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A MESSAGE FROM 

PODCASTLE

PodCastle is deeply honored to be a 2021 Hugo Award finalist. We 
are so grateful to our staff, our publishers, our fans, and all of you — 
the voters — for spending your precious time reading and listening 
to our stories, nominating, and voting as part of the speculative fic-
tion community. It’s been a long, hard year, so thank you.

We would be nowhere without our amazing team of editors, 
our host, our producer, our narrators, and of course, the writers who 
trust us with their stories. You can find a full list of our staff at the 
end of this packet. We’re very proud of every story that has appeared 
on our podcast and website this year. All of them are available for 
free at PodCastle.org. This packet includes a small but representative 
selection of stories, hosts, and narrators from 2020 in the following 
formats: mp3, PDF, epub, and mobi. We hope you enjoy reading 
and/or listening to them.
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Y O ,  R A P U N Z E L !

By Kyle Kirrin
PodCastle 611

January 28, 2021
Narrators: Alasdair Stuart, C. L. Clark, Setsu Uzumé, Matt Dovey, Jen R. 

Albert, Peter Adrian Behravesh and Mur Lafferty
Host: Setsu Uzumé 

Audio Producer: Peter Adrian Behravesh
This story is a PodCastle original

And lo, the Princess said: “Motherfucker, I am content.”
“But Princess!” said the Knight, from the base of the Princess’ 

tower. His armor-clad ass was parked atop a huge black stallion, 
which the Princess found not only pompous, but entirely predict-
able. “You misunderstand; I’m here to save you from — “

“Hold up,” said the Princess. “Exactly what part of girl-lives-in-
her-own-goddamned-tower implies a need for rescue?”

“Well, I — “
“Do you have any idea how many women would kill for a tower 

off in the wilderness? I am fucking blessed.”
“Princess,” said the Knight, “that’s all well and good, but this 

isn’t your place. You belong — ”
“Perpetually pregnant in a castle that smells like chlamydia? Pass.”
“M’lady, please. I only want what’s best for you.”
“Oh God,” said the Dragon, which in both size and shape 

resembled a hairless cat with wings. “Here we go again.”
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“Do not. Fucking, M’lady me,” said the Princess. “And why is 
that a Knight I’ve never met gets to decide what’s best for me?”

“M’lady,” said the Knight, “you aren’t seeing the whole picture 
here: I’ve spent the last three weeks traversing this kingdom of yours 
for the sole purpose of freeing you from the diabolical clutches of 
the Fire Dragon.”

“Wow, I’m right here,” said the Dragon, who was kicking sand 
around his litterbox.

“Just shove off, would you?” said the Princess. “We’re busy here.”
“M’lady!” said the Knight. “How dare you dishonor me so after 

everything I’ve done for you! The King will have your head for this!”
“I never asked you to do anything,” said the Princess. “This is 

literally the first conversation we’ve ever had.”
“Just give him a Heart Quest and be done with it,” said the 

Dragon.
“Why do I have to give him a quest?” said the Princess. “Why 

does every cantankerous fuck who’s capable of a fifteen-minute trail 
ride seem to think they’re entitled to a Heart Quest?”

“In hindsight,” said the Dragon, “your father really ought to 
have built this tower a little farther out.”

“You get a Quest, you get a Quest!” The Princess threw both 
hands into the air and waved them about. “Everybody gets a Quest! 
When exactly did I become the fucking Oprah of Heart Quests?”

“Who’s Oprah?” said the Dragon.
“Future stuff, never mind.”
“You are spending entirely too much time with the Time 

Wizard,” said the Dragon.
“Puns aren’t funny” said the Princess. “You’re not funny.”
“Hello?” said the Knight. “Is anyone listening to me? I feel that 

I am being treated badly and I don’t understand why.”
“That’s hurtful,” said the Dragon. “And I wasn’t trying to be 

funny. You’d know if I was trying to be funny — I’m hilarious.”
“M’lady? M’lady!” called the Knight.
“Fine,” said the Princess. “Here’s your Heart Quest. You ready?”
The Knight removed his helmet and smiled up at her. “I’m 

relieved to see you’ve found your gratitude, Princess. And know 
that whatever trial you have in mind, no matter how grand, how 
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impossibly difficult it might seem, no matter how many men have 
died trying to win your heart — ”

“I want you to make every dog in the Kingdom fucking hate 
you,” said the Princess.

“Consider it d — wait, what?” said the Knight.
“You are a monstrous little thing,” said the Dragon. “And I’m 

here for it.”
“Yeah, you heard me,” said the Princess. “Bite ‘em, kick ‘em — 

whatever you gotta do. Now off you go.”
“But . . .” said the Knight. “I . . .”
“Problem?” said the Princess.
The Knight shrugged. “I just . . . I thought my Heart Quest 

would be more heroic. I really love dogs. I have three of them.”
“Sounds like the perfect place to start,” said the Princess. “Happy 

travels.” She slammed the window shut. “How long do you think we 
have before my next would-be savior shows up?”

The Dragon shrugged. “An hour, two at the most.”
“I don’t really feel up to painting. How about a quick game of 

Settlers of Catan?”

“This game kinda sucks with two people,” said the Dragon.
“You’re just pissed that you’re losing again,” said the Princess.
“That’s not it at all,” said the Dragon, who was a terrible liar.
“Maybe you should consider an avenue of play that doesn’t 

exclusively rely upon establishing a sheep monopoly.”
“I’m a fucking Dragon, Princess; we love sheep — we can’t help 

it.”
“The whole point of creating a monopoly is to enable yourself to 

trade from a position of power. And if you’re in a position of power 
while in direct competition with exactly one other person, they’re 
never going to trade with you, because it’s always going to benefit 
you more. Just saying.”

“Leave me and my dreams alone.”
“M’lady?” said a voice outside. “M’lady?”
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The Princess dropped her head into her hands. “Please tell me 
you’ve got a Quest in mind. I am so fucking tired of this.”

“Uhhh,” said the Dragon. “Drink the ocean? Swallow the stars?”
“Too figurative,” said the Princess. “He’ll just come back in the 

morning with a loose interpretation and a scroll full of shitty poems. 
It’s fine, I’ll figure something out.” She crossed the room and threw 
open the window. “Yeah, what you want?”

“I’ve completed your Heart Quest,” said the Knight, who — of 
course — was sitting atop a huge black stallion. “And I’ve come to 
slay the Dragon.”

“Oh,” said the Princess. “Ohhhhh. Could you do me a favor and 
remind me which Heart Quest it was that I sent you on?”

The Knight cleared his throat. “You bade me bare my asshole to 
the leaders of the Thirty-one Realms. And — ”

The Princess snorted. “Sorry, please continue.”
“And the High Warlock of Gul. And the Merpeople of the 

Shallows. And the Merpeople of the Deeps. And the Cannibal 
Kings of the Savagelands.”

“And was your asshole well received?” said the Princess.
“It was not,” said the Knight.
“Very well,” said the Princess. “I shall confer with the Dragon 

as to the terms of your duel.” She closed the window. “So, he actually 
did it. What do we do now? Nobody’s ever finished a Heart Quest.”

“I could just roast him right quick,” said the Dragon. “It’s not a 
problem.”

“I dunno,” said the Princess. “I feel a little guilty about the whole 
asshole thing; I never thought he’d actually do it. And I can’t believe 
nobody murdered him! I mean, fuck, asshole is considered a delicacy 
in the Savagelands.”

“Truly rotten luck,” said the Dragon.
“Alright, alright, I’ve got an idea.” The Princess threw the win-

dow open again. “I have conferred with the mighty Dragon, and he 
has accepted you as a worthy challenger.”

The Knight dismounted and unsheathed his sword.
“There’s only one problem,” said the Princess. “The Dragon 

refuses to leave my side until he’s been defeated in combat. To keep 
me from fleeing the tower during the duel and what not.”
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“So I’ll ascend the tower and slay the Dragon where it stands,” 
said the Knight.

“Yeaaaaaaah,” said the Princess. “About that.”
“What is it now?” said the Knight.
“Well, this tower’s cursed as fuck-all. The only way in is to climb 

its walls using, uh . . .” She looked around, but found nothing of use, 
and eventually, her gaze settled on her reflection in the window. “My 
. . . hair.”

“No way he falls for that shit,” said the Dragon. “That is patently 
ridiculous. Even if you somehow managed to not get pulled out the 
window, your hair would rip right out of your scalp as soon as he 
started to climb.”

“Not a problem,” said the Knight. “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let 
down your hair.”

The Dragon groaned and rolled his eyes.
The Princess tossed her head as if to lower her hair out the win-

dowsill, but the Time Wizard had recently given her a pretty sick 
pixie cut, so there wasn’t much to climb. “This is what we’re working 
with. I’m open to suggestions.”

“Princess,” said the Knight, “I’m a man of twenty-five winters; 
I’ve only got a few years left. I’ll be dead before your hair reaches 
your waist.”

The Princess shrugged. “That sounds like a you problem.”
“I’m just going to throw you a rope,” said the Knight.
“Very well, brave Knight,” said the Princess. “I just hope the 

Witch’s curse isn’t too severe.”
“Did she . . . specify what the curse would entail?” said the 

Knight.
“I can’t recall exactly,” said the Princess. “All I remember is the 

witch cackling every time she used the word decocked.”
The Knight sheathed his sword and mounted his stallion. “Very 

well. I shall return . . . eventually.”
“Right on,” said the Princess.
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“Yo, Princess,” said a voice from far below.
“That’s a new one,” said the Dragon.
“Bleh,” said the Princess. She pulled her paint respirator down 

around her neck and took a step back from the wall. A mural of 
the New York skyline at dusk rose before her, its skyscrapers bright 
and stylized, lit up in blurry yellows and golds, as if at night. The 
panorama spanned the entirety of the tower’s interior, and only the 
Chrysler building stood unfinished.

“Just — ” started the Dragon.
“Yeah yeah, I know, path of least resistance,” said the Princess. 

She set her spray can on the sill and threw open the window. “Heart 
Quest incoming in three, two — is that a donkey?”

“Mini donkey, yeah,” said the Knight. “His name’s Steve.”
The Princess cocked her head. “He’s . . . cute.”
“Yeah, he’s a dick though,” said the Knight. “Anyway, Heart 

Quest? Then I’ll be out of your hair.”
“Oh, right,” said the Princess. “Of course. Why don’t you . . .” 

she rubbed her temples with both hands. “I want you to travel the, 
um.” She sighed. “Sorry, I’m blanking up here. It’s been a long day.”

“It’s cool,” said the Knight. “No rush.” He sat down in the grass, 
ruffled through a knapsack, produced a carrot, then alternated bites 
with his mount.

“D’aww,” said the Dragon, who was hovering above the Princess’ 
shoulder.

“You’re supposed to be guarding my heart,” said the Princess, 
“not cooing over strangers.”

“Right, sorry,” said the Dragon. “Slipped right out. Won’t hap-
pen again.”

“Sure it won’t. Fucking softy.”
“That’s a pretty badass Dragon,” said the Knight.
“Flattery will get you nowhere, Sir Knight,” said the Dragon, 

though his tail was wagging vigorously.
“Can you give us a moment?” said the Princess.
“Sure thing,” said the Knight.
The Princess closed the window. “Help me out here, Dragon 

— I’m feeling a little flustered with the sudden departure from the 
status quo. We need a Quest.”
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“Maybe something to do with bees?” said the Dragon. “Sit on 
the bees? Eat all the bees?”

“That’s not very concrete,” said the Princess. “All the bees in 
the kingdom, or in the land? You know, I’ve never really thought 
about it, but does the land include the kingdom, or is it the other 
way around? My father has to have a Venn diagram around here 
somewhere.”

“Focus, Princess,” said the Dragon. “And what does it matter? 
The whole point is to get him gone, right?”

“Well, yeah,” said the Princess. “Obviously. I just don’t want to phone 
in his Quest is all, otherwise people might start getting suspicious.”

But in truth, the Princess desperately lonely — just not in the 
way her suitors assumed. She opened the window. “Here’s your 
Heart Quest, dear Knight: I want you to eat all the bees in both the 
kingdom and the land.”

The Knight rose, removed his straw cap, and bowed. He was 
handsome, with dark skin and a full set of teeth. “Eat the bees, got 
it. Thanks — have a good one.” He mounted the mini donkey and 
steered it back toward the pines that surrounded the tower, flailing 
his legs around as the creature tried — and failed — to bite him.

“What the hell do you mean, thanks?” said the Princess.
“Princess!” said the Dragon.
“I asked for a Heart Quest,” said the Knight. “And you gave me 

one, so, thanks? I don’t really understand what’s happening here, to 
be honest.”

“But that’s a terrible thing to ask someone to do!” said the 
Princess.

“Yeah,” said the Knight. “I mean I agree, but I’m not going to 
complete the Quest, so I don’t really care what it requires.”

“You aren’t?” said the Princess.
“Nah,” said the Knight. “Sorry, I should have been more upfront 

about that. The short of it is that my Ma’s kinda garbage, and she’s 
been trying to guilt me into getting her a grandkid before she dies, 
so I figured that going on a Heart Quest would — ”

“Buy you a couple months of peace,” said the Princess, nodding.
The Knight gave her a sad smile. “Exactly. I figured you’d under-

stand, given . . .” he gestured at the tower. “This.”
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The Princess bit her bottom lip. “Hey, do you maybe — ”
The Dragon fluttered in front of her. “What is it that you think 

you’re doing?”
“What?” said the Princess. “It’s a three-player game at mini-

mum — you wanna be sheep god or nah?”
The Knight, still twisted in the saddle, stared up at her. “You 

were saying?”
“Would you like to come up for a bit?” said the Princess. “I could 

help you figure out the perfect Heart Quest, if you’d like. Something 
that would buy you as much time as you need.”

“Well,” said the Knight. “I don’t want to impose, but if you don’t 
mind . . .”

“Door’s in the back,” said the Princess.

“Fuck, I did not think this through,” said the Princess.
“Obviously,” said the Dragon. “You are covered in paint, and 

you are not pulling it off.”
“Where’s that goddamned Wizard? This place is a total disaster.”
“She’s gonna be royally pissed if you summon her just to — ”
The Princess grabbed a clock off the mantle and smashed it 

against the floor.
“That was an antique,” said the Wizard, who was suddenly 

in the room wearing high-waisted blue jeans, a scandalously tiny 
blouse, and a pair of pink, heart-shaped eyeglasses.

“Everything’s an antique to you,” said the Princess.
The Wizard cocked her head. “Well played.”
“Anyway,” said the Princess, “I wouldn’t have called if it weren’t 

an emergency. Would you mind . . .”
The Wizard lowered her eyeglasses onto the tip of her nose. 

“Seriously? Again?”
The Dragon flapped over to the Wizard and perched on her 

shoulder. “I told her not to summon you for something so trivial, but 
she never listens to me.”

“I do too!” said the Princess.
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“And she said I’m not funny,” said the Dragon.
“The fuck, Dragon?” said the Princess.
“I know, sweetheart,” said the Wizard. She scratched the Dragon 

behind his right ear. “You are entirely unappreciated. But I brought 
you something to cheer you up.” She pulled a crinkly bag out of a 
back pocket and handed it to the Princess. “It’s called ca — dragon 
nip. Don’t give him too much at once; it’s pretty strong.”

There was a knock at the door. “Princess?” called the Knight. 
“Door’s locked.”

“Is that a boy?” said the Wizard. “Oh, oh oh oh — I get it.” She 
winked. “Emergency indeed.”

“It’s not like that,” said the Princess. “We just needed another 
player for —”

“Uh huh, sure,” said the Wizard. “Do you need me to wipe the 
mural too? And your hideous clothes?”

“Clothes yes, mural no,” said the Princess. “I’m not finished 
with it yet.”

“You should do Tokyo next,” said the Wizard. “I imagine that 
would keep you busy for a while. I’ll bring some phots next time.” She 
snapped her fingers, and the room lurched back in time four months, 
when it was most recently clean. As did the Princess’ paint-splat-
tered, once-white dress.

“This really isn’t what it looks like,” said the Princess.
“Yeah yeah,” said the Wizard, “whatever, I’m not judging. And a 

fling might be exactly what you need. Get it out of your system, you 
know? Gotta be lonely up in here.”

“Why does everyone think that my system needs — ”
The Wizard vanished.

“So you brought the donkey,” said the Princess. “Inside.”
“I was worried he’d be cold,” said the Knight, who was alter-

nating between staring open-mouthed at the graffiti skyline and 
squinting into the rulebook.

“D’aww — sorry, sorry,” said the Dragon. The three of them 
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were sitting at the table — the Dragon looking only slightly ridicu-
lous in his high chair — with the boardgame between them.

