jhessara,” she replied. “Your mother’s sister. I 

have come to offer aid to her and this village.” 

I’d never met her before, but mother had told me the stories of her twin. 

They had been close as children, but as they grew, their life paths diverged. 

Mother married but was widowed shortly after I was born, and continued 

to live the pious life of a seamstress in the service of the Divine Almighty. 

Jhessara had left to pursue the craft of midwifery in a distant land and it 

was rumored that she never married nor had children of her own. 

I embraced her and sobbed on her shoulder. The water jug cracked 

against the cobblestones at my feet. The past few days had been trying. I 

had kept vigil over my mother as she writhed in agony and begged the 

Divine Almighty for release. One by one, I had watched my neighbors take 

to their beds and be carried out by the Gatherers of the Dead a few days 

later.  

“There, there, dear girl,” Jhessara cooed and stroked my back. 

“Remember, all things in this world are transient. Someday, you will feel 

joy again.” 

I sniffed and wiped my eyes.  

“Please,” I said as I composed myself, “Come to the house. You must be 

exhausted from your journey. Mother will be so happy to see you.” 

“As I will be happy to see her,” Jhessara replied. “I have arrived just in 

time.” 

“How did you know mother was ill?” I asked. 

Jhessara smiled and poked the tip of her walking stick through the 

shards of clay that had been my only water jug.  

“I just knew,” she said. “Now dry your eyes and collect these pieces so 

we may take them to the house.” 
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Mother lay in bed, awake but with eyes pinched shut against her agony. 

Jhessara slipped the haversack from her shoulders and rushed to her 

bedside. The sheets were stained and damp with sweat. A nimbus of 

sickness hovered in the air around her. Jhessara kneeled by mother’s head 

and smoothed the matted hair from her brow. 

“Dear sister,” she whispered in mother’s ear. “It is I, Jhessara. I have 

come to soothe you and guide you into another world.” 

Mother’s eyes fluttered open and focused on her face.  

“Jhessara?” she croaked and raised her head so she could cough up 

another wad of black phlegm into her fist. 

“Hush,” Jhessara said. “You must rest. I have brought you everything 

you will need to feel more comfortable. It is almost over.” 

Mother nodded and closed her eyes. Jhessara rummaged through her 

haversack and pulled out small leather pouches secured with strong cords. 

She sniffed each one before laying them down in rows on the table. 

“You know the woods around your village of full of yarrow,” she said. “I 

hope the physicians having been making good use of them.” 

“Yarrow is one of the forbidden herbs,” I said. “No one is allowed to 

touch them.” 

“Forbidden herb?” Jhessara looked at me as though I was daft. “You 

mean to say that you have all this medicine growing right out your back 

door and you don’t make use of it?” 

“It’s forbidden.” 

Jhessara clicked her tongue and turned away. I helped her boil a pot of 

water over the fire and she threw handfuls of various dried herbs into it. 

She stirred the mixture with a wooden spoon while singing a slow 

mournful song in some strange language. When the tea was properly 

steeped she brought it mother. 

“This will help ease your pain,” she whispered and spooned the tea 

between mother’s shriveled lips. At first she sputtered, unable to swallow 

all of it down. But Jhessara was patient. She sang another soft song in a 

voice so sweet, it could have beguiled the angels in the Realm of the Divine 

Almighty. When she finished, mother collapsed back into her pillow, 

exhausted from the effort. 

“Will this cure mother’s illness?” I asked. 

“Nothing will cure it,” Jhessara replied. “But it will cool her fever and 

ease her pain until the time comes.” 

She stroked mother’s cheek and said, “Dear sister, there is no need to 

be afraid. Soon the pain will be gone and you will have peace in a place so 

wondrous I cannot begin to describe it.” 

When mother fell asleep, Jhessara and I placed the rabbit on a spit and 
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sat by the fire to watch it roast. A light rain began to fall outside. She told 

me how she had traveled for many days, first through the valleys that 

separated her land from the Land of Nomar and then a three day trek 

through the woods to our village. By day she gathered herbs and 

mushrooms and flowers to add to her pharmacopeia, recognizing most but 

finding to her delight many new specimens along the way. By night she 

slept in hollows beneath the roots of trees and in fallen logs. She measured 

the stars and noted their positions in the night sky. 

“Weren’t you afraid?” I gasped.  

“No,” she replied, “What is there to be afraid of?” 

“There are stories of werewolves and wild animals roaming the woods,” 

I said. “And I have even heard that ogres were sighted not long ago. The 

trolls could have taken you to their caves, not to mention the goblins and 

the elves.” 

Jhessara looked at me quizzically and said, “Werewolves, trolls, 

goblins? Are these things to be feared?” 

“Yes, they are evil, they cause us harm,” I replied. 

“Says who?” 

“Everybody, especially the Pressor.” 

Jhessara leaned back and laughed.  

“Never fear anything you don’t understand,” she said. “And when you 

do understand it, there is even less reason to fear it.” 

I was startled by a loud banging at the door. We received few visitors 

since the outbreak and never this late in the evening. I opened the door to 

Lockyer, the village blacksmith, whose wife was expecting another child 

but had mercifully been spared from the plague. Rain poured from the 

brim of his hat as he held up a burning lantern that made shadows on his 

stricken face. 

“Come quick,” he panted. “We need help. Posie is ready to deliver but 

it is too early and something is wrong. The Pressor refuses to send another 

physician this late in the evening in the rain.” 

“I wouldn’t know what to do,” I said. “I’ve never delivered a child 

before.” 

Jhessara rose and stood at my side. 

“I am a skilled midwife,” she said. “May I be of some help?” 

“This is my aunt,” I explained. “She arrived this afternoon to help me 

with mother.” 

Lockyer tossed a cursory nod in Jhessara’s direction and said, “This 

way.” 

It was early spring, the season of mud. We slogged our way through the 

foggy street, following the swinging light of Lockyer’s lantern. Few 
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windows burned in the shops and houses. Those left alive retired early, 

afraid they would be chosen next for the wrath of the disease. Lockyer lived 

in a small cottage behind his blacksmith shop. Posie lay in her bed, panting 

and her back arched in agony. 

Jhessara looked down at her and said, “This will be her fifth child.” 

“No, our fourth,” Lockyer corrected. 

“She will birth two tonight,” Jhessara said. She lifted the quilt tented 

by Posie’s legs and examined her.  

I turned my eyes away, embarrassed, but Jhessara said, “Come assist 

me, Mlada. You are at an age when you must learn a trade. I shall teach 

you midwifery. Now do everything I say. The first child is trying to emerge 

feet first and we haven’t much time to save her. The boy will be much 

easier.” 

Jhessara instructed me to boil water so she could concoct a special tea 

to soothe Posie’s birth pangs. When I returned with the steaming kettle, 

Jhessara was massaging Posie’s enormous belly and pressing her ear to the 

side. 

She smiled and said, “I have turned the child around. It will be much 

easier now.” 

She was right. The first child was a red-faced squealing girl; the boy 

slipped directly after her with little effort. I marveled at their births. I had 

never witnessed such a thing and I stood in awe as Jhessara showed me 

how to slice the cords and tie them off before presenting the children to 

their mother. The afterbirths were placed in a large wooden bowl that 

Jhessara handed to Lockyer. 

“As their father you must take these outside and bury them,” she 

instructed. “Find someplace that holds a special significance to you and 

Posie and give thanks for these new lives that are about to embark on their 

journey.” 

“Thanks to the Divine Almighty?” Lockyer asked. 

Jhessara looked at him quizzically and said, “I have never heard of such 

a thing, but if that is what consoles you, then so be it. Give thanks to 

whomever you please.” 

It was a grey drizzling dawn when we left Lockyer’s cottage, giddy from 

having assisted in such an amazing birth. Mother was still asleep and she 

died peacefully later that morning. The Gatherers of the Dead came to 

collect her as I wept and fretted and watched helplessly as her body was 

tossed on the pile with so many others. 

“It’s not fair,” I wailed as Jhessara and I followed the cart to the 

cemetery. “Who gets to decide which of us are born and which of us must 

die? Why must my mother die while those two blacksmith’s children are 
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allowed to live?” 

One of the Gatherers poked me with his staff. 

“Don’t speak such blasphemy!” he warned beneath the horned mask he 

wore to denote his status. “Only the Divine Almighty can decide and it is 

not our place to know.” 

I wanted to thrash back that I thought the Divine Almighty was cruel 

and ignorant and selfish for taking such a good woman from this world, 

but I knew such heresy could land me in the stocks—or worse, I could have 

my tongue cut out.  

Jhessara placed a comforting arm around my shoulders and said, “Your 

mother is at peace now, in wondrous place. Accept your grief, it is a natural 

part of the loss. I will remain with you as long as you need.” 

There had been so many deaths in the village, a communal burial pit 

had been dug in the cemetery to accommodate all the bodies. Mother was 

flung into it with all the others. Damp heavy dirt was thrown on top. I tried 

to gather flowers but the season was still too early for anything to grow 

with abundance. I found a small patch of lungwort struggling through the 

mud. I plucked them and brought them to the cemetery. The buds were 

small but they were all I had to adorn my mother’s grave. 

True to her word, Jhessara stayed with me throughout the spring and 

into the first soft folds of early summer. The sickness left as suddenly as it 

had come and the temple bells tolled each dawn and dusk in thanks to the 

Divine Almighty. Jhessara’s reputation as a skilled midwife spread 

throughout the village and she was often consulted about women’s 

ailments. She gave tinctures of various herbs to those unable to conceive 

and soothed the tender breasts of nursing mothers with a warm salve she 

concocted with ingredients growing in the woods. 

Mother had begun teaching me basic stitches earlier that year and I 

decided it was time to resume her profession, as I would need to learn a 

trade if I was to support myself once Jhessara left. 

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” Jhessara asked when she found 

me struggling with my needle on simple hem. It was dusk and I had to sit 

near the fire to see, using a few precious drops of oil to light a lamp once it 

got too dark. 

I looked up from my work and said, “I’m sewing. I think mother would 

be pleased to know I’m following in her profession.” 

Jhessara kneeled beside me and placed her hand upon mine. 

“Tailoring is a noble occupation,” she said. “However, it’s not for you. 

You have an astute mind and a tender heart. I shall teach you the arts of 

midwifery and healing so your talents are not squandered.” 

I hesitated. Though healers were a necessity, they often practiced their 
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trade in secret. Only physicians sanctioned by the Pressor could perform 

as healers; anyone else risked persecution, as only the Divine Almighty 

could heal ailments and decide who was to live or die. The penalty for those 

caught could be dire. 

“Can I think about it?” I asked. “I would really prefer to be a seamstress 

like Mother.” 

“What is there to think about?” Jhessara lifted the crooked hem I’d 

been working on and smirked. “You’re obviously not very good at this. You 

need to use your gifts to help others. It is how you live a truly worthy life.” 

All my life I had been told that the truly virtuous were those who 

attended prayers at the temple every day. All others were sinners and 

deserved their due rewards. 

“I will think about it,” I said. 

“There is nothing to think about,” Jhessara said. “Tomorrow will be 

your first lesson on treating burns and rashes. Now get ready for bed, child. 

It will be a busy day.” 

I slept fitfully that night. Though I would rather perish than disappoint 

Jhessara, I was terrified that my new skills would be discovered and 

viewed as evil. I awoke midway through the night, unable to keep my eyes 

closed. Jhessara was still awake. Her back was turned to me and her long 

raven hair cascaded in a thick braid. She swept ashes from around the 

hearth with a straw broom she had fashioned herself, humming some 

unfamiliar melody. When she finished, she opened the window shutters 

and spread her arms. It was a full moon that night and its light filled our 

small cottage with vivid luminescence as bright as any sun. Jhessara closed 

her eyes and muttered some words in that peculiar language she 

sometimes used. Her beautiful face shone marble white beneath the 

moonlight. 

She didn’t know I was awake. I lowered my eyelids halfway down and 

watched as she opened the door and slipped into the night. I waited until 

her footfalls faded amid the hushed rustle of parting grass before I slunk 

out of bed. I followed her footprints behind our cottage and into the woods, 

following the path Jhessara used when she gathered ingredients for her 

medicines. Normally I would be terrified of venturing into the woods 

alone, especially at night, but I remained surprisingly calm, as though this 

was the right and proper thing to do. 

The path ended at the banks of a shallow river that wound down from 

the hills and through the forest. I skulked in the bushes as Jhessara stood 

watching the water roil by. Moonlight cast bright glints upon the ripples 

as though someone had tossed silver coins into the water. 

 Jhessara loosened the ties of her apron and let it fall at her feet. She 
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unfastened the laces of her bodice and slipped the dress over her head. I 

gasped at the sight of her. I rarely saw other women naked. A naked body 

was a disgrace, steeped in sin and an affront to the Divine Almighty. 

Jhessara’s body was magnificent. Her breasts were full and round; her 

narrow waist gave way to the curve of her perfectly formed hips. Her 

shoulders were broad but slender and her long dark curls, now released 

from their braid, coiled softly around them. I wondered if the greater sin 

was to keep such beauty concealed beneath the shapeless shrouds and 

aprons and wool cloaks the women of the village were required to wear. 

 Jhessara slowly stepped into the river, edging deeper until the water 

came to her waist. She hummed that melody again as she swirled her arms 

through the water and leaned her head back to dip her hair. The moonlight 

shone upon her face until it looked as though it had been carved from 

stone. She lowered her body into the river, her hair floating around her like 

loosened silk. She dunked her head beneath the surface and came up 

sputtering and smiling. I watched for several minutes as she bathed, 

utterly in awe of her. 