“Well, does Sir Steve need anything?” said the Princess.
“Nah,” said the Knight, “he’s no trouble. He’ll probably shit on 

the floor at some point, but he’ll clean it up if we give him enough 
time.”

“The mark of a noble beast,” said the Dragon.
“Yeah, sure. So what’s the deal with the painting?” said the 

Knight.
“They’re the towers of the future,” said the Princess. “People pay 

to live in them, get away from the street noise, look down on people 
and so on.”

“They’re beautiful,” said the Knight. “I’ve never seen anything 
like them.”

The Princess smiled — genuinely — for the first time in much 
too long. “Thank you.”

The Dragon cleared his throat.
“Okay,” said the Knight, “I think I’m ready to play. Who’s first?”
“Dragons go first,” said the Dragon.
“Of course they do,” said the Princess.
The Dragon grabbed a blue settlement piece in a paw and set it 

down on a hexagon. Then picked it back up. Then set it down on a 
different hexagon. Then picked it back up again.

“Any day now,” said the Princess.
“You’re making me anxious,” said the Dragon. “Just let me think 

for a minute.”
“What’s there to think about?” said the Princess. “We both 

know you’re going to pick the spot with the most sheep.”
“I feel like I might need to reread the manual,” said the Knight. 

“I don’t remember sheep being all that important.”
“They’re not,” said the Princess.
“Maybe not to you,” said the Dragon. “How am I supposed to 

choose between two spots that offer an identical amount of sheep?”
“Get comfortable, sir Knight,” said the Princess. “It’s gonna be 

a while.”
“Well,” said the Knight. “Since we’re on the topic, I’m not really 

a Knight.”
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“Wow, I am shocked,” said the Princess. “Dragon, are you 
shocked?”

“So shocked,” said the Dragon. “Immeasurably shocked.”
“You both knew I was lying?” said the Knight.
“You ride a miniature donkey,” said the Princess. “C’mon man. 

Just cause we’re pretty doesn’t mean we’re stupid.”
“Aww,” said the Dragon. “You implied that I’m pretty.”
“And I already regret it,” said the Princess.
“That’s fair,” said the Knight. “But if you knew I wasn’t a Knight, 

then why’d you invite me up? Only Knights get Heart Quests . . .so . . .”
“Settlers sucks with two players,” said the Dragon.
“Oh,” said the Knight. His eyes dropped to the boardgame. “I 

see.”
“Dragon!” said the Princess.
“What?” said the Dragon. “You told the Time Wizard — did 

you just kick me under the table?”
The Knight gave the Princess a small smile. “It’s alright — I 

never expected to get a Quest at all, really.” He shrugged. “I guess 
I’m just trying to say that I appreciate your help, regardless of why 
you offered.”

“Okay,” said the Dragon, “I’m going to go with. . .no, never 
mind. Sorry sorry, one sec.”

“Was the rest of it true?” said the Princess. “About why you 
wanted the Quest?”

“Yeah,” said the Knight. “My family’s in the rat catching busi-
ness, so I won’t be able to put kids off for long.” He clasped his fin-
gers together atop the table, his many scars standing bright against 
his skin. “But a few months shouldn’t hurt. I figure Ma will let up for 
a bit if it seems like I’m courting someone.”

“Sorry, I don’t follow,” said the Princess. “Why is it that you 
need kids?”

“Tight spaces require small hands,” said the Knight, softly.
“That’s pretty gross,” said the Dragon.
“Dragon, manners,” said the Princess. “Somebody’s gotta catch 

the rats.”
“What about you?” said the Knight. “How’d you end up locked 

away in a tower?”
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The Princess’ cheeks warmed. “Oh, this — it’s not like that. This 
tower. . .it was a birthday present. Sounds a little ridiculous com-
pared to, well, your situation. Sorry.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” said the Knight. “If someone gave me a tower, I’d 
live in it too. But I’m guessing there’s more to it than that.”

“Yeah,” said the Princess. “I didn’t want to get married, but that’s 
just what you do when you’re the daughter of the King. It’s pretty 
much your whole purpose in life. So the tower was a compromise. I 
get to avoid all the courting bullshit, and when somebody in the king-
dom — the land? — gets too ambitious, my father sends them here to 
seek my hand. And I get rid of them for a while with a Heart Quest.”

The Knight nodded. “An elegant solution.”
“You two done chatting?” said the Dragon. “It’s your move, 

Princess.”

“. . . How did we let this happen,” said the Princess. “I am so ashamed.”
“One thing just led to another, and. . .” said the Knight. “I feel 

physically ill.”
“Ugh,” said the Princess. “This is the worst day of my life.”
“I’m so glad my Ma isn’t here to see this,” said the Knight.
“You may call me. . .Sheep Master,” said the Dragon.
“How did we let him block all the trading ports?” said the 

Princess. “We’re totally cut off from everything.”
“I have no idea,” said the Knight. “It doesn’t seem like this 

should be possible.”
The Dragon clucked his tongue, and a little jet of flame licked 

out from his nostrils. “The game would be a lot closer if the two of 
you had spent less time flirting and more time strategizing.”

“We weren’t — ” said the Princess.
“We were just talking,” said the Knight.
“What the fuck happened here?” interrupted the Wizard, who 

was now in the room again.
The Knight tipped back in his chair and crashed to the floor. 

“Steve, save yourself !”
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The donkey quirked its ears, then went back to sleep.
“Really?” said the Wizard. “That’s your first thought, dude? 

Wizard sails through the ocean of time only to magically poof into 
the center of the room and your gut instinct tells you that I’ve come 
for your undersized donkey? Do you believe the future to be donkey- 
less? It is not.”

“It just kinda popped out,” said the Knight, who was climbing 
back into his chair. “I’m not proud of it.”

“I think it’s sweet,” said the Dragon.
“Of course you do,” said the Princess, “cause you’re a fucking 

sucker.”
“Also,” said the Wizard, “why is there a donkey in here? Is that 

a pile of shit on the floor? And how is this game not over — am I 
seeing this correctly? Wow, you two suck at Settlers. You are like, 
preposterously terrible.”

“The game hasn’t ended because Dragon won’t end it,” said the 
Princess. “All he has to do to win is build another settlement but he’s 
just wasting time collecting sheep.”

“He is prolonging our suffering,” said the Knight. “Needlessly.”
“I play by my own rules,” said the Dragon.
“There is a literal rulebook on the table,” said the Princess.
“Can we get back to the Wizard thing?” said the Knight. “She’s 

a Wizard? There are Wizards? Do I get a wish?”
“Those are genies,” said the Wizard. “But you can ask me a ques-

tion about the future, if you’d like.” She turned to the Princess. “Just 
wanted to drop off those drinks you asked for.” She set a wrapped 
package on the table.

“I didn’t ask for any — ” said the Princess.
“So, Mr. Knight,” said the Wizard. “You got a question for me? 

Better make it count.”
“This is a lot of pressure,” said the Knight.
“My my, how the tables have turned,” said the Dragon.
“Ten nine eight seven six five four — ” said the Wizard.
“When does the world end?” said the Knight.
“Ohh,” said the Princess. “Quality question.”
“Isn’t that a little fatalist?” said the Dragon.
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“All the cool kids are fatalist in the future,” said the Wizard. 
“Fatalism is totally in. And the world ends in 2018, far as I can tell.”

“Far as you can tell?” said the Knight.
“Yeah,” said the Wizard. “It’s pretty strange: no matter how 

much time I spend in that era, the year never quite manages 
to end — something’s seriously messed up in the continuum. 
Anyway.” She patted the package. “You kids have fun. Night!” 
She vanished.

The Princess opened the package. “Wow. It truly never stops.”
“Is that from the future?” said the Knight.
“Yeah,” said the Princess. “It’s a box of wine.”
“A box of wine?” said the Knight. “The future must be a truly 

confounding place.”
“It’s like, a wineskin, but inside a box that holds it,” said the 

Princess.
“So what’s the point of the box?” said the Knight.
“No idea,” said the Princess. “Your guess is as good as mine.”
“So,” said the Knight, “the Wizard’s trying to get us drunk. Am 

I wrong to assume she intends — ”
“Nope, you’ve got it,” said the Princess. “Her too.”
“Oof,” said the Knight. “That’s unfortunate. Well, maybe. . .”
“Yeah?” said the Princess.
“Never mind,” said the Knight. “Not the best idea. Does the 

Wizard ever bring you anything more substantial? Medicine, gad-
getry, weapons?”

“Spray paint aside, it’s pretty much just board games and refresh-
ments,” said the Princess. “I imagine there are rules for what she’s 
allowed to bring back, but who knows — maybe she’s just holding out 
on us.” The Princess looked over her shoulder. The sun was setting, and 
her heart dropped just a little. She didn’t want the Knight to leave, so 
she twisted the nozzle out of the box. “What do you think?”

“Well,” said the Knight. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious. 
Particularly about the role of the box.”
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“Are the stars spinning?” said the Princess. She and the Knight were 
lying side by side on the floor, their shoulders just barely touching as 
they gazed up through one of the tower’s skylights. “I think they’re 
spinning. Or is it just me?”

The Knight squinted. “Definitely spinning. Clockwise. No, 
counterclockwise. No, both. I feel exceptionally nauseous.”

“Boxed wine will do that to you,” said the Princess.
“Villainous box,” said the Knight. “Hey, look: the little stars 

inside your towers are spinning, too.”
“Ohhh, pretty,” said the Princess, “but I think it’s the room 

that’s spinning.”
“How’d you come up with them, anyway?”
“What do you mean?”
“The towers.”
“Oh, I didn’t make them up; those are actual towers that people 

live in, like, seven-hundred years from now.”
“Ohhh,” said the Knight. “I keep forgetting about the Time 

Wizard thing. It’s a little hard to wrap your head around.”
“Right. She brings me pictures — pictures are like, super 

realistic drawings, basically — and I spray paint the towers from 
those.”

“Why though? I mean, if you already have the. . .pictures.”
The Princess shrugged. “It makes me feel better, I guess. 

Knowing that there are people out there that want what I want, 
even if it’ll take a while for society to catch up. The paintings are a 
reminder that not everyone who lives in a tower is batshit-crazy for 
refusing to come down just to complete some stranger’s life.”

The Knight nodded sagely. “Shit’s deep.”
“I also just like painting, so. Hey, can you see the Dragon from 

where you’re lying?”
“He’s still passed out on top of Steve. Look at him — his eyes 

are open. He’s full-blown catatonic.”
The Princess snorted. “That’s funny.”
“Why is that funny?” said the Knight.
The Princess laughed, harder now. “I have no idea.” She snorted 

again. “But I think it’s funny.”
“I can’t believe you gave the Dragon the whole bag of nip.”
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“We were never getting out of that game otherwise,” said the 
Princess.

“Wasn’t the worst thing,” said the Knight.
“We could’ve died,” said the Princess.
“That seems a tad dramatic,” said the Knight.
“I saved your life,” said the Princess.
“I will be forever grateful,” said the Knight. “Is there any box-

wine left?”
The Princess sighed. “Nope. Nary a drop of box to be found.”
“Ha,” said the Knight. “Nary. See, nary’s a funny word.”
“Is it?” said the Princess.
“Yeah,” said the Knight. “You know how a word starts sounding 

weird if you say it too many times? Nary’s like that, but you only 
gotta say it once.”

“Nary. Narrrrry.” The Princess laughed again, high and clear.
The Knight looked to the window, where dawn was just starting 

to break, and the smile slipped from his face. “It’s almost morning. I 
should probably get going.”

The Princess rolled onto her side to face him, and he did the 
same. “You could crash on the couch, if you want.”

“I appreciate it,” said the Knight, “but I’ve gotta get back to 
work. Rats aren’t going to catch themselves.”

The Princess nodded. “Shame, that.”
The Knight rose and crossed the room, then carefully lifted the 

Dragon off the donkey’s back. “I believe this belongs to you.” He 
handed the Dragon over.

“Thanks,” said the Princess, as she cradled the Dragon to her 
chest.

“C’mon Steve,” said the Knight, and the donkey yawned and 
clambered to its feet. “Good boy. Afraid we’ve got a bit of walking 
to do.”

“I really enjoyed this,” said the Princess. “Tonight, I mean.”
“Me too,” said the Knight. “Thanks for having us.”
“Anytime,” said the Princess.
“We should. . .well, goodnight,” said the Knight. He opened the 

door and Steve trotted through it.
“Goodnight,” said the Princess.
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The Knight stepped down into the stairwell and shut the door 
behind him.

The Princess grabbed the doorknob, swallowed the lump in her 
throat, then let her hand fall her to side.

A few minutes later, the Dragon finally stirred. “What Quest 
did you give him?”

“Motherfucker,” said the Princess.

“Yo, Sir Rat Catcher,” said the Princess, who was sitting on the win-
dowsill, one leg dangling over the side.

The Knight, who’d just exited the tower, looked up and smiled.
“I never gave you a Heart Quest.”
The Knight laughed. “I completely spaced on that.”
“Me too!” said the Princess. “We must have been having too 

much fun.”
“Way too much fun,” said the Knight. He hesitated, and his 

gaze dropped to the back of Steve’s head. “But hey, look.”
“Yeah?” said the Princess.
“I don’t want to assume anything here, but I gotta say some-

thing really quick, okay?”
The Princess frowned. “Alright. I’m listening.”
“I don’t want to make this weird, but Princess . . . I think you’re 

awesome. And I’d love to see you again.”
The Princess teared up at that. She already knew where this was 

going — it always, always went this way — but it still hurt her heart 
all the same. She’d dared to think this Knight was different. Stupid, 
so very stupid.

The Knight cleared his throat. “But I just got out of a really 
serious relationship and I’m under a ton of pressure to settle down, 
and — oh no, Princess, please don’t cry, it’s not you, you’re wonderful, 
it’s — ”

“No!” blurted the Princess. She wiped her eyes with the backs 
of her hands. Her sorrows had vanished at the Knight’s unexpected 
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words, and a hysterical joy was building in her chest. “No, it’s perfect. 
This is so perfect.”

“What is?” said the Knight.
“That you’re emotionally unavailable,” said the Princess, who 

was grinning so hard her cheeks were cramping.
“That’s a very strange thing to say to someone. I can’t tell if I’m 

insulted. Should I feel insulted?”
“No, I mean: Sir Knight, what I’m trying to say is that I’m 

emotionally unavailable, too. And there are so many cities I haven’t 
painted and I’m big on alone time and — ”

The Knight beamed up at her. “Seriously? You’re good with 
this?”

“I am so fucking good with this,” said the Princess. “You have 
no idea how good with this I am.”

“So,” said the Knight. “Friends, then?”
“A thousand times yes,” said the Princess. “I feel like my fucking 

heart’s about to explode.”
“Well, then that just leaves the Quest,” said the Knight.
The Princess licked her lips. She felt like she could float right up 

out of the tower. “Sir Knight, from this point forward and into the 
indefinite future, I require you to attend me every Friday at sunset 
for a night of boardgames and boxwine.”

“And maybe Tuesdays too?” said the Knight. “If you aren’t too 
busy?”

“Fuck yeah,” said the Princess.
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The dogs’ barking let me know I had visitors. I reluctantly left my 
chair by the fire, pulled on my boots, and took my thundergun from 
its place on the wall. I rarely had any visitors apart from Magnus, 
which was how the dogs and I liked it.

When I opened the cabin door, the sun’s brightness made me 
squint. The sky was bluer than a husky’s eyes. Most folks enjoyed 
summer’s months of continual sunlight, but I preferred the peace of 
winter’s darkness. Nobody but a lover expects things of you when 
it’s dark.

I walked across the crisp snow, my breath appearing as a mist 
in front of me. A ten-dog team pulling a sled with two people in 
it drew to a halt outside my cabin. The two figures stepped off the 
sled, one of them crouching down to check the dogs and the other 
striding towards me. I recognized Kristin’s loping gait before I could 
make out her face. She always looked as though she was in a hurry to 
reach tomorrow. It had been years since I’d seen my sisters.

Kristin wore a heavy coat with wanted posters stitched onto it. 
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All of the villains had their faces crossed out. A pair of silver thun-
derguns rested in holsters by her side.

“It’s a fine day for sledding,” Kristin said. Her tone suggested 
that only the most inglorious of cowards would disagree.

“Fine day for staying warm,” I replied.
Kristin glanced up at the sun. “Three months of sunlight. Ain’t 

no place for secrets to hide.”
Inga had tied the dogs to the sledding post. She was ten years 

younger than me and two years older than Kristin. The two of them 
had always been inseparable. “We need to talk,” she said.

My own dogs were still barking, so I said a few words to let 
them know that while the visitors weren’t exactly welcome, they 
were at least family.

My sisters stamped their boots and brushed the snow from 
their clothes before stepping into my cabin. I saw them register the 
fire burning during summer, a luxury I couldn’t really afford, but 
neither of them said anything. We all owe ourselves the occasional 
treat.

“Drink?” I asked, and they nodded. I reached for the good 
bottle. Family is family after all. I poured them each a glass of Dr. 
Iceheart’s Whiskey.

“How ya doin’, Elin?” Kristin asked.
I shrugged. “Getting by.”
“Ain’t nothing more dangerous than an ability to get by,” Kristin 

replied. “If you’re not careful that’s all you’ll ever do.” She took a 
sip of whiskey in preparation for what I expected would be a sum-
mer-long speech, but Inga raised a hand and Kristin fell silent.

“Mama’s gone,” Inga said.
It felt like I’d stepped onto thin ice. I was still standing, but I 

could hear the cracks beneath me.
“She went into Cold Man’s Dream two months ago. She didn’t 

come out,” Inga continued.
I poured myself another glass and sat down. It shouldn’t have 

been a surprise. We’d all known Mama’s recklessness would catch up 
with her one day. That didn’t make it any easier.

“We aim to give her the proper rites,” Inga said.
“How can you be sure she’s dead?”
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Inga held out a ring of polished dreamstone. “Mama gave this 
to me before she left. It turned dark two months ago.”

“We need you to come with us,” Kristin said.
“You don’t need me.” With the news of Mama’s death, leaving 

my chair seemed like an impossible journey, let alone the epic travail 
across snow and ice to the land’s deepest dreamstone mine.

“We need a witness to choose which one of us deserves her 
guns,” Kristin said.

I should have guessed. It was all about the guns. Two guns and 
two sisters who wanted to be a warden. Warden guns only worked 
as a pair.

“I don’t want the guns,” I announced.
Kristin shifted uncomfortably. “No, we want you to be the wit-

ness. You should choose whether Inga or I carry on Mama’s legacy.”
“I’m the oldest sister. What makes you think I don’t deserve 

Mama’s guns?” I didn’t want to become a warden, but that was no 
reason for my sisters to disrespect me.

“You suffer from a dangerous lack of ambition,” Kristin replied.
“Find another witness,” I told her.
“You’re family,” Kristin said. “We need you to choose.”
I shrugged. “Someone else can do that.”
“Family,” Inga said.
“Family,” Kristin said. “You were always there for us when we 

were growing up.” When Mama wasn’t, she didn’t need to add.
“We need you,” Inga said.
I sighed. “If Mama didn’t make it out of Cold Man’s Dream, 

what makes you think you will?”
“We’re taking the troll train,” Kristin said.
I’d always wanted to ride the troll train. Sitting in relative com-

fort seemed like the perfect way to explore the world. I looked at the 
photo of Mama on the wall. She was wearing the badge and guns of 
a Warden of Light and Dark. When I was ten, and she was pregnant 
with Inga, I worried Mama was going to abandon when she had 
another child. Mama promised she’d never leave me. Yet four years 
later she told us she’d brought peace to our settlement and needed 
to travel further to spread justice. She gave me a thundergun to pro-
tect myself, but her most precious gift was a belt buckle made in the 
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shape of a dog’s face and containing a fragment of Light and Dark. 
Then she left us in the care of our father.

“Give me a day to make my preparations,” I said. “The dogs will 
need looking after.”

My cabin contained books, whiskey, and an open fireplace. It 
was world enough for me, but every time I was on a sled, I was 
reminded of how much I loved the feel of rushing across the snow, 
the wind caressing my face, the expressions of absolute joy on the 
dogs as they raced.

My neighbor had promised to look after my dogs while I was 
away, but I didn’t like spending time away from them. My sisters’ dogs 
took us to the town closest to the troll station entrance and then they 
sold the dogs. It’s hard to trust people who would sell a dog.

Before she left, Mama told me to take good care of my sisters 
and the dogs. “Dogs are fiercely loyal, Elin. Some folks take advan-
tage of that and treat them badly. Sometimes I forget and take them 
for granted, but they always have a special place in my heart.”

The ten feet high station entrance was carved into the side of 
a glacier overlooking the town. A troll with gray stone skin waited 
inside, standing out of the sunlight. “State your business,” he said in 
a rumbling voice.

I’d seen trolls before, but never up this close. A thundergun 
would have little effect on a troll, and it would have taken little effort 
for the troll’s mighty fists to turn us into a thin paste. I didn’t know 
what a fragment of Light and Dark would do, but I couldn’t help 
reaching down to place a reassuring hand on my belt buckle.

“We’re the daughters of Sara Birtasdottir,” Inga said.
“Follow me,” the troll replied. He turned and marched into the 

tunnel.
I couldn’t help breathing a sigh of relief. “How does he know 

Mama?”
“Mama foiled a train robbery,” Kristin answered. “Her family 

are allowed to ride the trains.”
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There was so much I didn’t know about Mama. She was the 
least nostalgic person I’d ever met. From her point of view, the past 
was gone and unchangeable. What was the point of blathering on 
about it?

The troll led us along a winding tunnel until we reached an ice 
cave littered with gleaming machinery. A red rock troll covered in 
scratches stood behind a workbench.

“This is Grindel Sharpstone,” Inga said. “This is my sister Elin.”
The troll dumped his tools on the bench and raised a hand in 

greeting. He stood well over eight feet tall and had ruby red eyes. 
“Are you sure you want to go through with this? I haven’t finished 
testing the necklaces.”

“We need a new warden,” Kristin said. “We need the guns.”
“There are ways to serve Light and Dark without wielding 

guns,” Grindel said.
“The train will be here soon,” Inga said.
“Give me a moment,” Grindel replied. He packed away his 

tools and we followed him through a tunnel to a platform carved 
from impossibly blue ice and illuminated by a line of phosphores-
cent mushrooms. Beyond the platform, lay a fifteen-foot high tunnel 
with parallel steel tracks laid on the ground.

Two trolls carrying sacks over their shoulders waited on the 
platform, but they ignored us. While we waited for the train to 
arrive, Grindel and my sisters conducted a negotiation that resulted 
in Inga handing over a bag of suncatching stones and Grindel giving 
us each a necklace made of pieces of polished dreamstone.

“This will reduce the effect of being exposed to large amounts of 
raw dreamstone,” Grindel pronounced.

“Reduce or stop?” I asked.
“Reduce.”
Kristin shrugged. “That’s as good as we’re going to get.”
The deeper the mine, the more dangerous the dreamstone. 

Prospectors risked their lives in the hope of making a big claim, but 
Mama had never been a prospector. Why had she gone into Cold 
Man’s Dream?

About an hour later, the ground shook and a sound like a million 
shards of ice calving off a glacier echoed down the tunnel. A beam of 



27

light lit up the walls and the train arrived in a rush of air. It consisted 
of an engine and six carriages made from red steel with dreamstone 
wheels. Light poured from a giant mushroom attached to the front 
of the engine car, and dark puffs of burned dreams spilled from the 
engine’s chimney.

“This is our temple to Light and Dark,” Grindel said.
“Only way to travel,” Kristin said.
Grindel opened the closest carriage door and we stepped inside. 

The carriage contained rows of uncomfortable-looking bench seats. 
All of the other passengers were trolls and pretended to ignore us.

A horn sounded and the train pulled away from the station. I 
knew the train could travel ten times faster than a sled of dogs, but 
it felt like we were barely moving. I had expected the walls to shake, 
but the floor was still enough to balance a glass of whiskey.

“Why are you coming with us?” I asked Grindel.
“The sun won’t set for another three months. I can’t go outside, 

but I take every opportunity to ride the train. If I wasn’t bound by 
the Light, there is nowhere I wouldn’t go. I’ll ride the train to the 
Coldwood station and back again.”

Inga leaned back against the wall and promptly fell asleep.
“I’ll show you the engine,” Grindel said.
“Is it safe to leave Inga?”
“A troll train is the safest place you can be,” Grindel said. He 

spoke to the conductor and we were allowed into the engine car. 
Waves of heat rolled off the furnace, where a granite-colored troll 
tossed lumps of dreamstone into the flames. Some folks believe that 
dreamstone is made from the dreams of the first trolls.

As if sensing my thoughts, Grindel fixed his gaze on me. 
“Dreams are only useful if they take you places.”

“But what if you’ve already reached your destination? You have 
to stop at some point.”

“Maybe you should have been born a troll,” Grindel said.
“Don’t seem like such a bad life to me.”
“There is both Light and Dark in everything,” he replied. He 

wished me luck in the mines and went to talk to the driver.
Kristin and I walked back to Inga’s carriage. She was still asleep.
“Where are we getting off?” I asked.
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“The station near Coldwood. The settlement is a day’s journey 
from the mine.” Kristin leaned in close. “When we were growing up, 
folks used to say I talked enough for the three of us. You and Inga 
like to keep your thoughts buried deep. Everyone knows Inga would 
make a good warden. She’s got a sharp heart and a sharp mind and 
spreads justice like a white bird shits. Some folks think that words 
count for little compared to action, but the truth is that sometimes 
you need someone who knows how to talk and not shoot. If you 
choose me to inherit the guns, I’ll speak justice in the streets like 
nobody ever heard before.”

“I’ll think about it,” I replied, which was the last thing I wanted 
to do.

She squeezed my shoulder. “That’s all I’m asking, sis.”

Coldwood was the kind of place that reminded me why I preferred 
not to leave my cabin. A lawless dive with a saloon, kennels, and a 
prospectors’ equipment store.

“Coldwood is dangerous, so be careful,” Kristin told me.
The saloon’s battered sign read: Cold & Thirsty. It was not 

the kind of establishment where people made the effort of brush-
ing the snow from their boots. A table of gamblers spared us a 
momentary glance before returning to their cards. The fog of whis-
key fumes hanging over the table was so thick I could smell it 
across the room. A man in sealskin boots stood by the fire, a glass 
of green liquid clutched in his hands. His gaze strayed to the sil-
ver thunderguns at my sisters’ sides, before he turned his attention 
back to the fire.

The bartender was a bear of a man in a stained sweater. “Welcome 
to C&Ts. I’m C. And that is T.” He pointed to a troll dozing in the 
corner of the room. “Don’t get on T’s bad side.” He poured us some 
whiskeys. “Where you folks heading?”

“Cold Man’s Dream,” Kristin answered.
The bartender gave a low whistle. “Chasing the big dream. 

Good for you. Have to warn you that it’s mighty risky. The upper 
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levels were cleaned out long ago. Folks who go looking in the lower 
levels don’t tend to come back.”

“We’re looking for a warden,” Kristin said. “Older woman with 
gray hair. Went by the name of Sara Birtasdottir.”

The bartender nodded. “Sure, I remember her.” He looked at 
each of us in turn. “I can see the resemblance. She was here a couple 
of months back. The kind of person who could fill a room without 
saying a word. Didn’t seem like your average prospector.”

The bartender didn’t have anything else useful to tell us about 
Mama, but he gave us directions to the mine. Inga finished her drink 
and went to the kennels to buy some dogs. I offered to go too, as I 
know my dogs, but Kristin wanted to talk to me.

Kristin ordered another drink and we sat at a table in the cor-
ner. “You’re wasting your talents sitting in that cabin,” she told me. 
“I know you ain’t no sharpshooter, but you’ve got a glacier-cold head 
in a crisis, Elin. A good judge makes a warden’s job much easier. You 
should have taken that job they offered you in Icebreak.”

I was surprised she’d heard about that. Icebreak had its charms, 
but I didn’t want to be a judge.

“Folks respect the decisions you make, Elin. The world deserves 
to see more of you.”

I stood up from the table. “I gotta take a piss,” I announced. 
“Where’s your outhouse?” I asked the bartender.

He pointed to a door on the other side of the room. “Out the 
back. Follow the trail”

I sighed. Trail? How did they survive in winter? But I preferred 
visiting a frozen shitter to listening to my youngest sister tell me 
what to do with my life.

I stomped outside and made my way to the fouler-than-I-
could-have-dreamed outhouse.

After a moment of quiet repose, I did my business and headed 
back to the saloon.

The man in the sealskin boots was waiting on the trail, a gun 
pointed at my head. “I can always spot the weakest members of the 
herd,” he pronounced. “I’ll give you a piece of free advice. If you don’t 
want to look helpless, you shouldn’t stare at the ground all the time. 
There are better places to look than at a man’s boots.”
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In the case of the man in the sealskin boots that was evidently 
untrue. “I’m used to looking at the ground because I’m watching for 
hidden crevasses.”

“I bet you’ve never even fired that fancy polished gun hanging 
by your side.”

That was true but it wasn’t going to save his life. “Are you going 
to try to rob me or are you going to stand there all day bleating like 
a snow sheep?”

“You got quite the lip on you for someone with a gun pointed 
at their head.”

“My mama gave me this gun.”
He had a dry, hacking laugh. “That’s mighty sweet. Almost a 

shame to deprive you of that pretty ornament. But papa needs his 
drinking money.”

“If you leave now, I won’t hurt you.” Maybe I was telling the 
truth.

He scowled. “There’ll be a hole in your head before your hand 
gets halfway to your gun.”

He was only looking at my thundergun, but Mama’s belt buckle 
was a resting place for a fragment of Light and Dark. A shadow and 
beam. I willed the Light and Shadow to leave the buckle. A ball of 
shadow and fire rushed out and incinerated the man so that nothing 
remained except his sealskin boots.

Even without my help, Inga got us a fine set of dogs. It was a tough 
ride, but we reached Cold Man’s Dream in less than a day.

Folks are always seeing shapes in rocks. White Bird Rock. Ice 
Bear Boulder. Three Dog Peak. But most of the time they look like 
gray and ugly rocks. The side of this mountain did look uncannily 
like a man’s face. A gray and ugly man. The mine entrance was a tun-
nel cut into his eye and marked by tattered claim flags.

“What happens to the dogs if we don’t come out?”
“I told the kennel owner he could have the dogs if we weren’t 
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back in four days,” Inga said. “The dogs were expensive enough that 
he’ll make the trip.”

The legends said the mine was so deep that the dreamstone in 
the lower levels had formed in the time before the trolls and held the 
dreams of Light and Dark themself. I reached up to reassure myself 
the troll’s necklace was still around my neck.

“Time to pay our respects to Mama,” Kristin announced.
I attached a set of walking spikes to my new sealskin boots 

and we entered the mine. My sisters hadn’t asked me where I’d got 
the boots, but they weren’t stupid. I hadn’t had any trouble sleeping 
the night after I killed that man. Sometimes it was hard to tell how 
much of my numbness was due to the cold. My belt buckle was gone, 
and I only had a thundergun to protect myself. I was a terrible shot.

The tunnel floor was coated in ice and without my spikes I would 
have slid everywhere. The roof looked like a great frozen wave of a 
million blue jewels about to crash down on us. We trekked through 
the tunnel until we reached a crevasse wide enough that even a troll 
would have hesitated to make the leap. An iron spike with a frayed 
rope attached to it was set into the side of the wall, but the rope 
came loose when Kristin pulled on it

Kristin took a rope from her backpack. Inga and I stood in 
silence while we waited for Kristin to lasso the spike.

“No speeches to win me over?”
Inga hesitated before answering. “You know me better than anyone 

in this cold land. Even Kristin. Sometimes it feels as though my mouth 
is full of fire, and I’ll burn the world if I say too much.” She reached out 
and squeezed my shoulder. “You know the choice to make.”

Mama used to say that knowing the right decision was one 
thing, having the strength to make it was something else.

Kristin secured the rope and swung across the crevasse to the 
other side. She pushed the rope and it swung back to us. I went 
across next and Inga followed me.

We kept going deeper until we reached the lower levels where 
veins of dreamstone lined the walls. Specks of turquoise light drifted 
out from the wall and floated around us until it felt like we were 
walking through the winter lights.
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“They’re so beautiful,” Kristin whispered.
Inga pushed her ahead. “Ignore them. They’re cold dreams.”
The lights swirled around me, transforming into a translucent 

vision of Mama. The spectral figure looked just as I remembered 
Mama, even down to the details of her fleece jacket, shiny belt, and 
gleaming guns.