 A rustle in the brush startled us both. Jhessara turned in my direction 

and I crouched lower, hoping she didn’t spy me. Twigs snapped underfoot 

and leaves crackled as though some animal was fleeing into the woods. 

Jhessara smiled and turned back to her bathing. 

We never spoke of that night. I returned to bed, thoughts of Jhessara’s 

bath in the river swirling through my head. I don’t know when Jhessara 

returned home, but I awoke at dawn to see her stoking the fire for the 

morning meal, unaware or unwilling to know that I had seen her in the 

river. I wondered that perhaps it had all been a dream.  

I learned how to treat wounds and set broken bones and pry out 

splinters embedded beneath the skin. Jhessara taught me the effects of 

various herbs we collected from the forest and how to mix and prepare 

concoctions that treated everything from fevers to burns. I delivered my 

first child unassisted, a squealing baby boy, the seventh for the family. The 

father was wary of allowing someone so young deliver the child, but 

Jhessara assured him that I was well qualified. She assisted in the more 

complicated deliveries, the premature and the stillbirths and the 

distressed mothers.  

Each day I gained more and more confidence in my abilities. The 

cottage filled with the sweet scent of drying herbs that Jhessara and I 

strung along the ceiling. I familiarized myself with them all, instinctively 

knowing which mixtures treated various maladies. People came to our 

door, secretly requesting them and scurrying away with their heads down. 

The Pressor’s spies were everywhere. 
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The summer heat burgeoned into a terrible drought that struck two 

weeks prior to the first harvest. Crops failed. Dust filled the furrows and 

stalks of grain drooped and withered beneath the unrelenting sun. Not a 

single cloud scudded the sky to bring hope of rain. The fountain’s waters 

dwindled to a sluggish trickle; what little water remained was thick with 

sediment and smelled foul. The river in which Jhessara bathed became a 

path of mud. Many people despaired the Divine Almighty had abandoned 

us. Those who voiced their concerns were put in the stocks; some were 

arrested and taken to the Bastion where they were never heard from again. 

 Jhessara delivered three stillborn children at the height of the drought. 

There was little water to soothe the mothers and their screams of agony 

rang throughout the village and drifted like feathers through the thick 

sultry air. I wanted to assist her but Jhessara instructed me to wait in the 

cottage. Something dreadful was to befall us and she didn’t want me to 

become involved. I couldn’t imagine what could be worse than this 

horrible drought until we heard the knock on our door. 

It was more of an urgent banging followed by gruff voices demanding 

entry. Jhessara and I were preparing for bed. I slipped my arms into a robe 

and answered the door, unaware that Jhessara was only half dressed 

behind me. Three of the Pressor’s gendarmes in formal regalia and 

carrying lances stood in the doorway. 

“Out of the way, girl,” the lead officer demanded. He pushed past me 

and entered the house, flanked by his men. One of them carried heavy iron 

shackles. 

“What is this about?” I asked. 

“None of your concern,” the lead officer said and turned to Jhessara 

who stood by the dead hearth in nothing but her underclothes. “I presume 

you must be Jhessara of the Other Land Far Away.” 

Jhessara smiled as though she had been expecting this and nodded. 

“We have come with a warrant for your arrest,” the officer said. 

“Arrest?” Jhessara said. “What am I charged with?” 

“Sorcery and defiance of the Divine Almighty,” he replied. “Now, cover 

yourself, woman, and come with us.” 

The officer who carried the shackles stepped forward but I lunged at 

him. 

“No!” I wailed. “You can’t do this. This must be some sort of mistake.” 

The officer pushed me aside and I tumbled into the floor. I grabbed at 

his legs to prevent him from approaching Jhessara but he kicked me away, 

leaving a large bruise on the side of my arm. 

“The Divine Almighty doesn’t make mistakes,” the lead gendarme 

growled. I leapt to my feet and stood between them, although I had no idea 
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how I could defend her. 

“Please don’t take her!” I begged. “She’s not a sorceress! She’s a good 

woman. She has dedicated her life to serving others.” 

Jhessara patted my shoulder and said, “It’s all right, Mlada. I was 

expecting this. I’m actually surprised it took this long.” 

“So you admit your guilt,” the lead gendarme said. 

“I admit nothing.” 

The other officer clamped the shackles to Jhessara’s wrists and ankles. 

They were so heavy she couldn’t stand erect and the two minor officers half 

carried, half dragged her out into the starless night. I ran after them, 

screaming and begging them to stop. When they disappeared down the 

darkened street I wandered back home, latched the door and collapsed in 

a series of sobs. My worst fear had materialized and I was powerless to 

stop it. 

For three days I heard nothing of Jhessara. I spent my time collecting 

her herbs, her potions and elixirs, anything that could be used as evidence 

against her, and burning them in the hearth. A few people came to the door 

seeking treatments for various ailments but I sent them away. Eventually 

I caught word that Jhessara had been taken to the Bastion to make her 

confession. Those she had treated were interrogated and threatened with 

arrest unless they testified against her. 

On the third day, clouds collected and darkened the sky, thick with a 

rain that wouldn’t fall. I took it as a positive omen. If she was to be blamed 

for the drought, then the impending storm could prove her innocence. I 

took the last few precious coins I had hidden beneath the floor so I could 

bribe the guards and headed to the Bastion to see her. 

A horrid stench wafted from the bowels of the Bastion as I descended 

the stairs to the dungeon. All sorts of human effluence mingled with the 

fetor of urine and blood. Moans of the persecuted echoed round the hub of 

a vaulted central chamber with three corridors radiating from it. I didn’t 

know which way to go. 

“Jhessara?” I called. 

“I’m here.” 

I followed the source of the voice down one of the corridors and found 

Jhessara locked in her cell on a bed of fetid straw. Her dark lustrous hair 

had been shorn and torn out in chunks, revealing her pink gleaming skull. 

A bruise around her left eye had deepened into a charcoal patch; the other 

eye was sealed shut. She rose and limped toward me, her swollen mouth 

still able to smile. I leaned against the bars and struggled not to cry. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked. 

“I’ve come to see you,” I said. “I’ve missed you and I’ve been so worried. 
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What are they going to do to you?” 

“Anything they please,” Jhessara replied. “My trial is tomorrow.” 

“But you’ve done nothing wrong!” I blurted. “You’re innocent. All you 

did was help people.” 

“We’re all innocent.” Jhessara cocked her chin toward the other cells 

that lined the hall, all filled with bruised and broken women. “But that’s 

not how the magistrate sees it.” 

“Then we must go and tell him,” I said. “Explain to him that you’ve 

come here to help us with the sickness. You’ve delivered babies and saved 

lives. You are a good woman.” 

“I’m doomed,” Jhessara replied. “I have been blamed for everything 

from the sickness to the drought and the stillbirths. It will all come out in 

the trial tomorrow. But there is one thing you must do for me.” 

“Anything!” 

“Testify against me.” 

“What?” I couldn’t believe she would ask me to do such a thing. 

“It is the only way to save yourself,” Jhessara explained. “If you come 

to my defense, they will believe you are in league with me and come for 

you too. Say that I bewitched you with the magic herbs, that I tricked you 

to be my acolyte. Say that I am the one responsible for all the deaths and 

bad luck that has befallen the village.” 

“I can’t do that,” I said. 

“Then you will end up here like me,” Jhessara said. “Tortured and 

destined for the stake or the gallows.” 

The guard’s footfalls echoed down the corridor. 

“Enough!” he roared and clanged his staff against the bars.  

I squeezed Jhessara’s hand before I left. I didn’t know what to do. I’d 

heard of some people bribing the magistrate for leniency, but I had nothing 

left to offer. Anything of value had been stripped from the cottage and the 

last of my coins I had given to the guard for these few precious moments 

with Jhessara. 

It finally rained the day of Jhessara’s trial. Another good omen, I 

thought as I joined the crowd filing into the temple where the Magistrate 

held trials. The Pressor would preside, and even the Queen Mother who 

sat looking bored from her throne behind the podium. I found a seat in 

one of the first pews, squeezed between a wet nurse with a squawking 

infant nuzzling her dugs and sweaty field worker who smelled atrocious. 

There were three others on the docket that day, though none were charged 

with witchcraft as Jhessara. Two petty thieves and an arsonist came 

forward and had their judgement passed before being sent back to the 

Bastion or the stocks. Jhessara’s trial came last and the temple quickly 
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filled with more onlookers, eager to get a peek at the accused witch. 

Jhessara had to be carried into the temple strapped to a sedan chair 

because both her shapely legs had been broken during her interrogation. 

She looked even wearier than the last time I had seen her, as though they 

had beaten not just a confession but also the spirit from her. She was set 

down before the dais and the pressor unrolled a scroll and read it aloud. 

“Lady Jhessara of the Other Land Far Away, you are hereby accused of 

the crimes of sorcery and defiance of the Divine Almighty. In accordance 

of the law, you are hereby allowed a few minutes to voice your defense 

before I pass sentence.” 

He lowered the scroll and glared directly down at her. Jhessara raised 

her chin and said, “I am no witch although I know how to heal. As for the 

Divine Almighty, he does not reign in the land I come from. Let those who 

accuse me come forward.” 

She turned to me, beseeching me to testify against her. I dropped my 

eyes to my lap, unable to do it. One by one, villagers came forward and 

presented their damning evidence. She had used forbidden herbs to curb 

a fever; she had deliberately delivered stillborn children; she had dried up 

the wells and summoned the drought, hoping to starve us from our land. 

Two adolescent boys not much older than me stepped forward. 

“We have spied her performing an immoral ritual in the river,” one of 

them said.  

The Pressor raised his bushy eyebrows and said, “What did you 

observe?” 

“We saw the accused bathing naked in the river,” the other pointed at 

Jhessara, “She was bellowing at the moon and summoning its evil spirits 

upon her. She was preparing to mate with demons.” 

The temple erupted in waves of gasps and chitters. People leaned 

forward to get a better look at this depraved witch. No one, it seemed, 

wondered what these two young men were doing skulking in the forest in 

the middle of the night, gawking at naked women. 

“Silence!” The Pressor banged his gavel against the podium and the 

temple hushed. He glowered at Jhessara. “Is this true?” 

Jhessara didn’t reply. I wanted to leap to my feet, throw myself to her 

defense, scream at what imbeciles these short-sighted people were, but I 

just couldn’t do. It wouldn’t save her and it would jeopardize me.  

“If you have no response, then this trial is over,” the Pressor said. “Lady 

Jhessara, I hereby sentence you thirty lashes followed by execution. You 

shall be burned alive at the stake until you are nothing but a pile of ashes. 

And may the Divine Almighty piss upon them.” 

He banged his gavel again. Behind him, an altar boy swung a mallet 
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against the Gong of Judgement and it was done. The congregation filed 

out, laughing and cheering as though they had just seen a stellar play. Four 

guards lifted Jhessara and carried her over their heads as people jeered 

and spat and threw refuse at her. 

Judge me a coward for what I did next, but I felt I had no choice. 

Jhessara was already doomed. I broke from the crowd and rushed home. 

The rain that had fallen earlier that day had abated and the streets were 

slick. People scooped mud from the gutters and hurled them at Jhessara. 

I couldn’t watch what they would do to her next. 

Jhessara had few belongings, just some clothing and a small knife and 

the remnants of her pharmacopeia which I hadn’t the courage to burn. I 

gathered them all in her haversack, dressed in her cloak and slipped out 

the back. I was leaving these narrow-minded superstitious fools in the 

Land of Nomar forever. How could I live among them after what they did 

to Jhessara? I cursed them all. I cursed their ignorance and hypocrisy; I 

cursed their culture and their obstinance. But I especially cursed their faith 

and their god. What divine supernatural being would allow such hatred 

and suffering in the world? The Divine Almighty claims to have mercy for 

His flock, but He is liar. He allows innocent people to suffer and those who 

do evil in His name are lauded as saints and the righteous. I turned away 

from them all to live alone in the wilderness. Jhessara’s scrolls and 

notebooks were in my pack. I’m a poor reader but I practiced and studied. 

Someday, I will be a master of Jhessara’s art. Then I will make those people 

pay. How dearly I will make them pay. 

The sun beamed between cracks in the breaking clouds as I left the 

village and climbed the hill that led into the woods. Behind me, black 

pillows of smoke bloomed from Jhessara’s funeral pyre. 
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he train was late by ten minutes. Ten extra minutes of melting in the 

heat and wishing he’d brought an umbrella, as embarrassing as that 

would have been. Ceb grimaced as a bead of sweat dripped onto his 

lip; his hands were full with the bags he’d refused to put down on the 

principle that the train would round the corner at any moment so he 

settled for hiking up his shoulders and rubbing his forehead onto his shirt 

instead.  

 “The eleven forty train to Göynük has arrived.” The barely 

understandable Turkish garbled through the speaker right before the 

screech of the brakes would have drowned it out.  

 Heaving his bags through the door, Ceb was surprised to see the train 

car was empty save for a woman sitting directly to the left of him, her legs 

crossed. She wore a sunhat with a hole torn into the side, a pair of shorts 

patterned in melting popsicles of all colors, and a gap-toothed smile when 

he almost dropped his backpack on his face from staring while stowing it 

overhead.  

T 
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 “There’s nine,” she said, just as the train lurched into motion and forced 

Ceb to brace himself between the first row of seats. He shouldn’t have been 

surprised to hear her speak English, considering the way she looked with 

the rather touristy pair of pants. 

 “Sure looks like it,” he muttered, still staring at the flashes of color 

wriggling in and out of the cave of her shorts.  

 “That’s what most people want to know first.” She pointed at the seat 

opposite her and he sat as if on command. “If they get to see them.” 