The image tipped its hat. “Howdy Elin.”
Kristin and Inga marched on ahead as though they hadn’t seen 

or heard anything.
“Howdy Mama,” I whispered. “Are you a dream?”
She smiled. “Always was, sweetie.”
“Why did you leave me, Mama?”
Inga turned to look back at me. “Don’t fall behind,” she warned.
I quickened my pace. Mama’s dream floated alongside me.
“I’m a dream, sweetie. I can’t tell you anything you don’t already 

know.”
“Who do you want to have your guns, Mama?”
“When I was a girl, I asked my mother what it meant to be 

a hero. She never could give me an answer I liked,” Mama said. I 
could remember her telling me that story. “The more I traveled, the 
more I became obsessed with the idea of a hero being someone who 
makes a decision so great that they don’t have to make any more 
real decisions. But that’s a foolish dream. There’s no final showdown 
to solve all your problems. There’s no white noon. You have to keep 
making decisions. Sometimes it’s easier to make one big decision 
than a hundred little ones. That’s the dream of being a hero. Life is 
harsh on the snow. Live or die. At home I didn’t have the strength to 
make all of the decisions that determined how I would live my life.”

We stepped into a great cavern full of dreamstone. Half a dozen 
frozen corpses lay on the ground, their eyes fixed on the dreamstone. 
Mama’s body rested with her back against the cave wall, next to a 
narrow tunnel opening. Her face was covered in flecks of ice and her 
guns were in their holsters.

I’d known this was coming, but it still felt like a blizzard had 
caught my heart in its grasp.

Mama’s dream form broke apart and the lights darted around 
the room. It had only been a dream, but it hurt to lose her again. 
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Mama had to have come to this place for a reason. Had she been 
searching for the dreams of Light and Dark themself ?

Kristin crouched by Mama’s side and said a prayer to Light and 
Dark. Then she used her lantern to melt the ice and plucked the guns 
from the holsters. She whistled in appreciation and handed them to 
Inga. “Ain’t these the finest guns you ever seen?”

Inga held up the guns, admiring their workmanship. One gun 
bore the image of the sun, the other was decorated with a black stone. 
Inga handed the guns back to Kristin and gently kissed Mama’s fro-
zen cheek. “One of us will continue your work, Mama.”

Kristin turned to me. “It’s time to choose, big sister. Which of 
us is the most worthy to receive the guns?”

Either of my sisters would make an excellent warden, but why 
was it my decision? Was this the white noon from Mama’s dream? 
I’d always thought a hero was someone who made the right deci-
sions. Not someone who avoided them. What if avoiding a decision 
was a decision itself ? Or was this nothing but a way for cowards to 
justify their inaction?

“Time to choose, Elin,” Kristin said.
If I ruled against Kristin, she’d be angry and tell me I was a fool. 

It was harder to know what Inga would do. She didn’t wear her heart 
on her face.

“I think you should have a gun each.”
Kristin shook her head. “That won’t work, sis. Light and Dark. 

The guns won’t work unless they are a pair.”
“But what if you stay together?” I said. “Two wardens with two 

guns. Light and Dark.”
“You need to choose,” Inga said.
I crouched down in front of Mama and tried to work out what 

she had been doing here. Her dark eyes that had once seen every-
thing looked at peace. She clutched thin pieces of dreamstone in 
her left fist. And that’s when I knew why she had come here. She’d 
been trying to use dreamstone to make her guns work by themselves. 
She’d wanted to give a gun each to Inga and Kristin. She hadn’t 
wanted to make a choice either.

I was the oldest, but Mama thought I was capable of looking 
after myself. Inga and Kristin were the ones she wanted to carry on 
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her legacy. I was glad Mama had loved my sisters, but I would have 
traded my sisters’ happiness in a heartbeat to get Mama back.

Her right hand was curled around something. I pried open her 
fist, revealing a piece of dreamstone carved in the shape of a dog. It 
had the same expression on its face as the one on my belt buckle.

Mama might have taken me for granted, but I knew I had been 
in her thoughts at the end. I placed dreamstone coins on her eyes 
and wished her a swift journey to the next world. I stood up and 
stamped my feet. I wasn’t going to be caught in a dream. I wasn’t 
wasting my talents by living a quiet life. I helped others in my own 
small way and looked after my dogs.

I slipped the miniature dog into my pouch. Becoming a judge 
or a warden wouldn’t give me any special wisdom. Light and Dark 
bring the sun and the darkness, but it’s up to us to determine what 
is good and evil.

Inga and Kristin both stood still, their eyes closed. I slapped Inga 
with my glove, but she didn’t react. They were caught in their dreams. 
Kristin clutched Light in her hand and Inga held tight to Dark.

I shook my sisters, but they wouldn’t wake up. I could carry one 
of them out of the mine, but the other would be frozen to death 
before I returned. Which sister should I take?

Maybe there was a white noon. A decision you can’t escape no 
matter how hard you try.

Kristin was the youngest, but I’d always felt closer to Inga. No, 
I had to find a way to save both of them. I wasn’t giving up on my 
sisters.

The necklaces were supposed to protect us from getting ensnared 
in dreams, but they hadn’t protected Inga or Kristin. Why was I still 
awake? My dangerous lack of ambition? I was more focused on say-
ing funeral rites than getting guns?

The guns! I prized Light from Kristin’s grasp. The gun felt per-
fectly balanced in my hand. I took Dark from Inga and held the guns 
in front of me.

My sisters’ lives were worth more than some stupid guns. I 
aimed the guns at each other and commanded them to fire.

Light and Dark exploded into each other. Sparks of light 
danced with shadows across the caves and the ground shook with 
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their dance. The shock waves spilled against Kristin and Inga, and 
they opened their eyes. They stared at the ruined husks of the guns.

“What have you done?” Kristin asked.
“I saved your lives.”

Neither of my sisters were entirely happy with my explanation, but 
their complaints died when they saw the blast of Light and Dark had 
shaken loose chunks of dreamstone. We stuffed a couple of fist-sized 
stones into our backpacks and wished Mama a safe final journey.

The dogs took us back to Coldwood. My sisters started making 
preparations to sell the dogs, but I told them I was taking the dogs 
with me.

“They looked after us and we shouldn’t forget that.”
“The trolls won’t like you bringing dogs on the train,” Kristin 

said.
“Let me take care of the trolls,” I replied.
We said our goodbyes at the station. Inga and Kristin planned 

to go to the capital to petition the Place of Light and Dark that they 
both be awarded the rank of warden and given their own set of guns. 
I suspected that donating chunks of dreamstone might make their 
request seem more reasonable.

Kristin hugged me. “Take care of yourself, but make sure you do 
more than just get by.”

“Getting by has kept me out of trouble,” I told her.
Inga kissed me on the cheek. “Sometimes you need to burn the 

world.”
The troll guarding the station entrance complained about the 

dogs, but I silenced his complaints with a chunk of dreamstone in 
payment.

My sisters headed south and I took the train north. I bought a 
new sled and hitched my dogs to it and we raced to my cabin. The 
barking of my old dogs let me know I was home.
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This story is at least a thousand years old. Its complete title is “The Tale 
of Mahliya and Mauhub and the White-Footed Gazelle: It Contains 
Strange and Marvelous Things.” A single copy, probably produced 
in Egypt or Syria, survives in Istanbul; the first English translation 
appeared in 2015. This is not the right way to start a fairy tale, but it’s 
better than sitting here in silence waiting for Mahliya, who takes for-
ever to get ready. She’s upstairs staining her cheeks with antimony, her 
lips with a lipstick called Black Sauce. Vainest crone in Cairo.

She leaves her window open for the birds to fly in and out. 
If you listen closely, you’ll hear the bigger ones thump their wings 
against the sash. The most famous, of course, is the flying feather-
less ostrich. A monstrous creature, like something boiled. Mahliya 
adores it. She lets it eat out of her mouth.
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While we’re waiting, why don’t I tell you the Tale of the White-
Footed Gazelle? I’m only a retainer, but I do know all the stories, for 
that’s the definition of a servant, especially one in my position, the 
head servant, and indeed, in these lean times, the only one. Once I pre-
sided over a staff of hundreds; now instead of directing many people, 
I direct many things: I purchase shoes and bedding, I keep up with all 
the fashions, with advances in medicine, tax laws, satellite TV. If your 
purpose, as you say, is to produce a monograph on the newly translated 
Tales of the Marvelous and News of the Strange, including versions 
of the stories as told by people who experienced them, why not begin 
with me? I am perfectly familiar with the Tale of the White-Footed 
Gazelle, which lies enclosed in the Tale of Mahliya and Mauhub. You 
will be familiar with this narrative structure from A Thousand and 
One Nights, a collection of tales whose fate has been very different 
from that of Mahliya’s story. One might ask: Why? Why should A 
Thousand and One Nights rise to such prominence, performed on 
stages in Japan and animated by Disney, while the very similar collec-
tion containing the Tale of Mahliya and Mauhub has moldered in a 
library for centuries? Well! No doubt all that is about to change. Just 
close the window for me, if you would; my bald head feels every draft. 
When I was a younger man — but that’s not the story you came to 
hear! Listen, then, and I shall spin you a marvelous tale.

T H E  TA L E  O F  T H E  W H I T E - F O O T E D  G A Z E L L E

I have condensed it for you because you are a researcher. In this story 
you will find:

1. Haifa’, daughter of a Persian king, also a gazelle
2. The White-Footed Gazelle, also a prince of the jinn
3. Ostrich King
4. Snake King
5. Crow Queen
6. Lion
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A love story. Haifa’ and the White-Footed Gazelle fall in 
love, then separate, then move toward each other again, then apart, 
as if in a cosmic dance. We learn that the Ostrich King unites 
hearts while the Crow Queen divides lovers. These movements of 
attraction and repulsion also characterize the Tale of Mahliya and 
Mauhub.

An animal story. A prince of the jinn takes the form of a 
white-footed gazelle to follow Haifa’ into her secluded garden. 
When he abandons her due to a misunderstanding (he thinks she’s 
divulged his true nature), she tracks him through a country of mar-
velous beasts. In a wild green valley, ostriches graze in the shadow 
of the Obsidian Mountain that marks the border of the land of the 
jinn. The Ostrich King herds his flock with a palm branch, flick-
ing their tails with the spikes. That night, as Haifa’ takes shelter 
with him, the Snake King passes with his retinue. A noisy party, 
jostling and laughing, quaffing great goblets of smoke. They ride 
upon snakes and wear snakes coiled round their heads like turbans. 
“Have you seen the White-Footed Gazelle?” Haifa’ asks. “No,” says 
the Snake King, flames flashing up in his mouth. “Ask the Queen 
of the Crows.”

To reach the Crow Queen, Haifa’ flies on a smooth-skinned, 
featherless ostrich, which covers a two-year journey in a single night. 
The Crow Queen is a scowling old woman with ten jeweled brace-
lets on each arm, ten anklets on each leg, and ten rings on each 
finger. She wears a golden crown studded with gems, carries an 
emerald scepter, spits on the floor, and has never shown pity to any-
one. Fortunately, Haifa’ bears a letter from the Ostrich King, and the 
Crow Queen owes him a debt. She reunites Haifa’ with her beloved.

The story doesn’t end there. Haifa’ pines for her own country, and 
her new husband agrees to a visit as long as they both go as gazelles. 
Unfortunately, they are captured: Haifa’ the Gazelle by Mauhub, and 
the White-Footed Gazelle by Mahliya. When we meet Haifa’, she’s 
just been turned back into a woman by a priest of Baal. Weeping, she 
tells Mauhub her story. Mauhub is astounded, but not as much as 
you might think. He’s an animal intimate himself: as a child, he was 
suckled by a lion.
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A few more interesting points about this story:

1. Feet

The White-Footed Gazelle is named for his feet and also seems to 
have a foot fetish. When he first transforms himself into a man in 
front of Haifa’, he declares his love and immediately kisses her feet. 
In between kisses he speaks to her in a pure and elegant language, 
more delicious than honey and softer than clarified butter. “He said 
I was like a shoot of sweet basil. He kissed my feet and sucked them 
and by God I felt my heart fly into my throat.”

2. Shivering

The gazelle shivers and turns into a woman. She tells the story of the 
White-Footed Gazelle, which shivered and turned into a man. A weird 
sort of shudder seems to precede transformation. The strangest thing, 
though, is the seizure suffered by our heroine’s father. This happens early 
in the story, when Haifa’ is living with her lover in an exquisite idyll: 
he’s her pet gazelle by day, her lover in a locked room at night. Then 
one night Haifa’ wakes to a cry of alarm: “The king! The king!” Terrified 
for her father, she rushes out half-dressed, leaving the door open. The 
White-Footed Gazelle doesn’t wake up — perhaps he’s a heavy sleeper, 
or perhaps, being a jinni, he’s deaf to human sorrow. Whatever the rea-
son, he only wakes at dawn. Finding himself alone, the door open, he 
thinks Haifa’ has betrayed him and exposed their secret.

Out the window he goes on mist-white feet. Haifa’ will come 
back soon, having left her father sleeping peacefully. She’ll cry out 
over the empty bed. She’ll dash out into the garden, slapping her 
face in her grief. She will begin her quest.

How strange that the source of the error that parts these lovers 
should be a seizure. An excess of trembling.

To shiver is to move rapidly from one place to another and 
back. From prince of the jinn to white-footed gazelle, from beloved 
to enemy. I think of this whole story as a long shudder.
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3. Lion

I did say there was a lion, didn’t I! Haifa’ the Gazelle meets him 
shortly before she’s captured by Mauhub. The lion has scraped out a 
hole in the ground and he’s squatting in it and crying. “Dark-eyed 
gazelle, fair as the moon, I, the red lion, have suffered a great sorrow 
. . .” The story sort of drops him there. Later, of course, he’ll turn out 
to be the long-lost mate of the lioness who suckled Mauhub. This 
fact won’t redeem the lion, who remains throughout the story the 
same dirty, sniveling creature we meet in this scene. Forget about 
him. He’s an asshole.

I think I hear Mahliya’s feet on the stairs. It’s either that or the 
shuffling and crowding of the birds on the perches in her bedroom. 
Mahliya’s feet are so light they sound like wings. You’ll notice, in a 
few moments, how graceful and regal she is, an incredible thing at 
her age. Even I, who have attended her for more years than I care 
to remember, and have therefore had many occasions to be annoyed 
with her tricks, admit this. Her queenly poise never shatters. During 
the revolution, while others cowered indoors, she watched the crowds 
from her balcony, smoking a water-pipe.

Really, it’s too bad that a foreign researcher like yourself, the 
first to visit her, should be kept waiting so long! If you like, I can tell 
you a version of her story myself. Just keep in mind that Mahliya will 
tell it differently.

T H E  TA L E  O F  M A H L I Y A  A N D  M A U H U B

O R

T H E  P O R T R A I T

My story begins with a portrait. The Egyptian princess Mahliya fell 
in love with a portrait of Mauhub that was painted on the wall of a 
church in Jerusalem, as was customary for princes of Mauhub’s line. 
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The painting was fresh, the oil still gleaming; it was adorned with red 
gold and its eyes were a pair of topazes. Beside it glimmered a pic-
ture of a lioness suckling the infant Mauhub. A crystal candle filled 
with jasmine oil illuminated both paintings. Mahliya was enchanted. 
She embarked at once on a love affair conducted entirely under the 
sign of the portrait.

Portrait One: Mahliya as a Young Man

When Mahliya first met Mauhub, she was disguised as a young 
man. She introduced herself as Mukhadi‘, Mahliya’s vizier. We 
must suppose she did this in order to increase Mauhub’s inter-
est in the real Mahliya, who was sending him gifts and letters 
at the same time. A frantic existence: by day, hunting trips and 
conversation with her beloved, seizing each chance to give him 
a brotherly punch in the arm; by night, tender yet formal let-
ters, the preparation of splendid packages, sighs, poetry, fainting 
spells, and tears. You will have noticed the shudder in this story, 
the same trembling motion that shapes the Tale of the White-
Footed Gazelle. Back and forth, back and forth. Incidentally, it’s 
a wonder Mauhub didn’t suspect Mahliya’s pretty young vizier. 
Mukhadi‘ means Impostor.

Portrait Two: Mahliya as Mirror

On their last hunting trip together, Mauhub caught Haifa’ in her 
gazelle form and Mahliya caught the White-Footed Gazelle. It 
was Haifa’, restored to human shape, who informed Mauhub that 
his hunting companion was also the mysterious princess who kept 
sending him gifts and letters. Mauhub rushed to Mahliya’s tent. 
They spent one glorious night together before their fathers recalled 
them to their respective kingdoms. The lovers continued to commu-
nicate through gifts, the most magnificent of which was certainly 
Mahliya’s mirror.

This mirror was enchanted so that when Mauhub looked into 
it, he saw Mahliya sitting beside him. “Nothing was missing,” the 
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story tells us, “except the lady herself.” Such an odd phrase; if she was 
missing, surely nothing else mattered.

I see Mauhub contorting himself, one eye on the mirror, 
embracing a lady who only appears to be there.

When Mahliya heard of the beauty of Haifa’, who was staying 
with Mauhub, she got so furiously jealous she sent an eagle to snatch 
the mirror away.