 “Strange.” The word slipped out even as he gaped, the motion mirrored 

back at him by the bright fish.  

 “They’re Mediterranean parrotfish. Took me a while to find that out 

once they were big enough. Apparently not that strange for this area.” She 

leaned back to root around in her purse and pulled out a sandwich, a thin 

slice of meat smothered by the combined forces of cheese and bread.  

 “No, strange that that’s what people ask about.”  

 “I guess they don’t want to be weird about it?” She kept talking, only 

pausing when taking a bite and consequently dropping crumbs into her 

lap. A few of the morsels made it over the edge of her shorts and the fish 

lipped them up, wriggling to face the right way in red sinuous arcs. “It 

makes me feel like people are asking about my kids. How old are they? 

When did they get their scales in? Didn’t plan for these buggers, that’s for 

sure.”  

 “How’d it happen then? A fuck with a mermaid gone wrong?”  

 “When you find someone really special—” She laughed into the last bite 

of the sandwich, licking the mustard off her thumb. “I didn’t look at the 

bottom of my foot enough, you know, cause why would you? And turns out 

they just grew in there. Thought it was just cramps from jogging for the 

longest time.”  

 “The dangers of jogging.” Ceb hadn’t looked out the window so far, the 

steep rocky cliffs and forested valleys had no draw in comparison.  

 “Don’t worry, I don’t think it’s contagious. My sister’s taken a look 

several times and she hasn’t even got eggs, the lucky jerk. Those things 

itch.” She reached into her bag and drew out a second sandwich to start 

eating. The train whistled through a short tunnel, the darkness brief but 

providing enough time for her to cram half of it into her mouth, cheeks 

bulging as she chewed.  

 “Do you have to eat for them?” he asked, noticing the telltale napkin 

wrapped bulge tucked into the shadows underneath her elbow.  

 “See, that sounds like a question you’d ask a pregnant woman. I tried 

starving them at first, actually. To see if I’d just have rotting carcasses 

floating around in there instead of whole-ass fish, but they stuck around. 
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Maybe I’m passing them nutrients through the water or some shit.”  

 In the midst of his staring, he noticed through her ankle the underside 

of a band-aid stuck to her heel. The sight reminded him of spring nights 

spent gazing through water bottles in the back garden, the bloated forms 

of the trees and the secret writing on the inside of the label suddenly 

coming into view; a sight that had been hidden from everyone except those 

bored enough to look.  

 She followed his gaze, lifting first one leg then another, causing the fish 

to jostle inside and answering another question he hadn’t thought to ask 

yet. As she ran her finger over the bandage to ensure it stayed, the 

sandwich dipped threateningly toward the ground.  

 “My new shoes broke my heel the other day. Should’ve learned by now: 

only the old when you’re going somewhere new. But I was having fun,” she 

said.  

 “I don’t see any blood on it,” he noted, a little proud at the observation. 

“Do you bleed—” 

 “I just put it on before you boarded.” He wilted at the botched deductive 

conclusion, prematurely. “But you’re right. Does it count as vampirism if I 

become a salt lick?”  

 “Salt lick?” His roommate hadn’t covered the topic yet, but perhaps the 

next time he called would be the one.  

 She shook her head, refusing to elaborate and instead stretching out 

her legs between them again as if she’d remembered the space was hers 

before he’d intruded. Her sandaled feet came close to brushing his calf but 

avoided the collision. 

 “Does it...” He gestured with his hands and she laughed at the 

insinuation he hadn’t meant to make.  

 “You can have a feel, just this once. I can make an exception, but only 

because of the mermaid joke.”  

 “I don’t swing your way, I promise,” he said, slowly reaching out a hand 

and resting it on her knee. Despite appearances, it didn’t feel like water. 

As solid as his own, her leg shimmered with the wavering lines he remem-

bered from sitting on the bottom of a pool.  

 “Neither do I. It does make it awkward though. Larice couldn’t stand 

their eyes, said it reminded her too much of her dad. The fisherman, not 

the librarian. It doesn’t matter. Can’t blame her for not wanting to be 

watched, it gets a little weird then.”  

 It was hard to decipher her speech through the remnants of her snack—

that was honestly turning into meal-sized proportions now—but Ceb 

caught the gist of it. Listening to his roommate’s drunk ramblings over the 

phone while they were apart on break had given him some practice, 
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especially in the area of slurred English. 

 “Would be hard to ignore,” Ceb agreed, watching the tail of one of the 

fish get stuck inside her shoe. “They don’t have much room to move in 

there.” 

 “They started out pretty small, so it’s their own fault it turned cramped. 

I can’t exactly grow with them. Asked around an aquarium once, one of the 

handlers was the one that told me what they were. I took some pictures 

there.” For once, she fished her phone out instead of another sandwich 

though she put a third one on the seat beside her. “Here, look. Isn’t that 

funny?” 

 Ceb stared at the phone screen, the light from outside too bright to see 

more than her silhouette against an aquarium’s floor-length tank, the 

parrotfish blending in with the schools of bright tuna behind them.  

 “They weren’t as crazy red back then. The colors only come in when 

they’re adults and if they switch to being male.” She stretched her legs out, 

throwing reflections across the inside of the train car. “They were calmer 

back then too, less wriggling about.”  

 “No way to get rid of them?” 

 “You know, I entertained the idea of trying to harpoon them. Just…” 

She jabbed at her leg, shrugged, and picked up her sandwich. “But I don’t 

know, I wasn’t a fan of stabbing myself through the leg like that. It would 

probably mess something up. So before I get stuck under a microscope for 

science and have to wait a few years before they decide to do something to 

solve it, I thought I’d take them on a vacation.”  

 “A vacation,” he repeated.  

 “To where they’re supposed to be. Took me a lot of saving up to get here 

from Kansas but this is where they’re from.” 

 “I know, my mother loves them. Says they taste like fish candy.” 

Personally, he’d never been able to tell whether that was a part of their 

natural flavor as he’d only ever eaten them dunked in tarator and the garlic 

and yogurt took over from there.  

 “That doesn’t sound that good,” she said, pushing the cheese back into 

the center of the bread with her finger. “But I don’t think I’ll be eating any 

of them. Little personal when they were… inside? A part of me for a year.” 

 “A whole year and no one noticed?”  

 “I used to wear those—” She twirled her finger, her other hand occupied 

with holding the sandwich. At this point, Ceb could’ve sworn that her 

entire purse was full of them and it would’ve been the most surprising 

revelation of the day if he found out that that wasn’t true. “Pants, with the 

rollable legs so you can convert them to shorts on the go? They’re a little 

calmer in the dark, don’t ache as much. But I was pretty careful. Now, I 
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just don’t care.”  

 “It’s not spreading, is it?”  

 “Yeah, stopped at those.  Maybe so I wouldn’t have to 

worry about how I’d use the bathroom? Considerate of them, as far as fish 

go. Or maybe it simply hasn’t started yet. They certainly need the room, I 

just don’t want it to be the rest of me.”  

 “What if they disappear? Your legs, I mean, as soon as you go into the 

sea. They might blend right in, they get to swim free and your legs are 

gone,” he mused, the possibility floundering through his mind and out his 

mouth before he could contemplate the reality of it.  

 The gap in her teeth, which had been on prominent display throughout 

their conversation by virtue of her smiles or her speech, was hidden now 

behind her pursed lips. She chewed her fourth sandwich silently, brow 

furrowed as she stared down at the parrotfish twined together in her thigh.  

 By the time the train started to slow, she stuffed the napkin in her back 

pocket and finally answered, her gap teeth peeking through. 

 “That’s probably the simplest solution to all of this. But how often is 

that what happens?” She stepped off the train, the hole in her hat tilted 

towards the sun and waved until she disappeared beneath the horizon of 

stairs at the end of the platform.  

 The thought surfaced the next morning when his mother set them 

braised on the table, smug at the fresh catch from before dawn, and every 

time after. If they were the ones from her legs, if they had escaped her and 

she them. 
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randma hobbles up to her roof when she hears the children outside 

shouting and leans against the railings in the cool dusk wind. The 

caravan—a dusty convoy of groaning auls and humans swathed 

against the desert like walking mummies—appears silhouetted at the tip 

of the long tongue of shadow cast by the colossal dome of ruins behind her. 

The villagers have already begun gathering in the little square at the 

village’s edge, eager to trade, but she’s looking for just one person. She 

searches, head bobbing side to side like a curious raptor, until finally she 

finds him. Then she nods to herself, and scratches the glowing veins on her 

forearms, and heads back down to her room.  

It takes the trader the better part of an hour to come but she knows 

she’s the first person he’s visiting. He’s skinnier than when she last saw 

him and his cheeks have hollowed and this makes his already oversized 

teeth look even bigger. His long neck part obscured by a beard she’s never 

seen before. Still, though, there’s only one person who smiles that little 

upside-down smile on reflex when they see her. A smile that says, I know 

you’re not who you pretend to be. You’re someone better.   

 The trader kneels, and touches his head to the ground.  

G 
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 “Grandma,” he says. “I’m glad you’re well.” 

 “Well enough,” she says. “Where did you go this time?” 

 “Northwards,” says the trader. “To the true desert. Past the Crystal 

Hills. They were so blinding we had to sleep in blackened tents during 

the—” 

 “I know what the Crystal Hills look like.” Grandma scans his body. 

“You’re scrawnier. Was it worth it?” 

 “I know you’d think it wasn’t.” 

 “What’s that?” 

 He looks up at her, full in the face, but there’s no impertinence there.  

 “I know, Grandma, that you would think that nothing got was worth 

what we sold. But I have something you’d enjoy.” 

 “Well, hand it over, then.” 

 The trader hands her a silken purse, an elegant little thing, metallic 

turquoise embroidered with a red snake. He puts it in one shriveled hand 

and then takes a long look at her glowing blue veins. She tries to pull her 

hand back but he holds it, gentle and firm, and won’t let go.  

“How long?” he says.  

 Grandma pulls her sleeves down. 

 “Don’t concern yourself.” 

 “Grandma.” The trader crouches and pulls the sleeves back up. All her 

veins are glowing, gentle and shimmering, as if infected with a million little 

bugs. “How long?” 

 “Two months,” she mumbles. 

 “It looks like a data infection.” 

 “It is.” Grandma blinks. “It’s an entropic condition.” 

 “Can nothing be done?” 

 “No. Even before, it would have been difficult.” She squints. “If you care 

so much, you can stay and look after me.” 

 A pause. The trader looks away first. Then he gestures to the bag.  

 “Look inside.” 

 She opens the purse. Within is a small ball, glossy-sided, heavy and 

hard and the colour of blood. Grandma raises it to the light and watches 

the light glint in fragments off the many-surfaced interior. 

“Do you know what this is?” she says.  

“No. I traded for it in the Abyss. The trader said you’d appreciate it.” 

“He’s not wrong.” 

A moment passes. The wall they’re on cools, crackling, around them.  

The trader looks over the village. Down below his men are selling their 

wares to the gathered crowds. Turquoise beads are handed by the bagful 

to the jeweler. Toys are passed from adults to the grubby hands of children 
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who run off, squealing and elated.  

“I must tend to my caravan,” he says. “Mother insists you come for 

dinner.” 

 “Do what you must. I’ve nowhere to be.” 

 “Except dinner.” 

 “Fine. Except dinner.” 

 He smiles at her. She doesn’t smile back.  

 After he’s gone she heads up onto the roof and takes in the view. Not 

the desert this time but to the giant pile of wreckage looming behind the 

thunderous wall against which the entire village shelters like fungus in the 

shade of a rotting log. The skewed towers and tumbled facades and roads 

looping haphazard and chaotic through the anarchic ruin of it all. At the 

top is the jagged mess of the fusion engine bleeding blue light, and at the 

heart of this the great spire of the impulsion drives with clouds—the only 

clouds for a thousand miles—spinning in a gauzy maelstrom at its apex. 

Not a soul stirs on the balconies and in the lightless rooms. Not a single 

human voice echoes in the hollow streets. It’s another thing so familiar, 

and yet so alien. Another thing beyond her comprehension that, 

nevertheless, sits at the heart of her world.  

 “Well, old girl,” she whispers. “He’s back to take some more of you 

when he goes.” 

 She may be talking about the ruins. Or else, about herself.  

 

● 

 

The trader comes out in the sweet dimness of dusk and the farmer and the 

potter are already waiting in the town square. There’s a few others milling 

around too—big-backed raiders with scraggly beards and tough hands, a 

couple of the older children, an old man carrying a basket almost too big 

for him to handle. The trader signals his lieutenant and whispers in her ear 

for a bit and she sets off, towards them. the dry wind fiddling with the shirt 

over her vast back.  

 The farmer approaches. Her smile is as broad as it ever was and her 

eyes wide-set and her gums little too big in a way that not so long ago the 

trader dreamt of at night. The potter comes up behind her, his smile a 

white cave in the black cliffs of his beard, forearms big enough to beat a 

man to death with. 

 “You scum,” he says cheerfully. “You come back after all these years 

and the first thing you try to do is steal my wife.” 

 He hugs the trader too hard and the trader doesn’t resist. Then the 

farmer wraps her arms around the trader and squeezes also. 



31 
 

 “You’re skinnier,” she says. Her breath briefly warms his neck. She 

takes him in for a long time, and cups his cheek. “You look older.” 

 “You too,” says the trader. “A washed-up old hag.” 

 The potter chuckles. The farmer knees the trader, gently, on the 

stomach. 

 “You can’t both be coming,” says the trader. 

 “Harvest is done,” says the farmer. She looks over to the horizon as the 

Second Sun drowns, reddening, beneath the rim of the world. “I’m done 

until the rains.” 

 “The kids like me more, anyhow,” says the potter. He kisses the farmer 

on the cheek. “You take care.” 

“Will do.” 

A final thump on the trader’s shoulder and the potter wanders off, past 

where the trader’s lieutenant is telling the old and the young that they’re 

too weak or too unreliable or too inexperienced to come. The trader knows 

they want to tell her they won’t take orders from a bloody foreigner. He 

also knows she’s bigger than any of them and polite in a way that only 

people capable of great violence are and so they’ll say nothing.  

In the end his team consists of him, his lieutenant, and the farmer. Also, 

two youngsters—one a foreigner’s boy, his skin as pale as almond-flesh—

and a few wiry villagers who’ve done the climb before. By the time they’ve 

prepared the retrocessive moon is rising from where the suns set and a 

bristling phalanx of moonlit shadows is crawling up the ruins like a 

monster’s rising hackles. For a long moment they stand in front of this 

corpse of a dead world and marvel at the fact they’re about to climb it.  

They all sink into the feeling, except the trader. He only looks up briefly, 

and then hefts his bag.  

 “Well,” he says. “Let’s go get rich.” 

 

● 

 

They head around the giant walls to where two colossal lion’s paws flank a 

great set of shattered stairs. The wind is scouring here and descends heavy 

and hot from the summit where the still-churning factories and the fusion 

generator sprawl like a jumble of broken bones. By dawn they’ve made it 

to the fifth basecamp in a plaza where a pale statue of an angel stares 

forlornly over the unchanging vista of dust and dune and dawns. Forty 

years of climbers have established huts and a toilet here and even a shower 

run from a giant barrel of water fed by run-off from the peak.  

 They stop for breakfast and soon after they’re driven into the tents by 

the growling heat of the Second Sun. The farmer waits to see where the 
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trader goes and once she’s certain he won’t be alone she joins him and lies 

down next to him.  

 “So how far did you go?” she says. 

 The trader turns over and looks at her. In the semi-dark he can imagine 

her as more beautiful than she is, but then he remembers there’s no need 

to. She is beautiful anyhow, though her face is now lined with age, and her 

skin, one bronze, is now rough and mahogany from days in the sun.  

 “We went north past the Blazing River,” he says.  

 “You crossed it?” 

 He nods. 

 “The auls needed special shoes. We had to buy them from the villagers 

up there.” 

 “Did it really smell?”  

 “Like farts.” 

 “Did you collect gems from it?” 

 “The flowstone’s too hot. Everything melts.” 

 She leans in. Her eyes are wide like they were when they were younger 

and the stories he told weren’t his but his grandmother’s. Stories of being 

above the clouds and chasing herds of dragons and watching spirits fight 

on the surface of the moon. 

 “And?” she says. 

 “We kept on. We got bushels of spidersilk to sell by the sea.” 

 “You went to the sea?” 

 “They eat giant cockroaches that live in the water. They’ve got red shells 

and big pincers.” He makes the shape with his hands. “They were 

delicious.” 

 “Delicious cockroaches.” The farmer rolls onto her back. “Is that the 

most exciting thing you saw?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “You didn’t go to any cities.” 

 It’s not a question. The trader closes his eyes. For a few moments he 

tries to understand the knot that forms in him when he thinks of such 

things. That peculiar stinging clump that is as hard to examine as watching 

a desert cat dismembering young prey. But in all his long journeys he’s had 

plenty of time to think and somewhere along the way he realized that most 

of it is shame. Shame at what happened to his people. Shame at how 

others, who they were once like, would see him.  

Still. It is one thing to understand a thing, and another entirely to talk 

about it.  

 “There’s no point going,” he says. “We’ve got nothing they want.” 

 “Don’t you want to see? I’d want to see.” The farmer sighs. “I’d love to 
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know what it’s like to live in the sky.” 

 Silence. Then the trader says: 

 “When did it happen? The wedding?” 

 “A year and a half ago.” 

 “Was it... was it love?” 

 More silence. The trader waits, and then closes his eyes. 

 “I didn’t—I was away a long time,” he says. “I didn’t expect you to—” 

 “It was love,” says the farmer. She sighs. “It was the product of love. 

The boy came six months after the wedding. The girl, eighteen months. 

He’s a good man. He’s not like when we were younger.” 

 “No, no.” This said too fast. “He doesn’t seem it.” 

 “He’s kind, and good to me.” 

 “Good.” 

 “He works hard.” 

 “Good.” 

 They lie in silence a little while longer. Then the farmer gets up. 

 “It’s hot in here,” she says.  

 The trader knows the instant she leaves he’ll feel like there was 

something else he needed to say. Something urgent, that would change the 

world quickly and for the better. He’s spent plenty of time thinking about 

the farmer too but these thoughts remain farther beyond comprehension 

than his feelings about the million billion tons of tragic history they’re 

ascending. In any case, the farmer doesn’t wait for him to speak. For an 

instant she’s silhouetted, black-on-dark, at the entrance to the tent. Then, 

she’s gone.  

 

● 

 

It takes a day and a half of heavy going to get to the next camp, a collection 

of tents dotting the ruins of what looks like a temple, but in reality could 

have been a library or a bath-house or a rich woman’s bedroom. By now 

they’re too tired to appreciate the soaring arches and delicate stonework 

and flowing lapis inlays, so for a long while they appreciate the shade and 

quiet of the ratty encampment more than the splendid carcass around 

them.  

There’s a tiny old man who looks like an overgrown homunculus made 

of old boot leather running a tiny stall at the camp. He sells them dried 

meat and fruit for twice the price they are down in the village and takes 

their money without thanks and doesn’t even pretend to be ashamed about 

his gouging.  

 “Should’ve brought your own,” he says when one of them complains. 
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They rest briefly and then climb on. This far above the plains they can 

see the distant row of peaks the city threw up when it fell and also blade-

straight impact scars running through the low grey-blue scrub as far as 

they can see. Those that have gone this way before have rigged up 

walkways and secured ropes to walls where the roads have fallen away or 

shattered beyond use. Some of the buildings teeter madly and they all 

gawp at the sight of great domes and massive facades that surely would 

need only the weight of a fly’s wing to tip them over.  

The pale foreign boy turns to the trader.  

 “How many people lived here?” he says. 

 “Grandma says many thousands.” 

 “And they all died?” 

 “It fell a long way,” says the farmer. “Only a few survived.” 

 The boy sighs. His heart is broken. But they weren’t your people, the 

trader wants to say. You don’t share their shame. Then a thought occurs to 

him: perhaps shame, and pride, are a function of where you are, and not 

who you are. Perhaps they’re things that live in the soil, and not in the 

blood. Perhaps that’s why looking at the magnificent buildings and the 

carvings as delicate as swirling smoke feels like knowing a language 

someone’s speaking, but still not understanding what they’re saying. The 

people who made it are as alien to him as they are to the foreign boy, he 

thinks. But then, that would make him a foreigner, too. Wouldn’t it?  

  

● 

 

There are no further bases after the third, only scavengers’ routes winding 

like rabbit runs through a calamitous stony forest. There are also 

abandoned tents scattered amidst the ruins. These they avoid: at best 

they’re the remnants of lost lives, and at best they’re makeshift tombs. This 

far up the maintenance drones are still active, though they’ve learned that 

they’re hunted things now and cower in the shadows as humans pass. The 

raiders in turn hide when they hear the thunder of a juggernaut’s 

approach. The first time they see one of the magnificent golden golems 

lumbering past the youngsters stare as if they’ve seen the suns turn black 

and fall from the sky in cinders. 

They slink along after its footsteps fade and come to a low arcade. There 

are holes in the gossamer substance of the roof and little ponds of golden 

light dapple the floor beneath these. 

“How much further?” says the farmer. 

The trader consults a small piece of paper. He hands it to her and she 

squints at it and hands it back. 
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“I can barely read it.” 

“She can barely write.” 

“Does she remember correctly, then?” 

The trader looks at the farmer askance. 

“Not really the right time to wonder that, no?” 

The farmer smiles, and nods.  

“Alright.” She turns to the others, and points. “This way, folks.” 

 They climb over a long line of buildings that have slouched slantways 

into each other and then down into a long network of damp tunnels. The 

trader dons a gas mask and the others do too. They stink of rubber and 

piss and breathing seems harder with them on, not easier. When they 

emerge they’re in the shadow of the impulsion generator’s spire and to feel 

the hot breadth of the ruptured fusion drive tickle the back of their necks. 

The air seems thick here with a teeming exothermic infection of countless 

microscopic fires. 

They finally find what they’re looking for—a great metal door, buckled 

and hanging off its hinges. Beyond is a warren of rooms with racks upon 

racks of metal spheres, each the size of a fist. These clack and hum when 

the raiders approach and scan them with quick bursts of red light.  

The pale-skinned boy approaches one rack and stares. He turns to the 

trader. 

“Can they really…?” 

 “Go ahead and try.” 

 The boy turns back. “Hello?” 

 A moment of silence. Then the sphere speaks, voice neutral and smooth 

and genderless.  

 “Greetings,” it says.  

 The pale boy flinches and retreats. The trader approaches, and picks 

the sphere up. It’s heavy, and warm.  

 “Tell me a joke,” he says.  

 “My humour module is not installed. Would you like to purchase one?” 

 “No, it’s fine.” He holds the sphere out to the boy. “Tell me about this 

person.” 

Another quick red flash of scan-light. 

“Male, 174 centimetres, aged sixteen years plus/minus eight months,” 

says the sphere. “Cavities in two teeth. Blood sugar is higher than optimal.” 

The boy’s mouth falls open. The farmer scowls. 

 “You said you were twenty,” she says. 

“I...” The boy swallows. “Sorry.” 

The trader puts the sphere in his bag. 

“Take two each,” he says. “One for me, one for you.” 
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 Sorcerers will pay sacks of dye for one, he thinks. Kings will give away 

minor fiefdoms, queens whole bags of gold. None of them will ever be poor 

again, but only if they go far enough and find someone willing to pay. And 

none of them will, except him.  

 They head back through the tunnels. When they emerge the trader has 

a brief instant to notice something’s wrong, something in the jumble of 

shadows on the street before them. Then one moves and a juggernaut 

lumbers round the corner, its face the hard and patriarchal, its ancient eyes 

green and piercing. It stares at them with its arms raised and guns 

spinning swiftly to life, the sound of their activation that of a thousand 

whetting blades.  

The trader freezes.  

 “Stay back,” he says over his shoulder. “Stay well back. Don’t let it see 

you.” 

 The farmer stumbles out before he can finish. She gasps and takes his 

hand and their fingers interlace. The juggernaut examines them for a 

while. It tilts its head, slowly, the whirr and clack of its mechanisms 

laboured.  

“We are metropolitans,” says the trader. He extends his palm. “Here, 

check.” 

The golem stares at his hand. Then it lowers its guns. 

 “Welcome back, citizens,” it says. “There has been a calamity.” 

 The trader swallows, and looks at the farmer.  

 “Yes,” she says. “We are here to take care of it. Continue about your 

business.” 

 “As you wish.” 

 The juggernaut turns and clambers over the wreckage and heads into 

the ruins. The farmer and the trader watch it go, and exhale. A gust of wind 

dislodges an old tent and sends it flapping through the dark of the young 

night like a giant bat. They watch it go and abruptly notice they’re holding 

hands. Suddenly hot-faced, they let go.  

 

● 

 

A cluster of children forms around the raiders as soon as they head back 

into the village. At first they pout and grumble when they see all they’ve 

brought back are the greyblack spheres. But then the trader makes one 

speak to them and in an instant they’re all transfixed. Watching them the 

trader notices how little difference there is between the youngest of his 

group and the oldest of the children and he isn’t sure what to make of this 

latest sign that the world is slowly turning to strangeness around him.  
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After the children come the older villagers and they’re harder to 

impress. An old woman carrying a basket full of radishes inspects the balls 

and scowls and waves her hand in dismissal. 

 “Why not bring something useful?” she says. “Why not bring back some 

of those pretty dresses, or that mesh fabric? That stuff’s tough.” She 

squints, and spits into the soil. “You can use them to collect dew.” 

 The trader hefts one of the balls and holds it up to her face. 

 “It’s a talking ball, madam,” he says. “It’s a wonder. Ask it a question, 

and it’ll answer you.” 

 The old woman leans in, rubbery lips inches from the surface of the 

object, and stares up at the trader. 

 “What use are you?” she says. 

 A pause. Then the ball says: 

 “My primary purpose is entertainment.” 

 “Well then, entertain me.” 

 A moment’s silence. Then the ball starts playing a tune. A mournful and 

slow sound, drifting up and then down like wind meandering through the 

ruins. The sound descends on the group like silken rain and for a brief 

while everyone’s elsewhere, in some kingdom above the clouds, closer to 

the stars than anyone but dead souls ever go.  

 When it’s over the old woman shakes her head, and steps back. 

 “That’s nice and all, but I can’t eat a song, can I?” she says, and wanders 

off.  

 The trader turns, smiling, to say something to the farmer. But she’s 

across the square, her children in her arms, her husband holding a small 

basket with some bread and cheese in it. He watches them leave, and 

doesn’t follow.  

 

● 

 

The auls are already packed and his people restless. The pale boy’s been 

milling around making himself useful since before dawn and finally the 

trader calls him over and tells him he can join them. 

 The boy throws up his hands and runs off, whooping.  