Portrait Three: Mahliya as Anchorite

For the crime of arousing Mahliya’s suspicions, Mauhub had to 
be punished. Mahliya tortured his messengers, crushed his armies, 
beguiled him across the sea with a magic bird. At last, worn thin 
from travel and near-starvation, ugly with suffering, he stumbled to 
a hermitage on swollen feet. An anchorite peered down from the 
window, radiant in black wool. She made Mauhub swear to serve 
her, forced him to write the promise on his arm. All this so that 
when he reached the city, Queen Mahliya, in her true form at last, 
could yank up his sleeve and expose his inconstancy.

A love story. She forgave him.
An animal story, teeming with life. Mahliya’s army of buffa-

loes tramples Mauhub’s army of lions. Her army of wildcats destroys 
his army of elephants. She builds him a fortress in the land of the 
jinn, a place swarming with snakes and lizards. Above each door of 
this fortress, a brass falcon whistles in the wind. When the lovers 
have passed many years in delight, a sorceress transforms Mauhub 
into a crocodile. Mahliya recognizes him by his pearl earrings. She 
knows him, although he never recognized her: neither as Mukhadi‘ 
the vizier nor as the beautiful anchorite. He didn’t know. He didn’t 
know me. Of course it was me, what’s the matter with you? Why are 
people so stupid? You’re like Mauhub: rather than the real person in 
an unexpected shape, you prefer the magic mirror, which gives you 
the image you wish to see, although it leaves you grasping nothing 
but air.
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T H E  W O N D E R  C U R S E

Now that we’re being honest, let me ask you something. (A photo-
graph? All right. Here, I’ll blow some smoke. That’s an old movie 
star trick. It’ll make my mouth a delectable little beak, smooth my 
wrinkles, and impart an air of nostalgia.) My question is this: Why 
are you people so hungry for marvels? I mean here you are, braving 
a twelve-hour journey from JFK, one of the world’s worst airports, 
plus a taxi ride through the afternoon traffic, only to sit in an elderly 
woman’s apartment and listen to a story. Really, I felt I had to trick 
you to make it worth your while! (Hand me my wig, will you? It’s 
under your chair. You’ll want another photograph now, I suppose!) 
Of course there’s a venerable tradition of marvel tales here, a tra-
dition that harbors my own story. But lately it seems to me that 
there is such a thing as a wonder curse, like the literary version of a 
resource curse. As if, having once tasted the magic of the East, visi-
tors become determined to extract it at any cost.

The link between marvels and money is quite clear. Fabulous 
tales, astronomical wealth: both are forms of fortune. Perhaps the 
story is a kind of treasure map. But there is more than one map of 
the world, my friend. Consider what this tale contains and what it 
does not:

This Tale Contains:

Yellow silk, red leather, white marble, red onyx, gilded copper, amber-
gris, topaz, emerald, amber, musk, ebony, gold, carnelian, camphor, 
Indian aloes, Bactrian camels, pearls, rubies, Chinese steel, silver, 
sandalwood, slaves.

This Tale Does Not Contain:

Airports, cigarettes, internet cafés, “Shipsy” potato chips in tiny 
packets, pineapple-flavored Fairouz soft drinks, soap operas based 
on the works of Naguib Mahfouz, traffic jams, copy shops, subway 
trains shrieking down long black tunnels, subway trains so crowded 
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you can’t get in, schoolgirls fanning themselves with exercise books, 
schools, radios, the knife-grinder’s cry, wedding parties on barges, 
street murals of Umm Kulthum with her iconic glasses and hand-
kerchief, the light through the windows of Mari Mina Church at 
precisely 5:45 p.m., broken china, makeshift tents, outdoor barbers, 
street musicians, street protests, cell phones, pictures of bruises taken 
with cell phones, barricades, security police, rooms where the lights 
are never turned on, tear gas, pamphlets, bullets, peaceful activists 
shot down on the street, a poet shot down on the street, the poet 
who wrote of the streets, who trembled, bleeding, her body trans-
formed into something else, but what? There is no gazelle.

T H E  L I O N ’ S  TA L E

There is, however, a lion. There’s always a lion. This is his story:
The lion weeping in the dust was reunited with his mate, 

Mauhub’s wetnurse. He promised to be faithful to her, as Mauhub 
had promised Mahliya. But just as Mauhub betrayed Mahliya by 
swearing to serve the lovely anchorite, even going so far as to write 
her name on his arm, the lion betrayed the lioness. Tempted by some 
delicious roasted game, he agreed that if the old woman cooking it 
would give him a taste, he would marry her daughter.

For the sin of inconstancy he was turned over to devils in human 
shape who docked his tail and cauterized the stump with fire. His 
nose and ears were cut off, his whiskers shaved, his body smeared 
with dung, his neck encircled by an iron ring. Fairy tales are inexora-
ble, their ferocity divine. When the lion returned to his mate, he was 
so hideously deformed she wouldn’t have him. His howls of anguish 
curl about the story, creating a beautiful border, a frame for Mauhub 
and Mahliya’s wedding portrait.

Yes, it was Mahliya — that is, it was I — who sent the old 
woman to tempt the lion. You may suppose I did so in order to spare 
my beloved, to transfer his crime onto another body through which 
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I could then enjoy, without suffering myself, all the pleasures of ven-
geance. Think what you like. Somebody has to pay. There’s always 
an animal, a wonderfully absorbent material, capable of sopping up 
an ocean of cruelty. Go visit the Alexandria Zoo sometime — you’ll 
see lions panting in a concrete hole, surrounded by mounds of trash.

T H E  C R O W  Q U E E N ’ S  TA L E

Things don’t always work out in life. Somebody has to pay. This is 
my song.

Oh, come. You must have known I was also the Crow Queen. 
Didn’t you read the story? Look how Mahliya holds back from 
Mauhub, hides from him, tricks him, fights him. She is the Queen 
of the Crows, who separates lovers.

In the end, it’s true, I stayed with him. He died quietly in my 
arms. He had grown so small by the end, so shriveled, I could carry 
him like a child. The day before he died I flew with him over the 
tombs of Giza. He was half-blinded by cataracts, but he loved the 
air.

Sometimes I still can’t believe I cast my lot with human beings. 
It’s humiliating. Of Mahliya the story says: “Iblis captured her heart.” 
It’s true, I was captured and I was defeated. I can save a man who 
has been turned into a crocodile, but not a man who is growing old.

“Are you near or far, living or dead?” sings Mahliya in the story. “Oh 
that I were a cross hung around his neck, that I might taste his scent.” 
She sings that she wants to cover his mouth with hers, trace the gaps 
between his teeth with her tongue. “Oh that I were a sacrifice, mingled 
with his spit.” A love story, an animal story. All these animals in love. 
I understand the White-Footed Gazelle’s desire for his beloved’s feet. 
There is a place where we are all animal, even you. We flicker in and out 
of it. We can be terribly hurt there, but also comforted.

The Queen of the Crows falls from her window at dusk. She 
catches the air. An old woman, languid. She glides down Ramses 
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Street toward Masarra. She doubles back toward the river. Masr 
al-’Adima. Everything’s pink. In the gardens of Maadi they are hos-
ing down the paths.

I am the spirit of ruined utopias and unrequited love. It’s not 
my fault. You didn’t recognize me — do you think I recognize 
myself ? No! That face in the mirror: that’s not me. I see myself only 
in motion, smoking, gripping my windowsill in the instant before 
flight. I only recognize the wings that flap. God, I loved Mauhub so 
much. He was a descendant of Nebuchadnezzar, you know — the 
king who lost his mind and ate grass like an ox, whose hair grew long 
like an eagle’s feathers and his nails like an eagle’s claws.

It’s growing late. The Crow Queen always feels restless at this 
hour. She longs for flight. Tonight, however, she has a guest, a for-
eign researcher. The Crow Queen squawks like an impresario, preens 
before the camera. The photographs will show a bald old lady with 
snapping kohl-rimmed eyes.

I have cast my lot with human beings, even knowing what I 
know: that things don’t always work out, that somebody has to pay. 
I’ll rise or fall with them. Dear beasts! Instead of scribbling down 
notes, why don’t you let me fly you over the square tonight? You 
can ride the featherless ostrich if you prefer, though I warn you he’s 
very slow these days, his belly scarred by rubber bullets. We’ll weave 
through the ghostly lights around the Mugamma al-Tahrir and 
watch the city flicker like a broken bulb. In that stuttering glow the 
square is like a dirty yellow mirror, a magic mirror reflecting even the 
ones who are missing. Yes, even the lions. I call it my palace, for these 
beasts are my true subjects. Look at me: I can’t stop shaking.
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There’s a gash across her cheekbone, glass in her arm and her lower 
lip is twice the size it should be, but Dagna Müller is hardly a 
stranger to pain.

She slumps on the steps outside the tavern, feeling her nose to 
check if it’s broken again. Without sensation in her fingertips it’s 
hard to tell. She can’t bring herself to care much either way.

Her muscles ache from the weight as well as the fight: a dull 
hurt that courses along her shoulders and down her arms, turning 
to a chafing burn where the skin of her wrists meets the solid metal 
of her hands.

That pain never fades. At least the injuries provide some variety.
The tavern stands on the seafront, where barques and schooners 

are berthed like horses stabled for the night. The tide is low and the 
air reeks worse than an undine’s armpit; between that and the cheap 
gin in her belly it takes all of Dagna’s willpower not to retch.

Six months ago, she wouldn’t have lost a fight. If she hadn’t 
drunk herself halfway into oblivion she could have knocked all three 
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of them out inside of a minute. Or at least noticed the bastards were 
cheating before they’d taken every last coin in her purse.

“Here,” a voice says from above her. “You’re a damn poor adver-
tisement for my business.”

She looks up to see the landlord  — an old mariner, face wrin-
kled from the sun and sea air — offering her an almost-clean rag. 
She takes it and dabs at her bloody face.

“I’ll pay for the damage,” she says, busted lip muffling the words.
“Oh yeah? With what?” He leans against the doorframe and 

folds his arms. “Them’s good hands for throwing a punch. Strong 
arms for throwing weight behind it too.”

“Four years on the merchant ships’ll do that.”
The glass splinters in her left bicep are leaking spots of blood 

like freckles. She’ll have to dig them out with a penknife later. It’s 
times like these she misses fingernails.

“Yeah,” the landlord grins, “I’ve heard of you, Ironhands Müller. 
I heard you’ve pissed off every captain from here to Seligheim with 
your brawling and now there’s none’ll sail with you. I heard you 
broke a navigator’s face in eight places, and I didn’t even know there 
were eight separate bits of a face that could break.”

“There are if you count teeth.”
The landlord’s eyes crinkle when he laughs. He has an anchor 

and two nautical stars tattooed on his own wiry arm, crudely exe-
cuted and faded with age. Many sailors bear similar designs, but 
Dagna does not share their love for the sea. The salt irritates the skin 
at her wrists and flays her temper red-raw.

She remembers when she found tattooed sailors coarse and 
frightening. She remembers when she would rather cower than fight. 
She tastes her own blood at her lip and thinks of the stubborn flecks 
of rust that won’t come off her hands no matter how hard she scrubs.

Salt and iron. This is what she’s made of now.
“Cards is no way to make money, girl,” the landlord says, coming to 

sit beside her on the steps. “You know every reprobate around here has 
aces stashed up their sleeves. Right next to the daggers in most cases.”

Dagna scowls, and the movement sends a burst of pain along 
her cheek. What is she supposed to do? Sit with a begging bowl like 
the poor old wretch outside the Three Mermaids, who embellishes 
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his story of falling from the crow’s nest to soften hearts and loosen 
purse strings?

She has begged too many times. Never again.
The landlord looks at her with the exasperated affection a father 

might bestow on a mischievous child. She can’t stand the sight of it.
“If it’s gold you need…” he says. “You ever heard of Silberwald? 

Small town, about two days’ ride west of here?”
“Sounds like a shithole.”
It’s a lie, of sorts. She knows the place, or at least the name. She 

grew up only a few miles away on the other side of the forest, but 
her father would never take her to the market or the midsummer 
fair. She once asked for his leave to go alone and he confiscated her 
shoes for a month.

“Place went and got itself cursed by Themselves about three 
months back,” the landlord explains. “Bad business.”

“You’re really selling it to me, old man.”
“Big reward for anyone who can break the curse, I hear. And it 

won’t end with you locked up for affray.”
Dagna glances up at that. All those brawls, all those punches 

thrown, and she hasn’t once considered the law. She supposes she 
hasn’t cared enough, not for a long time. At least in gaol you know 
where your next meal is coming from.

“What makes you think I could break a fairy curse?” she asks.
He nods at her hands and smiles. “You can pay me for the dam-

age once it’s done.”

Dagna Müller is fifteen when the lord comes to her cottage. He 
arrives on a pale grey mare, dressed in a suit of spidersilk, his fingers 
and earlobes dripping with stones fashioned from dewdrops and 
moonlight. He is the most magnificent thing she has ever seen, but 
Themselves have not sent an emissary to bless her house with good 
fortune.

Her father, worse for drink, stumbled too far from the path 
three nights back and pissed on a fairy mound.
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“I will take your daughter’s hand,” the lord says in a voice like 
mist and starlight, “as recompense for this most grave of insults.”

Dagna does not miss the way his lip curls in eagerness. Perhaps 
it is no insult at all, merely a convenient excuse. The lord does not 
want her for a bride, she knows, but a toy; one he will play with 
roughly until she breaks. He might let her go, eventually. Perhaps her 
father or her brother will find her years from now, a wizened, witless 
husk wasting away for want of enchanted fruit and her tormentor’s 
touch.

So, this is what she’s worth, then. What her life will be mea-
sured against. The steam off a drunkard’s piss.

She tries to stay calm, to think. It is useless looking to her father 
for protection. She remembers last winter, when he locked her out in 
two feet of snow because she’d forgotten to mend a tear in his shirt. 
He’d made her say sorry one hundred times before he let her in. “I 
don’t think you meant that,” he’d called to her after every attempt. 
“Try again.”

She’d done it too; begged and begged, clawing at the door with 
frostbitten fingers. Each whimpered plea was like spitting out a blade.

No, Dagna Müller will not beg again.
Instead she raises her chin, meets the lord’s silver eyes and says: 

“At least let me say goodbye to Karl.”
She finds her little brother chopping wood behind the cottage, 

his arms barely strong enough to lift the axe. She kneels and lays her 
hands on the chopping block, palms down.

“Dagna, what —”
“Cut them off.”
He flinches, afraid of the wild and terrible look on his sister’s 

face. It is the first time anyone has looked at her like that. She already 
knows it will not be the last. But she cannot waste time weeping or 
trembling; neither will do any good.

“If you love me,” she says, “cut them off.”
Karl does his best to make the cuts neat, although his own 

hands shake around the handle of the axe. There is blood on Dagna’s 
gown, on the block and the grass, and he carries her to the wood-
wife’s house leaving a trail of it on the ground.

The woodwife swiftly sees to Dagna’s wounds and instructs her 
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husband, the blacksmith, to fashion a pair of iron hands in his forge. 
When they have cooled, she seals them onto Dagna’s wrists and 
grants them animation, though the simple magic of a woodwife is 
for delivering children and soothing coughs in winter, and the joins 
are poorly done. The metal chafes  — will always chafe  — when 
Dagna dares to move.

“This is better,” the woodwife says, the closest to an apology 
Dagna will ever get. “It is better than Themselves.”

Dagna Müller returns home as if from the battlefield, dressed 
in her own drying blood. Her father’s mouth gapes in shock, then in 
anger, but Dagna keeps her eyes fixed on the lord as she stretches out 
one of her new, iron hands.

The woodwife’s magic keeps the pain at bay for now but the 
metal is heavy, a straining pull along her arm and across her shoul-
ders. A fly buzzes around her wrist, attracted by the blood. She feels 
less like prey than carrion.

“Here then,” she tells the lord. “If you want it, take it.”
The lord laughs, clapping like a child. “Oh, well done, Dagna 

Müller. Oh, how delightfully clever!”
Yet there is a tremor beneath his words, behind those silver eyes. 

Even if Dagna’s hands were made of wood or moulded clay he would 
not take her now  — Themselves would not want a flawed mortal, 
even as a toy  — but there is just as much fear in him as revulsion. 
That, at least, is a victory.

Dagna’s iron hands are deadly. Her touch will bring only pain.
Her father, furious at her defiance and fearful of the lord’s ret-

ribution, will beat Karl in her absence. Dagna knows it and sorrows 
for it, but she knows she does not belong here now.

The fly leaves her wrist and lands on the tip of her iron thumb. 
She brings the index finger close and it barely takes any effort to 
crush the creature to powder and grease.

She walks all the way to Silberwald, napping in hedgerows and hol-
low trees. The landlord gives her a little food and a small bottle of 



52

ointment for her cuts and she rations both carefully. By the time she 
is in sight of the forest her injuries no longer grieve her.

Ironhands Müller is fit for the next fight.
Silberwald lies on the forest’s edge, frosted firs curling around 

the cottages like a protective arm. Her father’s cottage lies just on the 
other side of that forest, but Dagna refuses to think of it. The drink 
has probably finished him off by now, that or his own folly. For Karl’s 
sake, she hopes so.

She makes her way into the main square, where they hold the 
markets and the fairs she’d once begged her father to see, but there 
is no market today.

All of the townspeople wear blindfolds; strips of fabric roughly 
torn from aprons and the hems of skirts. They move slowly, fearfully, 
calling to one another for reassurance. It looks almost like a game, 
but Dagna suspects there are no willing players.

At the edge of the square a boy walks holding a long, thin 
branch in front of him, moving it in a sweeping motion and pausing 
whenever it hits an obstacle. The knee of his breeches is torn, the 
skin beneath badly grazed.

To Dagna’s left, a small girl skips with a ragged rope, her feet 
landing hard on the ground. The impact shakes her blindfold free 
and she blinks in the light, the rope falling still in her hands.

Then she catches sight of her mother, standing a few feet away, 
and she screams.

Instantly her mother darts forward, arms outstretched, follow-
ing the sound. She grabs her daughter’s shoulders and forces her to 
the ground, pinning her down as she reties the blindfold, and all the 
while the child howls as though she has foreseen her own death.

Dagna retreats from the square and heads straight for the mas-
ter’s house. She does not wish to frighten these people further, and 
she forgot long ago how to be anything else but frightening.

The door is answered by a girl her own age, though she is not 
dressed in servant’s clothes. Her hair is red as embers, her skin pale 
as the inside of a seashell. When she turns her head, her eyes look 
like two opals; cloudy, beautiful and sightless.

“I wish to speak to your master,” Dagna says.
“I am master here. You may call me Lady Karin.”
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She sweeps into the house without another word, certain that 
Dagna will follow.

Dagna knows the girl is no lady. She speaks with the accent of 
a peasant. The dress, fine-spun wool in midnight blue, was not made 
to fit her form.

But if Karin expects Dagna to take her for a lady, then perhaps 
she will accept Dagna as a hero.

“I am Dagna Müller,” she announces, “called Ironhands, and I 
have come to break the curse upon this town.”

Karin approaches her, holding out her own pale hands. Bracing 
for the flinch, the gasp of horror, Dagna takes them.

But Karin only lifts an eyebrow as she feels the solid iron, as her 
fingers move up to the place where metal meets flesh. “Witchcraft?”

Dagna nods, before remembering. “Yes.”
“Not very good witchcraft, I think.” She brushes her fingertips 

over the heated, swollen skin. “Does it hurt?”
“Always.”
Dagna feels Karin’s fingers twitch. There is something in the 

word the girl seems to recognise; a bitter note, perhaps, or its weary 
honesty. Dagna does and does not want to ask why.

“Tell me about the curse,” she says instead.
Karin moves away, skimming a hand along the tabletop to guide 

herself across the room. “Three months ago, when the king and his 
retinue were passing by the forest, Themselves stole the young prince 
away underground. Only the people of Silberwald know the safe 
paths through these woods, so Themselves made sure we would 
never be able to show any would-be rescuers the way.”

“They blinded the villagers?”
Karin laughs with cold glee. “Oh, they aren’t blind. But they 

don’t see the world right any more. Rotten food appears fresh and 
good. Slippery banks are straight paths. Their own children, their 
own spouses, are hideous monsters coming to devour them. If they 
lift those blindfolds they see only a world full of tricks and horrors.

“Themselves spared me,” she adds blithely. “They think I do not 
know the way.”

That, Dagna thinks, and they despise irregularity. They would 
not have wished to get close enough to a girl like Karin to curse her.
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“I could help,” she says. “I could rescue the prince. If you would 
show me —”

“No.”
“No?”
“The royal brat stays where he is.”
“But —”
“Shall I tell you what I did with the last hero who came to me, 

bragging he could save us all? I summoned the farrier, one of our 
strongest men. I told him this brave hero could cure his affliction, if 
only he would lift his blindfold. He did, saw a terrible monster and 
slew the hero where he stood. The poor fool was so confused after-
wards. I thanked him for coming to my aid and he only mumbled 
that I was welcome and left.”

Dagna stares. “Why would you do that?”
“Before, I had to beg in the streets,” Karin snaps. “Make myself 

humble and pitiful for the sake of a coin or cast-off rags. Then 
Themselves came, and suddenly I was the one the town came crying 
to. ‘Dear Karin, how can we find food?’ ‘Sweet Karin, how can we 
stay safe?’ When the old master drowned in a river he took for a 
stone bridge, I demanded they let me take his house. They didn’t like 
it, but they had no choice. They depend on my charity now.” Her face 
sets in such stern resolve she might as well be made of stone. “And I 
would keep it this way.”

It is so easy, Dagna thinks, to flay a girl. Barbed words can do 
it, or fists, or the bite of winter frost. It is even easier to turn away 
and make a girl do it to herself. Karin has been hardened, the way 
the salt air once hardened Dagna. What makes Dagna burn red-hot 
with anger has turned Karin’s heart cold.

“Go home, Dagna Müller,” Karin says, softer now. “These peo-
ple are not worth your courage.”

Dagna has been known only as Ironhands for so long it is 
strange to hear her true name spoken aloud. She wonders what she 
would do, what she might give, for Karin to say it again.

“I don’t have a home,” she says. “That’s why I need the gold. 
Help me find the prince and I’ll split the reward with you. You could 
make the king send bodyguards to protect you. Or demand the 
prince marry you instead.”
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“I have made myself master here. Why should I ask for a master 
of my own?”

Dagna thinks of the boy in the square, the sweep of his tree 
branch before every step.

“Because they’ll learn. Like you did. They won’t stumble about 
helpless forever. And you are alone. If your own townsfolk don’t 
depose you, others will learn how vulnerable you are. They’ll put you 
back in your place, Lady Karin. Do nothing, and you’ll beg again.”

“I will not.”
“I have made that same promise to myself. I know how this 

feels. I know.”
Karin is silent for a long time.
“You may stay here tonight,” she says eventually. “As my guest. 

Eat something. Bathe, if you like. I will consider what you have said.”
Hungry and filthy from the road, Dagna does as she is bid. She 

is sure to face the door while she bathes, but she does not fear attack. 
She carries her weapons with her. She can never be rid of them.

Later, Karin fetches food and lights candles for the benefit of 
her guest. Dagna notices her eyes are rimmed with red, as though 
she has cried so much the rawness has never healed. She half-expects 
the food to be poisoned until Karin takes the first bite; a show of 
trust, a gesture of solidarity.

Girls of salt and iron can understand each other, at least a little.
“Why did you tell me the truth?” Dagna asks, when the food is 

finished and the candles have burned low. “Why didn’t you send for 
the farrier to slay me too?”

Karin pauses before answering. “Because when I said I was 
master here, you did not laugh at me.”

Dagna looks at Karin in the fading light. She could kill her 
now, for the townspeople’s sake, and risk the forest alone. It would 
only take a little squeeze; the long neck, or the skull. But as she takes 
in Karin’s hair, her skin with its seashell lustre, her eyes the colour 
of the northern seas when a storm tosses the waves, she knows she 
could not bear to hurt something so beautiful.
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The woodwife’s charm lasts less than a week after Dagna leaves her 
father’s cottage. Once it fades the pain at her wrists stays as fresh as 
the day the cuts were made. She tells herself that this is better, even 
when it hurts so much she cannot sleep. It is better than Themselves.

Three weeks later, as she is travelling towards the coast to find 
work, she meets a boy.

She finds him lounging by a river, his fishing rod abandoned on 
the bank. He bids her stay awhile, and they talk.

The boy is pretty and charming, and he makes Dagna forget 
the pain at her wrists, those rough joins that still smell of rust, or 
blood, or both. She wears gloves now to conceal her hands, soft cot-
ton things she stole from a washing line, and for a while she can 
pretend she is an ordinary girl.

When he kisses her she kisses back, startling him with her 
fierceness and her need. She feels him smile against her lips and 
presses him down into the grass. Her gloved hands roam across his 
collarbones, his tanned arms, over his chest and down —

Something snaps. The boy screams.
“I’m sorry!” she says, scrambling off him, horrorstruck. “Please, 

I’m so sorry.”
He glares at her, clutching his ribs, and she falls silent. She 

knows sorry is never good enough, not if you say it a hundred times.
“What’s wrong with you?” the boy snarls. “What are you?”
I don’t think you meant that. Try again.
The pain at her wrists is sharp once more; pain that burns so hot 

it feels like rage.
She beats his pretty face until he lies still and quiet, then throws 

the bloodied gloves into the river.
From that day on she leaves her hands exposed, like a warning.

She wakes to find Karin nudging her with the tip of a wooden cane. 
It is almost dawn, and the girl’s red hair is covered by a hooded 
cloak.

“Themselves bring the prince aboveground every morning,” she 
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says. “If mortals are starved of fresh air they wither before they stop 
being fun.”

“You’ll show me the way?” Dagna asks. “You’ll let me try?”
“Do not give me cause to regret it.”
The forest is full of sounds and shadows, eyes and claws, but 

Karin knows the path as Dagna knows the Seligheim coastline. She 
uses her cane like the boy in the square used his branch, but faster, 
with more skill. Every wrong turn, every fall and bruise and sprain 
and scare has been a lesson, a scrap of knowledge hard-won.

She leads Dagna to a clearing where the young prince stands, 
glassy-eyed and exhausted. He is guarded by a figure on a pale grey 
mare; a man dressed in spidersilk, with shining silver eyes.

When they fall on Dagna, the lord does not look surprised.
It is as if he set this trap just for her, waiting for the tale to 

spread as far as the coast: a cursed town, the promise of gold, and a 
task designed for a girl with iron strength.

All this time, she thinks. All these years she has been a debt 
outstanding, and he cannot bear it.

“I asked for your hand once, Dagna Müller,” the lord says. “Now 
let me make you an offer.”

He takes a bundle of cloth from his saddlebag and unwraps 
it. Inside are two small, fine-boned human hands. They might 
have been taken from some other poor girl. They might even have 
belonged to Dagna herself, stolen from the bloodstained chopping 
block and preserved with unnatural magic.

“Think of it. No more pain. No more ugliness. Forget the king’s 
paltry reward and accept this most generous of gifts.”

Dagna looks again at the prince. She knows she can hold him 
here until the lord gives in. But she also knows, stripling of a thing 
that he is, that holding him will break him. Ribs will splinter, col-
larbones will crack like twigs, and the king will grant no reward for 
a shattered corpse. She thinks of the boy by the river; those fearful 
eyes, that sickening snap.

Karin steps forward, gripping her cane like the handle of a 
sword. “You promised. Dagna Müller. You promised me.”

“The irregular one is jealous,” the lord hisses. “She wants you to 
suffer as she does. See, see what I offer you.”
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Dagna reaches out until her iron fingertips brush those pretty 
hands, but Themselves do not forget a slight. If she wants them, he’ll 
make her cower and simper and debase herself to get them. If he had 
found her that day by the riverbank she might even have let him.

But the salt air has left her skin tanned and hardened since 
then, and four years of toil have made her arms thick with muscle. 
Those hands would be a poor fit now.

“Only ask me prettily, Dagna Müller,” says the lord. “Ask me 
ever so sweetly, and I shall make you whole again.”

Karin snarls like a wild thing, like this forest belongs to her and 
he is trespassing. “She’s no less whole than when she had them, you 
twisted bastard.”

The words cut through Dagna’s thoughts like the blade of an 
axe, like something that takes away and gives all at once.

She steps forward. The prince trembles with hope and fear, 
bracing himself for the pain.

“Do not be afraid,” she whispers.
Then, with one swift, sharp movement, she drags the lord from 

his horse and she holds.
“Karin,” she says. “Take the prince. Go now, fast as you can.”
“What’s happening?”
“Trust me. Go.”
“Let me guide you,” the prince says, clutching at Karin’s arm.
Karin shrugs him off and sprints from the clearing, dead leaves 

and fir needles scattering in the wake of her cane. The prince has no 
choice but to follow, and Dagna does not blame him for not looking 
back.

The horse is gone too, bolted or vanished into the air. Dagna 
and the lord are locked together, skin to metal, skin to skin.

He squirms first in revulsion, then in agony. He turns to a ser-
pent, a writhing ferret, a snapping wolf in her grip, but wherever her 
fingers touch the iron burns. He screams curses, then offers her gifts 
beyond her dreams if she will only let go. She will have riches, or 
magic, or life eternal. She will have his devotion, his undying love.

Dagna’s own body strains to pull away, every nerve signalling 
her to flee. She feels the tear of muscle, as though she might rip 
herself free from her hands, but still she clings.
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She does not look at the hands, splayed on the forest floor like 
fleshy white spiders. Not even the beetles will go near them.

She feels the lord’s strength waning, senses his desperation. His 
screams turn to choked sobs, then faint whimpers.

Then, whether to provoke compassion or fear, she does not 
know, he transforms into her father. A perfect replica, right down to 
the stink of beer and old sweat, every feature exactly as she remem-
bers it. The lord can only hold the glamour for a moment or two, 
weak as he is, but it is enough.

Her hands tremble. For a moment, her grip slackens.
“Please,” the lord says in her father’s voice. “Please, Dagna, it 

hurts.”
“Say sorry then.” She squeezes tighter than ever, feeling both 

the glamour and his flesh burn away until she is gripping brittle, 
blackening bone. “Say you’re sorry for all you’ve done.”

“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry. Be kind to me, Dagna Müller. Be mer-
ciful. Please.”

Dagna looks down at the withered, charred thing lying limp in 
her hands. He is small as a child now, small as a doll.

“I’m sorry!” he cries again, shrieking, shrinking. “I’m sorry!”
“I don’t think you meant that,” she answers, and there is mid-

winter frost in her voice. “Try again.”
She clamps a hand over his mouth and does not lift it until 

there is nothing of him but powder and grease.

In the end it is not Dagna but Karin who is hailed as the saviour 
of Silberwald. It is Karin, after all, who leads the prince out of the 
forest, bathed in a halo of morning sunlight. It is Karin who urges 
the townsfolk to remove their blindfolds and see the world made 
right again.

And once the king has given Dagna her gold, and Dagna has 
sent a portion of it back to the tavern on the seafront, she is more 
than happy to let Karin take the rest of his reward.

There are some in the town who resent all that Karin has now. 
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A title. The deeds to the house, with coins to fill the coffers the 
drowned master left empty. Fine clothes that fit her form, made with 
rich dyes and silver thread.

But they know better than to protest. They know that Silberwald 
is no longer a place where blind women survive on scraps.

“Will you stay?” Karin asks as she and Dagna sit under the shade 
of the firs, sharing a bottle of wine from her newly-stocked cellar. 
Children run freely across the grass nearby, arguing over which of 
them will play their fearless lady and which the fairy lord she bested 
in their games of pretend.

“The king has given you bodyguards,” Dagna says.
“I don’t want you for a bodyguard. You could have a home here.”
Dagna sets down her cup and turns away. How can she explain 

when Karin says such things, her lips stained red with wine? That the 
girl she is now was forged in violence, that violence is all she knows. 
That the pain in her wrists will not leave her, not for as long as she 
lives. That she is hot as a forge and Karin is cold as the northern seas, 
and girls of salt and iron are too far gone to ever be gentle again.

Then Karin takes Dagna’s hands and presses a kiss to each palm. 
Her kisses contain so much tenderness Dagna almost imagines she 
can feel them. Karin’s hands trail upwards, skimming carefully over 
the place where metal meets flesh, until they are cupping Dagna’s 
face like it is something fragile and precious.

Her touch is a rescue. Her kiss is the most generous of gifts.
“Please,” Dagna says, “do that again.”
“Please,” Karin answers, “stay a while longer.”
It is the last time either of them ever has to beg.
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To thoroughly inspect the spacious Silverbirch Room before the 
séance would take more time than we had, but I did what I could. 
No clockwork cheats lay hidden between the wall of books and the 
arched windows, and no mystical runes had been etched onto the 
crystals of the chandelier or cut into the fossil calygreyhound skele-
ton on display on the mantelpiece. All that remained was the grand 
salon harmonium, also the most troublesome. Madame Skilling 
could have hidden a charlatan’s trick anywhere among the instru-
ment’s countless parts, from its mahogany upper casework to the 
hundreds of pipes at its heart.