 The trader watches him go and heads up to grandma’s house. The sky 

is hazy and the sunslight smeared behind a gauze of clouds and the wind 

coming off the ruins is cool and gentle. The world seems sunk in a strange 

amber oblivion and looking out across facades and dunes and lines of 

washing flapping like technicolour streamers over the streets it’s hard to 

believe anything in this place will ever change. Then it occurs to him that 

this, now, in all probability is his final journey up these warm stairs to see 



38 
 

grandma. That this will be his last conversation with her. That change is 

one thing to understand, and another thing altogether to accept.  

 He’s more out of breath than normal when he finds her leaning against 

a balustrade outside. She doesn’t look at him.   

 “I suppose you’re off again,” she says.  

 He kneels. 

 “Yes, Grandma.” 

 “Did you get them?” 

 The trader extracts one of the spheres from his robes. Grandma’s eyes 

widen. She reaches for one and takes it in her hands and her shimmering 

veins grow brighter. 

 “Logging in,” says the sphere. “Activated. Your systems have 

degenerated. Please summon a maintenance drone.” 

 The trader stands. Grandma cradles the ball. 

 “Override interface protocols,” she whispers. “There’s no maintenance 

drones nearby.” 

 “Uncalibrated usage can result in permanent—” 

 “I’m a hundred and nine years old, boy. My whole body’s uncalibrated.” 

 A pause. Then the sphere says: 

 “Age is no reflection of value.” 

 Grandma laughs and extends one shriveled and velvet-skinned hand 

towards the trader. Her veins are flushing crimson now, and yellow, in a 

cascade of pastel rainbows chasing each other spasmodically down her 

arm. The trader takes it and her palm is dry and soft and familiar. As it was 

when he was younger. As it was when he held it every day and couldn’t 

imagine a single sunset without her by his side.  

“Activate sensory protocol,” she says. 

“Please identify—” 

“Flight camera. Generalized and optimized. Activate.” 

An instant passes, and then they’re in the sky. Above them is nothing 

but the darkening blue of the upper atmosphere. No dust or clouds or 

living things to mar the perfection of it all. Nothing but a shy speckling of 

distant stars and in the distance the great bulge of the rising moon, pink 

dotted with black craters. The wind is icy and thin on the trader’s face and 

though he feels it clawing at his skin and knows he should be suffocating 

and freezing all at once it feels as if he’s lived up here in these clear reaches 

forever and it’s the thick soup of air and noise down below that will kill 

him. He looks down and sees a vast wrinkled expanse below that he thinks 

are dunes at first and then realizes is in fact a giant mountain range.  

Between him and the distant ground is the city itself, great engines 

glowing hot blue, pennants flying, streets teeming. A great chunk of earth 
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crusted with glorious conurbation shooting through the sky so fast it leaves 

a shockwave the size of a lake in its aftermath where aircraft coming and 

going trail it like remoras desperate to catch up with their host.  

The little things mesmerize him. The rapid shadows sliding down the 

flanks of the buildings. The people leaning against the railings watching 

the view. The great tide of clouds approaching from the west like a silver 

sea. He realizes all true memories are of things that had the 

unimpeachable wonder of having been real even if now they exist only as 

patterns in the air and in an old woman’s brain cells. When finally the 

vision ends and he’s back on Grandma’s balcony with her watery eyes 

watching him like they’d been projecting the whole vision through sheer 

force of will it’s a shock so intense it sends him to his knees. 

He buries his face in his hands. Grandma kneels next to and holds him. 

He holds her back. This, then, is what she’s spent her lifetime mourning. 

He sees that he too will spend a lifetime mourning something, and he’s 

holding it in his arms right now. So he holds on, and doesn’t let go for a 

long time. 
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he twin tattoos on Bryan’s palms are a tad disconcerting, but I’ve 

met stranger people on Tinder before. He’s careful to not to 

gesticulate as we talk, keeping his hands curled on the table in a way 

that’s not quite forced, but unnatural enough for me to know that he’s self-

conscious about them. I catch glimpses of the tattoo when he spoons food 

into his mouth, thick dark lines that cut across his palm in some sort of 

geometric shape. I don’t ask about them, but I want to, especially since 

they may be the only interesting thing about him. 

 Bryan might be the worst conversationalist that I’ve ever met and that’s 

saying something considering I’m in a course filled with introverts who are 

very good at speaking in English, but very bad at speaking in general. I take 

another bite of the glorified version of adobo that I ordered as another 

awkward lull settles into our conversation. Bryan fiddles with the end of 

his sleeve before clearing his throat and I brace myself for whatever weird 

question Bryan’s about to ask next. So far he’s asked about what I study, 

how long I’ve lived in Quezon City, and if I had any ducks growing up. 

T 
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 “So,” he says, “what are your parents’ names?” 

 I blink, look for any signs that he’s kidding, and sigh when I find none. 

I feel like I’m at a job interview instead of a date, but I’ve actually had job 

interviewers that are a lot less awkward. “My mom’s name is Hannah and 

my dad’s name is Don,” I say, immediately regretting giving their actual 

names. 

“Is that Hannah with an H at the end?” 

 “No.” Yes. 

 Bryan looks confused as if I gave him the wrong answer, but nods like 

he accepts it. 

 “You gonna ask about my fondest memory with my lola next?” I joke 

on impulse to help diffuse the uncomfortableness of the situation. 

 He cocks his head to the side, contemplating. “I wasn’t going to, but if 

you’d like to share, that would be a tremendous help,” he says. 

 Who the hell says “tremendous” anymore? “Help with what?” I ask.  

 Bryan doesn’t say anything, just glances at his watch for what seems 

like the tenth time in the past fifteen minutes and I’d be offended if it 

wasn’t for the fact that I’m just as antsy for this to be over. 

 I push my plate away and offer Bryan what I think is an apologetic 

smile, half-hoping it passes as sincere and half-hoping there’s nothing 

stuck in between my teeth. 

 “Actually, do you mind if we get the bill already?” I ask. “I know it’s 

early, but I’m actually not feeling very well.” 

 It’s an obvious lie, but Bryan takes the excuse and signals for the bill, 

drawing an imaginary rectangle in the air with his fingers and exposing the 

lower half of his palms. The tattoo must be new. Hand tattoos always fade 

quickly, but his is bold against his skin, though the tiny words that run 

along the underside of the lines are indecipherable to me. 

 We split the bill. Bryan offers to accompany me on the commute home, 

but I decline. It’s hard enough to find a jeep with enough space for two 

people at this time and the effort isn’t worth prolonging his mediocre 

company. We bid each other goodbye and the moment my back is turned 

to him, I sigh in relief. 

I unlock my phone as I walk to the terminal, sending a text to my 

roommate that I’ll be home soon. 

 I don’t notice that someone’s behind me until he shoves me into an 

alley. 

 The man takes advantage of my loss of balance and uses his weight to 

slam my back against the side of a building. A sudden jolt of fear makes 

me freeze and the man presses his hand over my mouth to muffle my 

scream. It takes for my eyes a moment to adjust, but I recognize his buzz 
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cut and navy green polo. Bryan. 

 “I am truly sorry about this. I don’t normally resort to force, but based 

on previous experience with the other versions of you, you never agree to 

go with me and I have no reason to believe this time will be any different,” 

he says. 

 I lift my leg to stomp my foot down on his as hard as I can, but he moves 

out of the way at the last second, looking ridiculously pleased with himself. 

“You always do that too!” he cries, so distracted by his own momentary 

triumph that he doesn’t see my fist coming until it cracks against his jaw. 

 Fuck that hurts. It always looks so much easier in the movies. I turn to 

run, but he grabs my ponytail and I cry out as he yanks me backward. 

 “Sorry! Sorry!” he yells as he releases me and I stagger to my feet. I 

realize that his tattoos are glowing, bright and blinding like he carries the 

sun in his palms. “We just really don’t have time for this. The barriers are 

stretched at their weakest. It’s time to go, Kara,” he says. 

 He slams his palm against my chest and the sharp pain that springs 

from it runs deeper than it should. The force of it drives into the center of 

my being, crawls in between atoms and threatens to pull me apart on a 

molecular level. The wall behind me gives way under the force of the blow 

and then I’m falling or maybe I’m dying, but either way there’s so, so much 

pain. 

 Whatever I’m falling through, I can feel that Bryan has jumped in after 

me and with the last of my strength, I kick as hard as I can, taking vicious 

satisfaction in the feeling of connecting with something solid. 

 Then, the pain overtakes me and I surrender to the darkness. 

 

● 

 

Something is wrong. I know this before I can even begin to make sense of 

anything else. Every part of body aches, not in an I-think-I-exercised-too-

much kind of way, but more like I’ve been put in a blender and I can’t tell 

one limb from another. I don’t even feel solid and I wouldn’t be surprised 

if someone told me that I’m nothing but a Kara-sized puddle on the 

ground. 

Slowly, I become aware that something soft is pressing against my 

cheek. My brain feels like it’s been submerged underwater and fragments 

of memories start to buoy to the surface: Bryan and his impossible tattoos 

burning, echoes of the strange force that invaded my body when he struck 

me, the atoms of my being still bristling from having been disturbed. 

 My eyes snap open, but instead of an alley, all I can see are plain white 

walls that I don’t recognize. I need to move. I need to get out of here, 
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wherever here is. I try to push myself up, but nausea crescendos and 

crashes through me, twisting my vision sideways as I start retching on the 

floor. 

 “I told you we put the bucket on the wrong side of the bed,” someone 

says. 

 “And I told you that we have more than enough buckets to put on both 

sides of the bed. I’m not cleaning this up,” says someone else. 

 “Who’s there?” I ask, the words clumsy in my mouth. The room is still 

spinning, so I try to shake my head a couple of times to clear it, but the 

action is choppy, like a video buffering and stuttering through scenes. I’m 

feverish, covered in a cold sweat that’s equal parts sickness and fear. 

 “Now look what you’ve done,” the first voice says. “She’s awake and Mr. 

Welcoming Committee isn’t even here yet.” 

 “Me? You’re the one who started talking!” the second voice says. “Just 

go get Joel already, I’ll make sure she doesn’t leave.” 

 I steady myself enough to tell which way is up and which way is down. 

Though the tiled floor shifts beneath me, I manage to get both feet on the 

ground. The entire room is white, almost like in a hospital except this room 

is bare. There’s no windows, no chairs, just a bed, a bucket, and something 

that my brain can’t process just yet in the corner of the room. 

 “Please don’t overexert yourself, the travel sickness will wear off 

shortly,” it says and I find myself staring at a person with a cat’s face. 

 At first, I think I’m seeing things, that maybe I’m more disoriented than 

I thought, but the cat person keeps talking and yup, those are human 

words being formed by the cat’s mouth, its whiskers twitching with every 

pronunciation of a syllable, and no, it’s not going away no matter how 

many times I rub my eyes. 

It’s still talking, but I can’t hear a word of what it’s saying because this 

is the goddamn weirdest thing I’ve seen in my life. The calico fur runs down 

the person’s—the thing’s?—neck and disappears behind its collared shirt. 

It reaches up with its human fingers to scratch behind its cat ears and it’s 

so bizarre and I absolutely hate cats and I think I’m gonna throw up again 

and holy shit that’s probably a demon, which means that son of a bitch 

killed me and now I’m in hell. 

 I can’t help it. I start screaming and the cat demon hisses at me. When 

it starts heading in my direction, I scramble to pick up the empty bucket 

and throw it at the demon’s head, but I’m still dizzy, so my aim is off and 

it thumps uselessly against the wall. 

 “Well, that was rude,” the cat demon frowns, turning around to look at 

the dent in the wall. 

 “Stay back!” I warn the thing, trying to look threatening as it narrows 



44 
 

its eyes at me. 

 Then, the door is opening and I get ready for whatever other demon is 

going to walk in. 

 “Rico! What did you do? You’re supposed to be guarding her, not 

scaring her!” a guy says. He looks normal, at least. A little older than me, 

but shorter, with kind features set in a frown as he kicks the cat demon out 

of the room. It whispers something to the man that makes him smile. He’s 

still smiling when he turns his attention to me, but I stiffen under his gaze. 

Somehow, his presence concerns me more than the cat demon.  

 “Kara Martinez!” he exclaims. “It’s so great to see you again! Well, not 

again, technically, but anyway, hello! I’m Joel.” 

 “How do you know my name?” I demand. 

 “We’ve been looking for you for a long time,” Joel says. “Welcome to 

the Prime Universe. We had to go through quite a few other versions of 

you, but you’re finally here!” 

 Whatever relief I feel that I’m not in hell is quickly replaced with 

apprehension. “Other versions of me?” I echo. 

 “I can’t explain that to you just yet,” he says, and takes a few steps 

towards me. 

 I take one step back for every step forward he makes, wondering if 

throwing up on his shoes will distract him long enough for me to get out of 

this room now that there’s a door—not that I know where to go in this 

‘Prime Universe’, but I don’t like being trapped in here with him. 

 “Oh sorry, this is probably overwhelming. Would you like some water? 

You look like you could use some water,” Joel asks, and with a wave of his 

hand, I’m suddenly holding a glass of ice cold water that I drop in my 

confusion, but it vanishes before it can hit the ground. 

 “Or maybe some crackers to settle your stomach? I even have the brand 

from your universe!” he suggests, waving his hand again, and a pack of 

crackers appears in my hand. He’s smiling at me like he knows me and it’s 

seriously creeping me out. He produces a pack of crackers for himself too, 

humming as he tears the plastic open and takes a bite. “Travel sickness 

always sucks,” he says with his mouth full, “but I bet your trip was 

especially rough since you kicked Bryan into the wrong universe. I’m never 

going to let him live that down, by the way.” 

 There are several things wrong with that sentence, so I focus on what 

makes sense. “What do you know about Bryan?” 