Cesar De Bruin rolled the key to the room between his palms 
as he stood watch, peering through the slightly ajar door. “Anything 
yet, Tremaine?” he asked. “Too many so-called spirit mediums have 
preyed upon my family’s grief, but they were charlatans with par-
lour tricks, all. I would rid myself of this one quickly as well. We 
haven’t got much time.”

I couldn’t fault my friend’s dander. His only son Poul had shot 
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himself with a palmcannon last summer, a year to the day. Cesar had 
this lounge closed to the guests at Château Banffshyre ever since. 
Had his wife not insisted on the séance, he would have been content 
to leave the Silverbirch Room sealed. “Laroux said he’d stall her, and 
he will. He’s nothing if not resourceful.”

“Let’s hope. This Skilling woman’s convinced my wife that her 
‘chymical’ method will not fail to contact the other side. I know too 
little of alchemy to prove her and her Ektoptikon device false, and 
Fay will not see sense. Have you nothing?”

“In all likelihood Madame Skilling hasn’t breached this room, 
Cesar, judging by the dust.” I gave the lion’s-head handle on my 
new walking stick a quarter-turn clockwise, revealing a clever com-
partment in the shaft beneath the collar. Freed from its cherrywood 
cocoon, the foxfire-in-amber within shone brightly from its silver 
setting. I ran the illumination along the pedal keys, but they showed 
no signs of tampering.

Discrediting a medium had not been my intent when I came 
to visit Sir Cesar De Bruin at Château Banffshyre. My team would 
always visit his Château before and after a dig in the badlands east 
of here. What better way to bid adieu to civilized comforts than to 
indulge in them? Or afterward, to wash away the patina of antedi-
luvian dust in the thermal springs? The grand hotel had much to 
recommend it, thanks to Cesar’s vision: scenery, hospitality, and lux-
ury unparalleled. The railway baron had built a formidable chain of 
grand hotels across the Canadas and ensured that tourists would 
choose his line when they traveled across the continent by train. The 
Banffshyre was the jewel of his endeavours.

Cesar and I had become friends on my first foray to the fossil 
valleys of Canada Northwest nearly a decade ago, when rumours 
of newly unearthed Leolithic skeletons had lured me across the 
Atlantean Ocean. Though my doctorate was in Aigyptian archaeol-
ogy, my research into sphinx cults had led me to fossilized specimens 
of countless leonine hybrids worldwide. By chance I had boarded 
the same empyreumatic train from Montraal to Calygrey as the 
De Bruins. I was surprised the President of Pacifica Railway of the 
Canadas was onboard and that he had heard of me. He had invited 
me to talk fossils over dinner with his wife and son in his parlour 
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car. At journey’s end, Cesar wouldn’t let me continue to the badlands 
without a stay at Banffshyre at his expense.

The palatial mountain hotel among the pines was Sir Cesar De 
Bruin’s dream rendered real with unparalleled workmanship. During 
that first unforgettable stay, I walked Cesar and Poul through the 
hotel, teaching them about the fossils embedded in its limestone 
blocks. In the evenings, Cesar regaled me with tales of the Canadian 
rail over brandy.

I hadn’t heard about his son’s death until I arrived this morn-
ing with my team, when Cesar had met me in the foyer, a husk of 
his once exuberant self. I had gone through the same depth of grief 
when I lost my wife years ago, and asked if I could help. I could, he 
said, come to the séance.

“This spiritualist from Huronto has bewitched my wife 
with promises of contacting Poul on the other side through her 
Ektoptikon. If only we could, truly could!” His voice shook. “Fay and 
I were in Calygrey, only seventy-five miles away. We should have 
been here. He had such a wondrous talent for music, one that should 
have taken the world by storm! What pain would possess him to 
take his own life? We saw no signs, and he left no note. The question 
of why wakes me in the dead of night, every night, and it too is kill-
ing Fay. A séance might bring answers, but only if it’s not a scam.”

Hence my scrutiny of the Silverbirch Room.
Jules Laroux nudged the oaken door open from outside and 

slipped in. “You’ve two minutes before they arrive, Professeur.” The 
stout man unslung his handcrank cinetoscope and tripod from his 
shoulder, leaned them against the bar, and poured himself a shot of 
whiskey. “I tipped the porter well to take extreme care with Madame 
Skilling’s Ektoptikon device, and the lift man to stop on every floor 
on their way down.”

“Thank you, Laroux.”
“Will it be enough time, Tremaine?” Cesar asked.
I raised my walking stick to the pipes above the keyboard and 

stops so that they’d catch the light of the foxfire amber. “Only to 
clear the most obvious components of tampering, I’m afraid. But I 
suspect that whatever trick she has, if indeed there is one, would be 
part of her Ektoptikon.”
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“Trick?” said a disdainful voice. A fawn-like woman invaded the 
Silverbirch Room fleetly and soundlessly. Dressed in a deep purple 
silk satin dress with a white tulle jabot, Madame Skilling regarded us 
in turn, first Cesar, then Laroux, then me. “A chymical séance may be 
a novel technique for channeling the spirits, but it is no trick. Do not 
mistake the new alchemy for chicanery. Skeptics are welcome at my 
sittings, and become believers soon enough. Mister…?”

“Professor Tremaine Voss, archaeologist.” I twisted my walking 
stick to re-seal the amber in its hidden compartment. “I never said 
I didn’t believe in spirits. Quite the contrary. I’ve roused spectres in 
Aigyptian tombs, fled from phantom tigers in the Orient, and faced 
down the ghost of a riddling sphinx. Put some to rest. Left others 
undisturbed.”

“It’s me you need to convince. Jules Laroux, truth-reelist.” Laroux 
set his shot glass down. “Didn’t you take the lift with Madame De 
Bruin and your Ektoptikon?”

Skilling smirked. “I sensed the stairs would be quicker.”
“Nothing thrills me more than unmasking a fraud. You won’t 

deceive us with mere clockwork poltergeists or magic lantern shows.” 
Laroux patted his cinetoscope. “Mind if I film?”

“You may not, Mister Laroux,” Skilling replied. “If you’re stay-
ing for the sitting, I require your full participation. Even the dead 
demand respect.”

Laroux began to protest, but I calmed him. “Perhaps it’s for the 
best, my friend. If our efforts succeed in summoning Poul’s ghost, 
it’d be considerate to pay heed to the moment. But if you could 
explain the workings of the Ektoptikon, Madame, it will help dispel 
our doubts.”

A chime from the mezzanine heralded the arrival of the lim-
beck lift on this level. Skilling smiled. “Ah, the Ektoptikon arrives. 
All will be clear soon, Professor. Gentlemen, if you could kindly 
draw the curtains?”

I made my way towards one of the round-headed windows, 
relying only slightly on my walking stick for support. In the past, the 
thermal springs here have had a miraculous effect on the old injury 
to my left leg, and each time I bathed in these waters I felt as spry 
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as a man half my age. I hadn’t time to partake in a soak as yet, but it 
was a comfort I looked forward to.

As we pulled the red velvet curtains closed, a porter carried a 
sturdy metal trunk into the lounge with languid steps. Lady Fay 
De Bruin, clad in mourning black, trailed in behind him clutching 
a leather handbag to her bosom. I hadn’t seen Fay as yet this visit, 
and what I saw broke my heart. She was Grief herself, gaunt from 
fasting and pale from seclusion. Had her joy and pride died with her 
only son?

I crossed the room to take her hand. “Fay, I’m so sorry for your 
loss. How are you?”

“Adrift, Tremaine.” Fay brushed aside a stray lock of hair from 
my forehead. “I curse myself for being blind to Poul’s inner demons, 
for choosing to believe all was well when it wasn’t. A mother should 
know. A mother should have better instincts.”

Her words made me question my own fatherly duty. If my son 
took his own life as Poul did, could I say I knew him well enough to 
guess at his heart?

No, no parent could. We had to trust our children to tread their 
own path in life, for good or for ill. Fay would have agreed with that 
sentiment, once. Now she wallowed in a flood of what ifs and if onlys. 
The only glimmer of hope I saw in Fay was when she looked towards 
the spirit medium for support, who in turn nodded.

Skilling raised her hands and wandered through the room, 
whispering an indecipherable incantation under her breath.

Laroux watched the show with growing mirth. “I do that too, 
but only when drunk on absinthe.”

The medium ignored him. She stopped halfway between the 
unlit fireplace and the harmonium, where she was struck by a fit of 
shudders. “The chill’s here. Porter, please put the trunk on the seat of 
the harmonium, then bring that table to this exact spot. Five chairs 
as well.”

When that was done, Skilling unlocked the trunk. “May I have 
your assistance with the Ektoptikon, Mister Laroux?”

“With pleasure. Let’s have a look at this thing.”
Together, Laroux and Skilling lifted a magnificent device the 
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size of a large pumpkin out of the cushioned box and placed it on 
the table, dead centre.

Imagine a krakenesque chandelier gilded with red gold, its 
mantle an alchemical show globe sloshing with a cobalt fluid. Its 
eight tube-like articulated arms extruded from the symbol-laden 
pyramidal base, and for the nonce they lay curled against the crystal 
core as though in defense of the filigreed automaton.

Madame Skilling flipped the symbol for tin to reveal a hidden 
keyhole in the base. She produced a slender silver key seemingly out 
of the air, and inserted it and turned it.

The arms of the Ektoptikon unfolded like a blossom greeting 
the sun. The limbs didn’t snap flat against the table, but retained 
their signature curl. At the terminus of each was an intricate silver 
iris valve.

“It’s less machine than work of art,” I said, appreciating the 
workmanship that went into the Ektoptikon. Like my walking stick, 
it was an exemplar of the new philosophy called Finesse Oblige: 
subtle gearwork, supernal grace. This design made alembic engines and 
other chymical devices resemble flailing, gutted automata. “But what 
does it do?”

Skilling offered an oaken chair to Fay, so that she would be 
seated directly in front of an Ektoptikon arm. “Do you know the 
theory of ectenic force, Professor?”

“Only vaguely. I read somewhere that it has to do with a hypo-
thetical fluid in the human body.”

“Hypothetical? I think not. During a trance it can be coaxed 
forth as ectoplasm, a phantasmal vapour that manifests under certain 
conditions and aid in the manifestation of spirits and their power,” 
Skilling explained.

Laroux snorted. “I’ve seen frauds with their ectoplasm, always in 
the dark. In the light they’re just regurgitated butter muslin, or gauze 
rubbed with goose fat. Which is your hoax of choice, Madame?”

The medium gave Laroux an icy stare. “Obviously advanced 
alchemy’s beyond your ken, cameraman. The Ektoptikon uses a 
newly-discovered chymical reaction to create ectenic effluvium. 
Breathing the vapours induces the emanation of ectoplasm from the 
participants at the sitting, which greatly magnifies our chances of 
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contacting the other side. All we need is the catalyst. Do you have it, 
Lady De Bruin?”

“Yes.” Fay took from her handbag a pink silk pouch containing 
something the size of a large goose egg, leaking a deep red light from 
within. I knew then, even before she revealed what the object was, 
that it was the rare amber that I had discovered in the badlands and 
gifted to Poul De Bruin ten years ago.

Unlike the yellow foxfire-in-ambers of the Old World or the 
blues from Antilla, this piece had the characteristic carnelian colour 
of ambers with Ignisfatuus inclusions found in Canada Northwest. I 
had donated all the ones I found to museums across the Atlantean, 
but had saved this sample for a wide-eyed, eleven-year-old boy who 
had promised to keep it safe for life.

Cesar caught his wife’s wrist before she could hand the glowing 
amber to Madame Skilling. “That’s our son’s.”

“Which makes this better than any other because it was dear to 
Poul, my love. She needs it for the séance and she shall have it.”

“You said reaction and catalyst, Madame,” I said. “Is the amber 
destroyed to produce the effluvium?”

“Of course it’s consumed by the process,” Skilling replied. 
“That’s the touchstone of my New Alchemy.”

“Technically, the creature in that amber is genus Ignisfatuus, not 
the Europan foxfire species, but what the paleontological societies 
are calling fellstars,” I told her.

She didn’t seem impressed. “You quibble over small details, 
Professor.”

While Cesar and Fay argued over the stone, Laroux pulled me 
to the bar to pour me a whiskey on the rocks. “Is that gem worth a 
lot?” he whispered.

“To some collectors and museums, yes. Not many fell-
stars-in-amber have been found.”

Laroux smiled. “Then I think I know her scam. Drop that rock 
into the blue drink, bubble it up to give a good show, but drop it 
through a hidden hatch in the machine and claim it had dissolved.”

“I had the same thought. Stir in some fumes to make our heads 
spin, and who’s to say that we didn’t see a phantom or two?” I fur-
rowed my brow. “And yet I wonder. Such a unique piece would be 
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too easily identified. It could very well be that she really does need 
the amber for her alchemical reaction. Likely she intends to fleece 
the De Bruins with a series of costly séances, leeching off their for-
tunes while living in luxury.”

The shouting match suddenly came to a halt. Though the amber 
was still in her left hand, Fay had worked her wedding ring to the 
tip of her finger.

At last, in defeat, Cesar released Fay’s wrist.
Madame Skilling took the fellstar-in-amber. “Dim the lights 

and take your seats. We are ready to begin.”
The porter extinguished the magnesian lanthorns in the 

salon and left us five to begin the séance in earnest. The only illu-
mination remaining came from the amber and the dregs of light 
creeping around the curtains, beneath the door and through its 
keyhole.

Skilling claimed the eastmost seat and bade us to sit according 
to her plan. Clockwise from her, it’d be Cesar, then Laroux, then me, 
and finally Fay. As I was close to the fireplace, I rested my walking 
stick in the fire irons stand before sitting directly in front of a raised 
Ektoptikon arm.

The spirit medium unscrewed the lid to the show globe and 
dropped the amber into the blue liquid. The reddish light became 
a cerulean glow as the fellstar shone from within the concoction. I 
thought I saw a fleeting frown, but she reclaimed the air of confidence 
and replaced the lid. “Excellent. Join hands and listen carefully.”

I took Fay’s hand. It was cold.
Laroux set his shot glass aside and grabbed my right hand. His 

palm was sweaty.
“This will be unlike any other séance because of the Ektoptikon,” 

Skilling continued. “Once I activate the machine, it will generate 
ectenic effluvium through the duct in front of you. Effluvium has no 
pleasant smell but you must steel yourself and breathe it in. Within 
a few breaths you will feel ectoplasm flow like warm smoke out of 
your mouth and nostrils, but don’t be afraid if it turns viscous as it 
leaves you. Merely focus and do not break the circle under any cir-
cumstance. Once enough ectoplasm has materialized, I will enter a 
trance and guide Poul’s spirit to us. Any questions?”
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I felt Laroux’s grip tighten. Knowing him, he was biting back a 
snide remark in deference to the De Bruins.

“What if nothing happens?” Cesar asked.
“Cast aside your doubts, Sir De Bruin.” Skilling took Fay’s 

hand, and with the other turned the little key in the base another 
full revolution.

The Ektoptikon whirred and hummed. Bubbles percolated 
through the glowing fluid in the show globe, changing the sapphire 
hue to emerald. The fellstar-in-amber was turning in the churn, 
bathing us in its eerie, mesmerizing light. Skilling took Cesar’s hand, 
closed her eyes, and began to chant and sway.

Eight sounds like sharpened knives ran clockwise around the 
Ektoptikon arms in rapid succession. A foul gas hissed forth from 
the valves, assailing us with a stench that reminded me of frankin-
cense laced with rotting cod and sheep milk gone sour. My face must 
share the same snarled disgust as the others around the table, but for 
the sake of the séance I had to endure the stink and inhale.

On my fifth exhale, I felt it: a tasteless phlegm that coated my 
tongue, my teeth, and my lips. A white mist, not unlike a warm 
breath on a wintry day, escaped from my mouth in a constant stream. 
Yet instead of dissipating, it became semi-solid and gathered in a 
snakelike tendril that angled for the Ektoptikon orb.

Fay gasped as the same thing happened to her. I almost thought 
she’d let go of my hand, but instead she inhaled even deeper. One 
by one, tendrils from the rest of the participants merged with the 
swirling cloud of ectoplasm around the glass sphere.

I half-marvelled and half-questioned this phenomenon. What 
was this ectoplasm, I wondered? If it came from somewhere within 
us, what was its true function? Did we need it to live, and would 
something untoward happen to us if we forced it out our bodies 
like so?

“Damn, I need to film this,” said Laroux, his words slurred by 
the mucosal ectoplasm in his mouth and nose.