“Bryan is a Traveler, which is basically a really lame way of saying that 

he’s a witch with the ability to travel between universes,” Joel explains. 

“He was supposed to get you and bring you here, but now he’s stuck 

recharging who knows where. He was able to send a note, but he has 
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terrible handwriting.” 

 “Right and he was supposed to bring me here because you’ve been 

looking for me for a long time, but you can’t tell me why,” I say, and Joel 

nods. “And, uh, where is here?” 

 Joel purses his lips in thought and seats himself at the foot of the bed. 

I lean against the wall and take a peek at the door, but when he notices me 

looking, he waves the door away from existence. “I told you, we’re in the 

Prime Universe, an alternate universe. Well, technically, this is the original 

universe and the universe you’re from is the alternate.” 

 “And this universe comes with witches?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Like actual magic wielding, potion brewing, curse innocent people 

kind of witches,” I say, thinking of Bryan and his stupid tattoos that put 

me here in the first place. “Cool. Sure. Why the hell not? Please tell me 

Metro Manila hasn’t become a kingdom like some kind of BBC Merlin-

esque wannabe.” 

 “I don’t know what that means, but I don’t think it’s like that at all,” 

Joel says. “It’s more like—” he starts, but cuts himself off and a series of 

incomprehensible sounds spill from his mouth before he gives up. He huffs 

in frustration when he can’t express himself. “I don’t know how to describe 

it. Bryan’s usually here to do the explaining.” 

 I see an opportunity and I arrange my features into a thoughtful 

expression. “Maybe you could show me?” I suggest. 

The idea isn’t met with immediate rejection, so I take it as a sign that 

Joel is wavering. I offer my most winning smile. 

“You are the first Kara Martinez to come from a completely magicless 

world,” he concedes. “Okay, I’ll show you, just stay close,” he says, and I 

take a couple of steps closer to him. He claps his hands together and the 

walls of the room crumble. 

 I don’t hesitate before kneeing him in the groin and making a run for 

it. He doubles over, eyes bulging, and mouth hanging open as he struggles 

to say something, but I don’t stay to listen. 

 I’m in some sort of clearing and I run for the line of trees a couple 

hundred meters away. The sky’s an electric blue with a pink sun and 

thousands of stars hovering in the sky. Joel and I aren’t the only ones in 

the clearing, I realize, and I see a giant one-eyed man point a bow at one 

of the stars, knocking it out of the sky with an arrow. He howls in 

excitement and turns to talk to the golden retriever next to him who... 

hisses? 

 A wall starts to grow in front of me and I skid to a stop, trying to turn 

around and wishing I took my physical education classes a little more 
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seriously. Something buzzes past my face, distracting me, and I barely 

avoid slamming into the lower half of someone’s body as a woman 

launches her torso into the sky, her wings unfurling like an umbrella made 

of flesh and bone. 

 Suddenly, a room builds itself around me and soon I’m sealed off again. 

Joel leaves the ceiling open and I slump against a wall to catch my breath. 

 Well, it was worth a shot anyway. 

 I stare at the strange sky and wrinkle my nose in distaste. I don’t know 

whether or not to be disappointed that this apparently magical universe is 

less like Middle Earth and more like a Salvador Dali painting. 

 “I really wish you didn’t do that. I’ve been the perfect host,” a 

disgruntled looking Joel complains. 

 I ignore his comment. “This Prime Universe doesn’t obey the laws of 

physics, does it?” I say, gesturing vaguely to the sky, suddenly terrified that 

this entire world is going to self-destruct from the impossibility of it all. 

 He shrugs. “It’s magic.” 

 “But how does that even work?” I cry, talking faster and faster as the 

reality of the situation starts to sink in and I panic. I’m trapped in this 

room, in this world, in this universe. “The sun is literally a ball of fire and 

fire cannot—I repeat cannot—be pink. And if that thing’s not fire, then how 

the hell is this world not freezing over? And how are stars being knocked 

out of the sky? They’re stars! Lightyears away and not to mention that 

whatever stars we see are dead. 

 “Your world isn’t magical,” I continue, “it’s just illogical and I don’t 

know why you were looking for me or what you need me for, but I’m not 

doing shit until you tell me exactly what’s going on and if you say anything 

that sounds remotely like ‘because magic,’ that kick in the nuts is the most 

pleasant thing you’ll be feeling all day,” I say, but I can tell by the amused 

quirk of his lips that he sees the empty threat in my words. 

 Joel could literally summon anything to stop any potential attack from 

me and he knows it. Still, he loses some of the overly friendly tour guide 

demeanor and his smile turns sharp. Whatever he needs from me is 

important or maybe he finds this whole situation entertaining, but either 

way he decides to humor my demands. 

 “First of all, the stars and sun aren’t really like that. It’s just an 

aesthetic. More like wallpaper than the actual sky. In reality, this universe 

obeys most of the same natural laws that yours does. We just have a few 

different creatures and the ability to manipulate things that you can’t,” he 

explains and waves his hand to make a banana appear in his palm. “See 

this? I can’t create something from nothing, but I can manipulate space to 

a certain degree. Small-scale teleportation. Bryan manipulates space too, 
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enough that he can jump between universes when the barriers are thin 

enough. You following so far?” 

 I nod and eye him wearily. “You keep talking about alternate universes 

and this being the Prime Universe. Explain,” I say. 

 “This is the first universe to ever exist. Something with as much power 

as this universe is hard to be contained, so it started to create shadows—

more like projections—that form other worlds like yours and each 

projection is... fainter? No, weaker is a better word. A weaker version of 

this one. With each projection, the magic that makes this world work gets 

weaker and in worlds like yours, it hardly exists at all, but you do catch 

glimpses of it from time to time. I think it formed the basis of your 

mythology and religion,” Joel says. 

 “And I’m important to your world, so important that you’ve been going 

through all the different versions of me,” I say, and Joel nods in 

confirmation. “Why?” 

 “You have to understand that magic is what makes our world work the 

way it does. You also have to understand that magic comes from a god. 

Gods. I mean, there’s technically one god, but the universe is huge, so it 

subdivided itself and created a second generation of gods that rule over 

different planets. Since earth is a pretty big place too, the second gen god 

for earth subdivided itself again and now we have third generation gods 

scattered all over the world. Here in the Philippines, our god likes to call 

itself Bathalang Maykapal.” 

 He moves to the wall and summons some ink into existence so he can 

illustrate what he means. It kind of looks like a family tree and by the time 

he’s done drawing, he turns to me with a raised eyebrow. “Does that make 

sense to you?” 

 “Kind of?” I say. “It’s a lot to take in, but I guess it’s like in Fullmetal 

Alchemist: Brotherhood where the homunculi of the Seven Deadly Sins 

are really just separated aspects of the original homunculus.” 

 “I don’t understand the reference.” 

 I snort. “Not important,” I say. “Anyway, supposing I understand all 

that, I still don’t get what I’m doing here.” 

“You are here because it was prophesized that you, Kara Martinez, are 

destined to save Bathalang Maykapal.” 

 I don’t mean to, I really don’t, but I start laughing. Quietly at first, then 

uncontrollably, bordering on hysterical. Joel seems to be caught 

somewhere between mortified and horrified and that makes me laugh 

even harder. Of course, I think as his words replay in my head, of course 

there’s a fucking prophecy. 
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● 

 

I’ve read my fair share of Chosen One stories growing up. I was one of 

those kids who waited for a satyr to show up and escort me to Camp 

Halfblood, for one of my closets to lead to Narnia, for a giant bearded man 

to show up on my birthday and say, “Yer a wizard, Kara,” but at this point 

in my life, I’ve figured out that saving the world is a lot of pressure to put 

on a kid. I can barely handle filing taxes for my part-time job as an online 

English tutor. I can’t even pull off something as simple as making a meal 

that’s not instant. I have no idea how I’m supposed to save Bathalang 

freaking Maykapal. 

 Still, when you’re in an impossible situation and someone tells you that 

you’re destined for something, there’s really only one thing I can possibly 

say to that. 

 “No.” 

 Joel does a terrible job of hiding his surprise. He tries to convince me 

to say yes—something about Bathalang Maykapal’s death leading to 

instability in the entire country, possibly the deaths of thousands in this 

universe, which will influence all the other universes and probably 

translate as a massive earthquake or something in my universe. He says a 

lot of stuff about responsibility and honor and fate, but it all sounds like a 

lot of guilt tripping to me. He tells me that they need my help immediately, 

that I arrived just in time to save Bathalang Maykapal and then leaves me 

alone in the room when he gets word that Bryan’s finally come back. He 

says he trusts that I’ll do the right thing and tells me that I just need time 

to think things over. 

 Thinking, as it turns out, is something that works to Joel’s disadvantage 

because I realize two things: first, l don’t know why in a universe full of 

capable, experienced witches, some powerless nobody like me is destined 

to save everyone. I don’t mean that in a self-deprecating, angsty, doubtful-

of-my-own-capabilities kind of way, but more of a realistic what can I 

possibly do that they can’t? 

 Second, most prophecies end in death. I don’t know if I’d be inclined to 

sacrifice my life for thousands of others, but I suppose my flat-out refusal 

comes from the fact that I don’t believe a word of what Joel is saying. I’m 

not questioning his explanation about how this universe works or even the 

surreal magic of it all, but I’m skeptical about the prophecy. Even if I 

believed the whole idea that every mythology and religion is rooted in this 

magical world and that somehow excuses the use of the very Western 

concept of prophecies with Philippine deities, this whole setup still feels a 

little too deus ex machina for my taste. 
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 Bathalang Maykapal is in peril and they manage to find me just in time 

to save the god’s life? I need to act as soon as possible to fulfill the prophecy 

and save everyone? It feels like they’re reading from a fantasy story 

formula and drawing inspiration from one of those “If you don’t text 500 

to 29XXXXXXXXX in the next five minutes, you’ll be charged 500 pesos 

in your next billing statement” scams. 

 By the time Joel comes back with Bryan in tow, I’ve poked about twenty 

holes in their Chosen One story. 

 There’s no long-sleeved polo to hide Bryan’s arms now and tattoos 

cover almost every inch of skin on his arms. They’re all like the ones on his 

palms, thick geometric lines that running across his skin, interspaced with 

text in an alphabet that I don’t recognize. I don’t like looking at them, so I 

shift my attention and find a pronounced bruise on Bryan’s jaw. That 

makes me grin. “Oh that looks like it hurts,” I say, tapping my own jaw. 

 “The punch was unnecessary,” Bryan scowls as he speaks. “So was 

kicking me into the wrong universe. Do you have any idea how long it takes 

to recharge properly before I can even attempt to travel again?” 

 “My bad. I’m sorry if I inconvenienced you while you were kidnapping 

me!” 

 “I didn’t have time to ask you to come with me politely! The barriers 

between the universes were about to thicken again and then we’d be stuck 

in that overpopulated city where the streets always smell like dried piss!” 

Bryan yells, his tattoos simmering as his agitation builds. “We barely made 

it as it is because you insisted on making conversation over dinner instead 

of simply answering my questions.”  

 “Yeah well I thought it was a date, not a fucking screening process,” I 

say, ignoring the increasing brightness of his tattoos. Joel sighs and finally 

steps in, laying a hand on Bryan’s shoulder and the tattoos fade back to 

black though Bryan’s skin still steams. 

 “Let’s all take a deep breath, yeah?” Joel prompts and flashes me an 

apologetic smile. “Bryan has the inability to apologize, so I’m sorry on his 

behalf. He was just supposed to find you, make sure you’re the right Kara 

by comparing your life to that of your alternates’, and bring you here. He 

doesn’t usually screw up so badly.” 

 Bryan glares at Joel and I jump back into the conversation before they 

can change the topic. “You keep talking about that. My alternates. Where 

are they and what happened to this universe’s Kara?” 

 Joel shifts his weight from foot to foot, scratching chin as he thinks 

before shrugging at me. “Well, there is no Kara Martinez in this universe. 

That is, your father, Don Martinez, married someone else, but had no 

children. After that, we assumed the subject of the prophecy was from one 
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of the projections of the Prime Universe. We, uh, just didn’t know which 

one,” he admits. “Whenever we got the wrong one, we sent them home.” 

 “And how do you know I’m the one you’re looking for?” 

 The smile that blossoms on Joel’s face threatens to split his face in two 

and I can’t help but feel I made a wrong move in this little game we’ve been 

playing. “I’m so glad you asked,” Joel says. “Bryan, you know what to do.” 

 

● 

 

With a few taps on specific tattoos, Bryan’s entire left arm lights up and we 

find ourselves inside of the forest I glimpsed while I was running in the 

clearing. A few paces ahead of us is one of the largest trees I’ve ever seen. 

 Its trunk is barely visible through the roots that hang from its branches 

like a curtain. I look up, but I can’t see the top of the tree, just green and 

more green that seems to build on top of itself as it piles towards the sky. 

A balete tree. 

 Joel and Bryan both have their heads bowed respectfully, but I don’t 

mimic the gesture. I take a step closer to the tree and place my hand on 

one of the hanging roots, surprised to find the tree is warm. The warmth 

isn’t uncomfortable. If anything, it’s strangely comforting, like fire on a 

cold night even though I’m not even the slightest bit chilly. Prime Universe 

or not, it seems the Philippines is always hot, but I press my palm more 

firmly against the rough root anyway. 

 “What was the prophecy?” I finally ask. “A Traveler brings me here and 

then what? How am I supposed to save Bathalang Maykapal?” 

 “This is where the god is resides, but something’s been done to the tree. 

We think it’s a curse. The roots have become impenetrable and the longer 

Bathalang Maykapal is trapped, the weaker the deity grows,” Bryan says. 

 If no one can get in, then how do you know the god is getting weaker? 

I think, but I don’t ask it out loud. “And what am I supposed to do?” I ask 

instead. 

 “Go in, the prophecy says that only you can get through. Then, you free 

Bathalang Maykapal,” Joel says. 

 I snort. “And how am I supposed to do that?” 

 I don’t have to look behind me to picture the silent conversation that 

Joel and Bryan are having. Finally, it’s Joel who speaks, “I don’t know, the 

prophecy isn’t an instruction manual or anything.” And it’s the first thing 

he’s said that I find completely believable. “If you can’t get past the roots, 

then it really doesn’t matter. We’ll take you home,” he says. 

But somehow, I know they won’t. When I don’t make a move to try and 

get past the hanging roots, they start to walk towards me. 
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 They’re going to force me, I realize. Either way, I’m facing whatever’s 

on the other side of these roots. Before they can reach me, I take a breath 

and push past the roots. 

 

● 

 

It’s almost as if I’m back in the white room, but here there are no walls, no 

ceiling, just an endless expanse of white. “Is somebody here?” I call. 

 “You should not be here,” a voice says, loud, but not echoing in this 

empty space. “They keep sending people like you, but this is not a place for 

your kind,” the voice says, getting smaller and smaller and I turn around 

to see a child behind me. 

 The child can’t be more than a few years old with hair cropped short 

and swathed in a robe. I can’t tell the child’s gender as they peer up at me 

with dark eyes, but I know without having to be told that this is Bathalang 

Maykapal. “They lied to you. Whatever reason they gave you to be here, it’s 

a lie,” they say. 

 I laugh and ponder whether it’s more disrespectful to crouch down to 

the child’s level or if I should stay standing. “I kind of figured,” I admit. 

“Their Chosen One with a prophecy thing starts to fall apart once you really 

think about it. I hate to think that any version of me actually fell for the 

hype.” 

 “It’s not just you. You’d be surprised how many think it’s enough to 

hear they’ve been chosen,” they say. “They sent you here thinking that I’d 

kill you, did you know that too?” 

 I didn’t, but I suspected whatever was going to happen to me wasn’t 

going to be pleasant. “Seems like an awful lot of effort for murder,” I say. 

 “They think that by bringing you to me, I’ll absorb your energy, 

transform you into my own power and that will help strengthen me.” 

 “So you are dying. This whole country is really going to become 

unstable.” I say. Possibly thousands of deaths, is what Joel had said and I 

realize with growing horror that of all the things he could’ve been right 

about, I sincerely hoped this wasn’t it. 

 Bathalang Maykapal smiles sadly and bats their hand as if to wave away 

my concerns. “We’re all dying. This entire universe will cease to exist in a 

few years,” they say. 

 “Why? And why would I help strengthen you?” 

 “Joel and Bryan are part of an organization of purists that’s sprung up 

all across the universe. They believe lives like yours are impurities. You are 

a life that exists separate from this universe and for them, that cannot be. 

They believe you are the cause of our universe’s destruction and that we 
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can be saved if they destroy all the impurities,” Bathalang Maykapal 

explains. 

 “Is that true?” I ask. 

 “Of course not. All that talk of the other universes being merely 

projections is nonsense. This universe is merely the progenitor from which 

all the other descended. We are no more connected to each other than a 

mother is to her daughter. This universe is dying because it’s ancient. This 

is simply the natural order of things. 

 But they cannot accept it, so they’ve been bringing people like you to us 

gods. They’ve been told to stop, but they’re so desperate to fix this universe 

that they no longer listen to reason,” they say, and I imagine a graveyard 

full of my alternates, a hundred headstones with my name carved into it. I 

suppress a shudder. 

 Still, I can understand where they’re coming from. I don’t know what 

I’d do to try and save my universe and everyone I love.  

 “There has to be some way to save this universe,” I say, trying to 

comprehend how many lives will be lost. 

 Bathalang Maykapal shakes their head and sits down like they’re tired. 

They gesture at me to do the same and I follow their example, folding my 

legs underneath me. 

 “Then evacuate this universe! Get everyone out and put them—” 

 “Put them where? In another universe? A crossover of that scale would 

irreparably damage the barriers. The multiverse can barely handle the 

constant crossovers the purists have been doing. The only thing they’re 

right about is that I’m trapped here. I’m too weak to leave and stop them, 

all the gods are, but soon their universe hopping will come with 

repercussions.” they say. 

 The dread in my stomach reminds me of travel sickness and I 

understand the purists’ unwillingness to accept such a horrible truth. All 

this magic, all these fantastical abilities, and they can’t even save 

themselves, but they’ll break the rest of multiverse trying. “And what are 

you going to do with me?” I ask. 

“Send you home, just like all the others. You can forget that this ever 

happened,” Bathalang Maykapal says. 

 Forget? How am I supposed to forget all this? I lick my lips and 

consider my next words carefully. “And what if... what if I want to help stop 

the purists? What if I want to help stop their constant universe jumping, 

to prevent them from hurting someone once they realize that you haven’t 

been killing us all this time and stop the repercussions before they 

happen?” 

 Bathalang Maykapal cocks their head, a little surprised, but considers 
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my words. “Why would you do that? You’d be leaving your entire life 

behind.” 

 I think of my friends, of my parents, of what could happen to them if 

the barriers between the universes are damaged. I’m no expert on this 

whole multiverse thing yet, but even I can tell damaged barriers can’t be 

anything good. I take a breath and steel myself, making sure I hold the 

deity’s gaze. “Someone has to do it. I can’t just let this happen now that I 

know,” I say. 

“There’s no prophecy to guide you,” they warn. “I will help you where I 

can, but you must forge your own path.” 

 “Prophecies mostly confuse the hell out of people anyway.” I shrug. 

 “It will be dangerous. You have more enemies than you have allies right 

now. You might not succeed.” 

 “I know.” 

 “You aren’t the Chosen One, you know that, don’t you? This is not your 

responsibility,” Bathalang Maykapal reminds me. 

 “Screw Chosen Ones. This isn’t anyone’s choice but mine,” I say, 

sounding braver than I actually am. “Besides, this way, there’s nothing 

stopping me from chickening out. I’ll help for as long as I choose to.” 

 Bathalang Maykapal smiles and I find myself smiling back. They nod 

in approval and say, “Okay, Kara Martinez. Let’s save the multiverse.” 
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nce there was a village in the shadow of a great mountain.” 

Anya paused in her work, watching as the Banker’s Wife pulled 

the thick blanket over the three children, tucking its snowy 

flannel edge beneath their chins. “For generations,” Anya’s mistress 

continued, “the villagers were terrorized by a dragon who lived at its rocky 

summit.”  

It was a familiar tale, one Anya had heard many times. Unlike most 

stories told to children, this one was about their own village, their own 

mountain, long ago. Kneeling by the fire, scooping coals into a large bed 

warmer, Anya glanced toward the window. The mountain was small, but 

it was a looming presence for the villagers. It seemed to Anya an unlikely 

choice for the home of a dragon, as it was flat-topped and not picturesque. 

But she knew very little about mountains, and even less of dragons. 

Perhaps they cared nothing for the look of their home—maybe they were 

so busy burning villages and eating livestock they hadn’t the time to worry 

about the shapeliness of their mountain lairs.  

“The villagers held tournaments,” the Banker’s Wife continued to her 

children, “and offered rewards, hoping to find a champion strong enough 

to defeat their tormenter. All who tried perished, until warriors came no 

more and the village fell into despair.” 

“O 
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Anya tucked the pan under the blankets at the children’s feet. The girl 

squirmed, giggling at the sudden warmth. Irritated, the Banker’s Wife 

glared – not at her daughter but at Anya. Never eager for a scolding, Anya 

ducked her head and slipped out the door, leaving the family to their 

bedtime routine. 

Heading down the dim back stairwell to her own room, she whispered 

the next part of the story to herself, the familiar cadence of the words a 

comfort. “Desperate, the daughter of the Brewer concocted a potion. It was 

not poison, but the young woman was certain that it would make the 

dragon sleep, perhaps for a very long time.” Anya had always wondered 

about this potion, about how the woman could be so sure it would work. 

Nothing Anya tried ever worked the first time, even when she knew that 

there might be bruises in store for her if it didn’t. And yet this fairytale 

woman—this historical woman, if the lore was to be believed—trusted her 

own work so much that she strapped the pot of sleeping draught to her 

back and went to the mountain’s summit herself. 

 As a child, this had been the part of the story that excited Anya the 

most, and she’d often pretended to be setting off on a journey into the 

unknown, her pockets stuffed with rations. The possibility of adventure 

and a full belly were more than young Anya could have dreamed for 

herself; she was often hungry, and had never ventured farther than the 

village market. 

The story didn’t say what happened on the mountain, never described 

how long it took to climb up or what challenges the Brewer’s Daughter met 

on her way. Anya knew only that when the girl returned, her dark hair was 

streaked with white. She never spoke of what transpired on the 

mountaintop, but the village was plagued no more. 

 

● 

 

The next morning, when Anya went to the market, every stall thrummed 

with excitement. Though curious, she stayed focused on the task at hand—

only the best produce and the freshest fish would do, or there would be 

consequences. However, as she pored over tomatoes and peered at 

turnips, conversations volleyed around her—a nearby farm burned to 

rubble, sheep caught in a rockslide on the far side of the mountain, a well 

gone suddenly dry.  

As the week passed, the stories grew wilder and more urgent. The earth 

rumbled and crops withered on their vines. Anya was horrified one 

morning to discover that their own well had gone sour—the water brown 

and stinking of eggs.  
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She heard it amid the gossip near the stream’s edge, as she waited her 

turn to fill her buckets with clean water. Barely a whisper at first, the idea 

snaked through the crowd until the air reverberated with it.  

Dragon.  

Anya collected her water and hurried home, wanting to be far from the 

thought of it, far from those people who predicted the brimstone 

apocalypse of a dragon’s waking. It was one thing to love the thrill of 

adventure in stories, but quite another, she realized, to be faced with the 

possibility of an actual dragon. And though she’d taken pains to be sure 

that the water she poured at breakfast was fresh and clear, the Banker’s 

Wife yet found a way to blame her for the delayed meal. And so Anya spent 

the next three days confined to the kitchens and her own small room in the 

cellar. Alone in the dark of her bed, there was nothing to distract her from 

imagining the fiery rage of dragons. 

 

● 

 

When Anya was again free to go out, she found the village market a very 

different place. Delicate vegetables were scarce, and it was rumored that 

not a single hen had laid an egg. Even potatoes came at steep prices, and 

Anya wondered how she’d buy enough food to make dinner. There were 

new tales of strange happenings—more scorched crops, more landslides. 

A man from the far side of the mountain claimed that his well water came 

up steaming hot. A growing crowd gathered around the ale-house, 

demanding to see the Brewer’s Mother.  

She was a grey-haired woman well past childbearing age, and had long 

ago given the ale-house and its management over to her son and his wife. 

She lived in quiet retirement, and was rarely seen out and about. Still, Anya 

recognized the old woman who stepped through the door to meet the 

throng, for she’d been the object of Anya’s girlhood fascination—the 

supposed descendent of the brave girl who had soothed the dragon in the 

legend. 

The villagers beseeched the old woman, begging her to work the same 

sorcery as her ancestor. 

  “I can make the sleeping draught,” she told them, for the recipe had 

been passed down, “but I am too old to climb the mountain. Someone else 

must go.” 

The crowd in the square murmured excitedly, everyone waiting for a 

volunteer, but none came forward. Suggestions flew, but for every name 

offered, excuses were made—each person was too important, too weak, too 

beloved to be sent on such a dangerous errand. 
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Anya silently watched her neighbors, at first thrilled by the idea that 

someone from her tiny village would become a legendary hero, but 

gradually losing hope. Was no one capable? She looked at the Blacksmith, 

whose arms looked powerful enough to wrestle a dragon to the earth. Or 

the Sword Master—a lithe, willowy woman who was famous for the deadly 

edges of her blades.  

Discussion devolved into squabbles, until Anya could no longer bear 

her disappointment. There were no heroes. Only people, scared and small, 

just like her.  

Just like her. 

“I will take it!” No one took note of Anya’s weak voice. She climbed onto 

the back of a hay cart, unsure where this determination had come from, 

but letting it guide her just the same. For a moment she looked over the 

crowd—respectable villagers who had once seemed so far above her. If she 

could do this, any one of them could, she realized. But the difference was 

that she would. “I will take it!” she cried again. “I will make the journey up 

the mountain!” 

The arguing stopped. The crowd grew still as they looked up at her—

the skinny little serving girl they’d never thought twice about. A murmur 

began to ripple through them, disbelief quickly becoming acceptance. 

“Anya!” The sharp voice of the Banker’s Wife cut through the air and 

Anya was startled to see her mistress striding across the street toward her. 

She flinched as the Banker’s Wife pulled her from the cart. But instead of 

the sharp cuff she expected, Anya felt her mistress’s hands on her 

shoulders as the woman spun her around to face the crowd. “Anya cannot 

do this,” the Banker’s Wife insisted. “She is small. Weak.” 

For one sinking moment, Anya believed her. Who would know her 

shortcomings better than her own mistress? But she thought of all the 

work she did – the drudgery of an entire household all on her own back. 

Surely that took strength? 

She stepped out of her mistress’s grasp, realizing at last that the woman 

wouldn’t dare raise a hand against her in front of all those people. “I can 

do it,” she insisted. Fear shot through her as she looked at the faces of the 

people she’d known her whole life—people who’d never seen her as more 

than an orphan born of an unwed girl. She was nobody. She had no 

sweetheart, no family. No one in the world would miss her if she failed to 

return. And yet she would try. Not for them, but for herself.  

The villagers eagerly took up the chant of her name, and the Banker’s 

Wife leaned close. “They don’t want a hero,” she hissed into Anya’s ear. 

“Only a sacrifice.”  

Anya shuddered, realizing it was true. 



58 
 

● 

 

She began her trek that very afternoon, a small pot strapped to her back, 

its lid lashed down to prevent spills. Furious, the Banker’s Wife had 

allowed her no food from her pantry. Instead, Anya took cheese from the 

curing shed and sausage from the smoke house—her mistress never visited 

those places and would have no idea that anything at all was missing. She 

gathered sorrel and wild onions on her walk to the mountain, supposing 

she could make soup in her tin lunch pain if she found fresh water along 

her way. Not wanting to think too hard on the task at the end of her 

journey, she escaped into her memories, imagining she was a child again 

and playing at adventure. 

At first, the walk was not difficult—the autumn woods were thick and 

cool, and Anya was pleased to be free of her grueling duties in the Banker’s 

kitchen. She realized that she hadn’t spent much time out of doors since 

she was a little girl. Even with the dread of what lay ahead of her, Anya 

enjoyed her hike up the winding path. Mountain streams made water 

plentiful, and animal trails showed her the easiest ways up.  

But nightfall brought a near-total darkness that she had not prepared 

for. 

The underbrush was alive with small rustlings and strange calls, and 

more than once Anya thought she saw the silhouettes of large beasts 

looming in the shadows. She paused in the shelter of a mossy boulder to 

light her lantern. Trembling hands took too long to light it, and when she 

held the light up at last, the darkness beyond her short circle of 

illumination was all the darker for the contrast.   

Anya wrapped her free arm around her middle, reminded of the 

pressing dark of the cellar she’d been locked into so often as a child, a 

punishment for dropping a fine crystal goblet or burning the dinner. 

Spiders as big as Anya’s splayed palm had scurried up the earthen walls 

just beyond the weak aura of her candle. “This isn’t nearly so bad,” she told 

herself as she hurried through the night. 

Suddenly, her foot caught on a root and she tumbled headlong into a 

thicket. The pot on her back rattled, but did not spill. She pushed herself 

from the ground and reached for the lantern, which had gone out when it 

fell. It was slick with spilled oil, its fuel splattered across the forest floor. 

She sat a long moment, trying to catch her breath, but some creature 

bellowed a low call nearby, and she gasped, cowering beneath the dense 

foliage. She pulled her knees up close, her throbbing ankle protesting even 

the slightest movement.  

Anya was certain she was done for. She had no light, no way to go on, 
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no way to defeat the dragon. She would be food for wolves—or worse. She 

put her head down and wept. 

Anya recoiled as a little figure emerged. It was some kind of sprite, its 

tiny grey body made of cinder and soot, its face lit by the embers that 

glowed in the core of its being. Anya knew a little of sprites from tales. They 

were helpful creatures, when they had reason to be, but could turn wicked 

on a whim. It crept close, interested in her injured ankle. Anya tried to 

keep still, afraid to provoke it. It poked long fingers into the laces of her 

boot, prodding the sore flesh and making disapproving noises. 

Anya stared, breathless in wonder and fear. “What are you?” she asked, 

realizing too late that it was a very rude question. 

The sprite shook its head, its hair letting loose a cascade of sparks. “I 

am the servant of the mountain. I’m meant to be your guide,” it groused, 

its voice the hiss of a poker in hot coals. “But I’m not happy to help fools 

who run where they cannot see.”  

“I was frightened,” she found herself explaining.  

If she’d hoped to soften the little creature, she was disappointed. His 

stern face only scowled more deeply. He busied himself building a 

campfire, shaking his head to rain sparks onto a small collection of twigs 

and oil-soaked leaves. Anya felt around for sticks and small branches 

around her, adding them to the fire and helping it grow. “Not so dark now,” 

the sprite said at last, perched on a stone with his feet up, wiggling his toes 

in the flames. 

Feeling more certain that the little creature wouldn’t turn on her, Anya 

unlaced her boot and gingerly pulled it off. Her ankle looked fine—no 

bruise yet, and no swelling —though it ached fiercely when she moved it. 

With a sigh, she tore a long strip from the hem of her dress and bound it 

snugly. 

While she worked, the sprite rummaged through her things, finding the 

tin pail and her water skein. He boiled her sorrel and onions, adding 

mushrooms of his own and stirring until it resembled soup. She hesitated 

when he set the pail next to her, but reached for the spoon when his face 

flushed red in indignation.  

“It’s good,” she said, trying to keep the surprise from her voice.  

The sprite only nodded, sliding so close to the fire that he seemed to 

disappear into it. Anya finished her meal and set the pail aside, wondering 

at the proper way to thank a fairy creature. “Thank you,” she said at last, 

wishing she had anything else to offer. 

But the cinder-sprite smiled, raising its head from its burning-stick 

pillow. It raised one hand. “Sleep now.” It snapped its fingers and just like 

that, she slept. 
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● 

 

When Anya woke, sunlight filtered through the scarlet canopy. She care-

fully pushed herself from her mossy bed, blinking at the remains of the 

campfire before her. She remembered the cinder sprite – the sort of being 

found only in fairy tales. But wasn’t she, at that very moment, on a quest 

to poison a dragon? There was probably truth in all tales, she realized. 

Anya hoped to see the tiny creature again, if only to reassure herself that 

she hadn’t been dreaming.  

She tested her bound ankle, standing and walking a few paces before 

lacing it back into her boot. It was stiff and sore, but not as bad as she 

feared. She wondered if her own rudimentary aid had helped, or if the 

sprite had used other magics to keep her on her journey. He had left her a 

breakfast of berries and fresh, cold water, and she ate gratefully. 

As she continued her climb up the mountain, the forest changed. 

Evergreen needles crunched underfoot; the growth beneath the tall trees 

thinned. Anya pulled her wool cloak closer as a chill grew in the air. “It’s 

not so cold,” she told herself, thinking of her drafty room with greased 

paper windows and no fire at all. Her bedroom, pleasant enough during 

hot, dry summers, was nearly unbearable in winter, when ice froze her 

wash water and snow drove in around the windows. At least here, on the 

mountain, she could keep moving – walking kept her almost warm, if she 

disregarded the wind. 

This time, Anya was careful, wary of where she placed her feet. She kept 

her eyes on the ground. “Roots will trip; moss will slip,” she murmured to 

herself as she went along. And just after sunset, when the shadows 

thickened and it became hard to see the path, she stopped. 

Anya wished she had her lantern as she searched the ground for fuel 

for a fire, but was relieved to find the forest floor littered with sticks and 

dried pine needles for kindling. It was nothing compared to the dense 

woodpile next to the shed behind the Banker’s house, but Anya was good 

at building fires and in a short time had a merry little flame.  

Cold through and through, she wrapped her cloak tightly around 

herself and ate a supper of meat and cheese. Snow began to fall as she 

drifted to sleep against the trunk of a fir tree, her fire slowly warming her 

as it cast dancing shadows all about. 

When Anya woke, the fire had burned to ash and she was freezing. She 

cracked her eyes open, unable to move her arms or legs. The cold bit into 

her, and she wondered how she’d slept so deeply that she allowed the fire 

to die. Her mistress would’ve beaten her for less. 

A shower of sparks blazed in the darkness, forming a small flame. The 
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cinder sprite stood near her dead campfire, a pile of fresh wood slowly 

catching under its care. Anya struggled to sit up, shaking the piled snow 

from her cloak. “Thank you,” she said, her voice barely a croak. 

The cinder sprite whirled, its hair whipping into a sudden flame. “It is 

my duty to see that you reach the top,” it cried. “But I am not happy to help 

fools who will not help themselves!”  

“I am sorry,” she whispered, already reaching to warm her fingers. 

The sprite sighed. “They always send young girls,” he murmured to 

himself. “Never warriors.” 

Anya looked up at him as he leaned back into the fire. “What about the 

champions of the legend?” she asked. “The men who failed to defeat the 

dragon?” she continued when he gave no answer but a blank expression. 

“The warriors who never returned?” 

The cinder sprite shook its head, producing sparks that melted into the 

flames. “Never warriors,” he repeated. “Only generation upon generation 

of girls like you.” 

Anya started. That could not be right. “But—” 

The sprite jumped up, irritated. It snapped its tiny fingers; Anya slept.  

 

● 

 

Her third day on the mountain dawned clear and cold, but she woke warm 

from the campfire, fading, but still burning. She knew not to expect the 

cinder sprite, but she looked around for him anyway. He was a cranky little 

thing, but he made the trek less lonely.  

By midday, the pine forest had dwindled, reduced to ever-thinning 

shrubs. She scrabbled over steep, rocky inclines, the pot awkward and 

heavy on her back. 

As she climbed, the stone beneath her feet grew warmer. Her cloak was 

much too thick, so she abandoned it on an outcropping, thinking she could 

collect it on her way back down. Her hands grew sticky and her hair curled, 

damp around her face. It must be the heat of the dragon’s fire, she realized.  

She paused, peering up the steep slope toward the point where rock 

met sky. For the first time since setting out, Anya truly contemplated the 

monster she was about to face. She knew so little of dragons, and the story 

told in her village was a most unhelpful guide, saying nothing of how the 

girl had managed to get the creature to drink. Was it thirsty, its throat raw 

with heat and brimstone? Would it be thirsty again, or would it remember 

being tricked once before? 

Anya realized she really was a fool, as the cinder sprite had said, a fool 

to have set out on this journey in the first place. Whatever torments the 
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Banker’s Wife could invent, would they be any worse than facing a dragon?  

By the time she reached the summit, the heat was intense. Anya pulled 

herself over the final rise, her arms weak with exertion, then fell to her 

knees in shock at what she saw.  

There was no dragon. 

Rather, the mountain itself was the dragon, a volcano with lava 

bubbling far below. She tiptoed as close as she could to its seething maw, 

her face burning in the sulfurous steam. She took the pot from her back 

and opened it. The potion looked thin and watery. Useless. 

Anya was not surprised when the cinder sprite appeared beside her, the 

embers in its cheeks flushed bright in the heat. “You must choose a path,” 

it said, leaning out over the caldera, its spark-hair pushed back by the 

rising steam.  

“Choose?” She could hardly think for all the heat and dismay. What 

choice could there be? It seemed to Anya that her trip was for nothing. It 

was hard enough to think of defeating a dragon—how could she stop the 

mountain from erupting? 

The sprite looked down the mountain at the village, barely a patchwork 

of thatch and shingle from such a distance. Its diminutive face curled into 

a look of disdain. “The people down there are cowards,” it said, its voice 

shrill against the hot wind that blew from the mountain’s mouth. “Every 

five or six generations they send a girl—a quiet girl, a biddable girl—to do 

what they will not.” It dipped one fiery finger into the pot beside Anya; it 

suddenly boiled. “Your tonic works,” the sprite said. “It will make the 

volcano sleep. Or…” 

“Or what?” Anya’s heart raced. 

“Drink,” the sprite urged, its face a mask of twisted glee. “Drink it and 

become the dragon they fear.” It hopped eagerly from one foot to the other, 

sparks flying from his hair and fingers. “For centuries they have shown 

nothing but disrespect for this mountain, my master. They destroy his 

forests for farmland, dig hole after hole to steal his water. They hunt his 

animals for pleasure. Punish them for their contempt.” 

Anya looked into the fiery basin of the mountain. In her whole life, 

she’d never been given a choice. Coming up there was the first thing she’d 

ever done for herself. She’d wanted to be a hero, to be the girl in the legend, 

not the girl in the kitchen. But then what? If Anya saved the village, would 

anyone thank her? Treat her kindly? 

She had suffered her whole life. She didn’t want even one more day of 

it. 

Who did she love down there? Anya tried to remember which of her 

neighbors had ever said a kind word to her. She tried to conjure the face of 
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someone—anyone—who had given her anything but grief.  

There was no one.  

She didn’t realize she was crying until she heard her tears sizzling on 

the rim of the pot. 

“What do you want, Anya?”  

 She blinked away her tears, looking at this strange little creature who 

asked her the one question no one ever had before. 

Anya reached for the pot. Iron scalded her hands, burned the skin of 

her lips, but she closed her eyes and endured it. This is not so bad, she 

thought, remembering the welts she’d nursed after the Banker’s Wife beat 

her with a poker still red from the hearth. In one agonizing swallow, Anya 

drank.  

She became fire.  She became rage.  Her body grew to contain this new 

fury; her skin hardened. Horns spiraled from her forehead, and wings tore 

from her back. The agony of it made her scream, a roar that sent of plume 

of blue-hot flame into the sky. For the first time in her life, Anya felt 

substantial, powerful. Invincible. 

She roared again, this time a cry of triumph. The pain would pass. 

Already it was eclipsed by the strength of sinew and muscle. The strength 

of her will. 

When Anya looked for it, the cinder sprite was barely an ember in the 

landscape. 

  “Destroy them!” it shrieked, its hair a tuft of flame. 

But Anya was already looking away from the village, toward the vast, 

uncharted world. There was so much to see, more than she could have 

imagined. So many adventures waiting to be had. The villagers were not 

worth her wrath. Let them brew another potion, manage the volcano 

themselves—it was nothing at all to her.  

She spread her wings, testing air currents and lift. She stretched her 

neck to the sky, her eyes on the purple-grey smudge of distant mountains 

on the horizon. With a great burst of flame, she flew. 