Madame Skilling’s incomprehensible incantation grew louder, 
and the Ektoptikon began to shake. The show globe, coated in ecto-
plasm, now held a roiling green tempest. The caged fellstar-in-amber 
rattled against the glass like hailstones in a storm. In the midst of the 
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noise I heard a muted cracking sound, but it wasn’t the show globe 
breaking. The amber within had broken into shards.

The light in the Ektoptikon didn’t abate with the destruction 
of the amber. In amazement we watched a ball of golden light pass 
upward through the glass and into the ectoplasmic tangle.

No, that was wrong. The luminous object didn’t so much as find 
the plasm, but rather drew the substance to it. The pseudopods of 
ectoplasm seemed to vanish into the fellstar. At this, the ectoplasm 
in my throat suddenly thickened so much that I couldn’t breathe, 
and I felt stabs of pain in my lungs. I tried to call out to warn the 
others but found no voice.

I didn’t have to. They too were afflicted, same as I.
Skilling opened her eyes and seemed startled by the appearance 

of the unknown light. She used her last breath to spit out a spell, 
likely one to quell the spirits, but her words did nothing.

The séance had gone terribly awry.
I broke the circle of hands, as did Laroux, but Skilling held on 

to the De Bruins. I tried to look away from the hypnotic fellstar but 
found I couldn’t. It forced us to keep our eyes open and focus upon it.

Laroux flung his shot glass at the fellstar, but it only sailed 
through the creature to smash into against the floor.

I groped around the base for the silver key in front of Skilling, 
hoping to shut off the Ektoptikon before we all suffocated. But even 
as I turned the key and wound down the machine, I feared we’d 
already breathed in too much effluvium to make a difference.

Cesar had the good sense to cover his own eyes with his left 
hand, which seemed to free him from the fellstar’s mesmeric effect. 
However, it didn’t stop the ectoplasm thickening around his nostrils 
and mouth.

I could do the same, covering my eyes, but I didn’t. I had to 
understand what this fellstar was doing, which meant I had to keep 
observing.

Laroux stood and grabbed his chair from under him. Lifting 
it with both hands, he swung it at the fellstar. For some reason 
the chair managed to catch the creature of light this time, though 
I didn’t know why. Unfortunately, Laroux’s attack also smashed 
the Ektoptikon globe, sending broken glass and blue liquid flying 
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into Madame Skilling’s face. She fell backward, her mouth open to 
scream, but only a squeal escaped.

Knocking the fellstar away from the mass of ectoplasm some-
how caused the ectoplasm in our mouths to thin. I gasped for air, 
while the first words out of Laroux was an apology to Skilling. But 
though most of us regained our ability to breathe, the fellstar fixated 
on Fay, coiling up the ectoplasm still issuing from her mouth. Even 
as it was asphyxiating Fay, it lured her out of her seat, made her lurch 
towards the door.

That creature of light had been trapped in amber for untold 
millennia, and it hungered.

Cesar chased after his wife while I made my way to Skilling’s 
side. She was moaning. There were some cuts to her face but I was 
more concerned with her eyes. I didn’t know what that liquid was in 
the Ektoptikon but it might be caustic. “Don’t rub your eyes. I’ll get 
something to flush them clean.”

Laroux dropped the broken chair. With one hand he grabbed a 
poker from the fire irons stand, and with the other he tossed me my 
walking stick. I recalled that there was a bucket with half-melted ice 
for the whiskey on the bar, and pushed to my feet.

When Cesar caught up to Fay he stumbled to the floor, pulling 
her down with his weight but cushioning her fall with his thickset 
body. But the fellstar continued to drink in Fay’s ectoplasm, and she 
was on the edge of fainting from lack of air.

Laroux swung the fire poker at the fellstar, but again it passed 
straight through the ball of light.

My mind raced. Why did the chair work but not the shot glass 
or the poker?

Wood versus glass and iron. Was it as simple as that?
“Laroux, only wood will work!”
He dropped the poker but there wasn’t much in reach except the 

bookshelves. He grabbed a thick volume and swatted at the fellstar. 
His strike connected, sending the ball of light flying erratically away 
from Fay. The ectoplasm choking Fay suddenly regained smoke-like 
consistency, allowing her to take a giant breath.

Cesar lifted Fay in his bearish arms and carried her towards the 
chaise lounge. “Breathe, my love, breathe.”
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The fellstar fled the room through the iron keyhole in the door.
“Don’t let it hurt the other guests, Laroux,” I said. “I’ll follow as 

soon as I can.” I knelt beside Madame Skilling and pulled out my 
handkerchief to soak in the cold water.

“D’accord, Professeur.” Laroux threw open the door and raced 
through with an atlas in hand.

As I washed away the alchemical brew from Skilling’s face and 
eyes, I started formulating a hypothesis as to what the fellstar was 
and what threat it posed.

Foxfires and fellstars both belonged to the genus Ignisfatuus, col-
loquially known as will-o’-the-wisps. Amber was fossilized plant resin 
from ancient trees, and the theory was that these prehistoric crea-
tures of light had been trapped and died in the sticky secretion before 
the resin became amber. The foxfires-in-amber had been in use since 
early civilization as fireless illumination, and it was known that wood 
blocked their light. Like resin, paper and wood also came from trees.

“Madame Skilling, does your chymical reaction only work with 
foxfires-in-amber? And does ectoplasm only manifest when you use 
one?”

“Yes, and yes.” She sat up, taking the wet kerchief from me. 
“Thank you, Professor. Go help your friend. I’ll care for myself.”

“Your effluvium might not be the reason ectoplasm’s drawn 
forth.” I stood. “I suspect the foxfires and fellstars feed on animal 
ectoplasm, using their hypnotic effect to hold them. When you used 
the Ektoptikon, it likely revived the Ignisfatuus in the destroyed 
amber. The creature then coaxed ectoplasm from us to devour it. 
Maybe the ones you used before died or escaped in the process, but 
this specimen is hungrier and more predatory.” I called to Cesar. 
“Are you two all right?”

“She’s weak, Tremaine. I can’t leave her.” Cesar touched Fay’s 
face. “Take care of that monster for me.”

I hobbled out of the Silverbirch Room onto the mezzanine, 
finished in native fir. No sign of Laroux or the fellstar on this level 
or in the open lift ahead.

“Laroux, where are you?” I shouted.
The burly uniformed operator in the lift heard me but shrugged. 

“Who are you looking for?”
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“A droll man in a rumpled suit, wielding an atlas, chasing a 
deadly ball of light.” I stepped onto the balcony overlooking the 
main lobby of the hotel and looked down at the crowd of glamorous 
guests below. Neither Laroux nor the fellstar were among them.

“Er, can’t say I’ve seen them.”
I looked up instead. The Banffshyre’s octagonal central rotunda 

rose nine stories up, topped by a glass dome.
There! On the fifth floor gallery, above and to my left. Laroux 

was leaning over the balcony, his hands locked around the legs of 
a young bellhop who had gone over the railing headfirst. The fell-
star floated near them over the open area, devouring ectoplasm from 
their mouths and noses. The creature must have hypnotized the boy 
and lured him over the edge. The only thing saving the bellhop was 
Laroux, but who knew how long he could hold on when he couldn’t 
even breathe?

The people on the main floor were oblivious to the death scene 
about to play out.

Even if I could get to Laroux and the boy in time, what could 
I do against a flying creature of light? It was too far away. If only—

The damned creature was made of light.
Film captured light.
Laroux had left his cinetoscope by the bar. I couldn’t run, but 

the lift man could. “You, sir, fetch the camera from the Silverbirch 
Room. Now!” I shouted.

He ran.
I entered the limbeck lift. Made of steel and glass, I could see 

out into the rotunda from the lift cage and keep the two in sight. I 
prayed that Laroux could hang on just a bit longer.

The lift man raced back with the cinetoscope. I hung my walk-
ing stick on the lift rail and took it from him. The pancake-shaped 
camera and tripod unit weighed fifty pounds, at least. How could 
Laroux call this portable?

“Fifth floor, please,” I said, as I unscrewed the lens cap to the 
camera.

On the long train journey here, Laroux had told me about the 
alchemy of filmstock. “Film’s made of nitrocellulose, which is just 
cotton exposed to an alchemical process,” he had said.



74

Cotton was plant matter. If I had extrapolated the nature of the 
fellstar correctly, then it might be possible to use Laroux’s film reel 
to trap the creature of light.

As the lift doors closed, I pointed the camera up and through 
the glass at the fellstar and the handle, keeping to the rhythm that I 
had become so accustomed to whenever Laroux was filming.

Chymical cylinders above and under us burbled and impelled 
the limbeck lift slowly upward.

From this distance, I couldn’t tell if it my filming was having an 
effect.

A bell chimed. “Five,” croaked the lift man.
“Thank you.” Now that I was at the same level as the fellstar, I 

thought could see it flickering. “Go help them!”
He nodded and hastened out while I kept cranking the handle. 

It’d be better if I could get closer. I used the cinetoscope tripod as 
an improvised walking stick, and hobbled as fast as I could towards 
Laroux and the fellstar while continuing to film.

The lift man had his arms around Laroux’s waist, anchoring 
him.

The closer I got, the more the creature flickered and dimmed. 
I was slicing the fellstar with every new frame, binding it bit by bit 
to the celluloid. The ectoplasm choking its current victims was thin-
ning, allowing Laroux and the boy to draw breath again.

At last, the fellstar winked out.
Laroux mustered his strength and pulled the bellhop to safety, 

then fell on his back on the marble floor, his chest heaving. “That 
was a close one. Merci, Professeur.”

I breathed a sigh of relief and replaced the lens cap. “You’re the 
hero, Laroux.” I turned to the lift man. “You too, my good man. Your 
name?”

“Willem, sir.”
“Thank you, Willem.” I tipped him generously. “I will put in a 

good word with Sir De Bruin.”
Laroux and I returned to the Silverbirch Room.
Both Fay and Madame Skilling were recovering well from their 

ordeals, it seemed.
“What was it? Is it gone?” Cesar asked.
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Laroux put his cinetoscope down. “Let’s just say we’ve captured 
it all on film.” He stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “I 
need a good, long soak in a sulphur bath after this.”

Cesar smiled. “Please do, Mister Laroux, and take advantage 
any other services of the Château, on the house.”

I explained to them my theory as to what the creature was, and 
recounted how we had defeated it. “Like the legends of the will-
o’-wisps, the fellstar would lure its victims to their deaths so that it 
could feed on the ectoplasm from their bodies. Madame Skilling, 
your chymical séance revives these deadly creatures from their amber 
prisons. You must never use the Ektoptikon again.”

Skilling traced her finger over the remains of her machine. Her 
eyes were still red from contact with the alchemical substances, but 
we had washed them clean quickly enough. “Perhaps, Professor. Or 
perhaps you’ve shown me what’s missing from its current design.” 
She glanced at the cinetoscope. Then, with a flourish, she made the 
silver key in the lock seemingly vanish. “You cannot stop the prog-
ress of magic and technology.”

“That may well be,” I admitted. “But now that they march in 
step, in the wrong combination they also unwittingly cause senseless 
deaths. I’ve seen it firsthand many times.”

Fay stood. “Madame Skilling, I thank you for coming to 
Banffshyre, but my husband and I no longer require your services.”

Cesar nodded. “My porters will see you safe to the train station 
in the morning.”

“We could still contact your son, Lady De Bruin,” Skilling said. 
“I sense his spirit is near—”

Eerily, the harmonium played four mournful notes, startling us.
Fay’s eyes teared up. Did she recognize the music?
“It seems Poul will always be near, even without your trances,” 

Fay said, taking Cesar’s hand. “Good night, Madame.”
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It is 1958, and Aloysius Proctor has survived a war, and survived the 
clap, and he is married to Delilah, with whom he has fathered two 
beautiful children, both of them sons, and he is the second-ranked 
salesman in the premier automobile showroom in town, and he 
should be happy with life, shouldn’t he, or at the very least content. 
He should have put this behind him; buried it deep with his friends 
from the Corps.

You’re thirty-five, for Chrissake! — what his daddy had told him. 
You’ve got to grow the hell up! You’ve got to be a good family man, just 
like I’ve done.

The belt-buckle scar tissue burns Louie’s torso, scorches his 
forearms, singes his back. The shrapnel scars too, on his upper 
right thigh. He tries not to laugh. He tries not to cry. Tries not 
to think that he should have stayed home, and spent time with 
his kids just to prove that he loves them. Shouldn’t be toting this 
battered black case, with the scratch-marks tattooed on the stain-
less steel clasps.
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Shouldn’t.
Should not.
All of these rules, these enforced expectations, they bristle the 

hairs on the nape of his neck. They carry him back to patrols in the 
forest, with gunfire and mortars, and the bark of trees splintering 
close to his head. Ears always ringing. Nose always streaming with 
the cold and the fear. Teeth always chattering, chewing through cig-
arettes before they caught light. And he couldn’t re-spark the Zippo, 
because what about snipers? Couldn’t retreat or go AWOL, because 
what about Freedom and what about God? What about whatever 
his daddy would say?

His daddy knows nothing. Nobody does. They don’t understand 
that Louie can’t help it, that he cannot stop tracking the shape of the 
moon; all of the moons, a whole multiplicity. Nobody warned him 
there were so many out there, their gravities wrenching and leading 
astray.

There’s the one in the chrome of a Cadillac’s hubcap.
The three on the ’58 Thunderbird’s dash.
The button on the front of his seersucker jacket, which pulls 

ever tighter the further he walks. Against ingrained discipline, he 
moves to undo it, and then the top two on his white shirt as well. 
At first, he just loosens his tie to make room, but then he removes it, 
slipping the leash.

A trend of defiance that started with theft. There were souvenirs 
everywhere, even in churches — crosses they took for good fortune 
in combat, as they stood beneath angels that shimmered on glass. 
And sometimes they saved you and sometimes they didn’t. The ones 
left alive took from those who were dead. He had lifted the Zippo 
from a gut-shot lieutenant, and a watch from a sentry whose throat 
had been slit. Other men would pull teeth, which they studied like 
diamonds; they would claim a few fingers, which they planned upon 
rendering down to the bone. Would bear them around like the holi-
est relics, like pieces of saints in a pouch on their belt. Some even 
took skulls, so he’d heard, which stank to high heaven, and then 
worried which creatures the scent might attract.

He sniffs the street deeply and stares at the sky. Feels the noise 
building, his vocal cords taut. His trumpet case shivers. But it isn’t 
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quite the right moment. Isn’t quite the right moon. None of them, 
anywhere, are the one he wants most.

And yet, they keep coming.
Turning away doesn’t stop them, and drawing the curtains can’t 

hold them at bay. Neither can trying to be a good family man, to 
relax on the sofa, or sat at the table, where the dark varnished oak’s 
like a fragment of space. The bright silver cutlery orbits like Sputniks, 
and the plates seem to form a ceramic lunarium, each representing a 
different phase. The ingredients speckle the surface like craters, and 
even as he eats he feels hungrier still. He can’t find so much as a drop 
of tranquillity, let alone a whole sea.

So, he rubs at his jawline. He licks at his lips.
He gets up from his chair and walks out without speaking.
He fetches the case from behind the shelves in the basement, 

where he keeps it concealed with a dust-sheet and tools. This was the 
biggest memento he salvaged, from one of his friends, in the wake of 
the shells. A reminder of nights when such mortars were distant, and 
they’d put down their guns and played music instead.

He was certain that brass would be safer than bone, safer 
than Lugers, and that no-one would miss it because the man had 
no kin. He was sure that the scent wouldn’t tempt any scavengers, 
and he wouldn’t need to fear judgement when he brought it back 
home.

But the belt-buckle scars flicker tracer-round bright, and the 
hairs on his forearms stiffen and tremble. Incisors and cuspids throb 
in his gums.

No-one in his day-life is aware he still does this, and the men 
at these clubs, the ones lining this avenue, they don’t call him Louie, 
or Aloysius, or Lou. And the women he meets here don’t use those 
names either.

He would like to keep both of these lives far apart, but as he stares 
at the nearest incarnadine sign, he understands that the boundary is 
a lot more like that: a raw neon trauma; a battlefield tourniquet, on a 
wound that won’t kill him but never quite lets him live.

The trumpet case shudders.
The doorman looks over, with his pinstriped suit straining at buf-

falo shoulders and his boots scuffing dust with the threat of stampede. 
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Louie has seen this performance before, but the doorman does not 
seem to recognise him. Does not seem to register quite what he is. He 
shakes with frustration, so close but so far, and the white cotton shirt 
starts to squeeze at his ribs; the muscles start cramping, the bones 
glowing through. His hackles are rising. He taps the black case to the 
beat from the club. Not a simple four-four, it’s a fast seven-eight.

The Devil’s own music, his daddy had called it.
His daddy knows nothing, and Louie can’t stop.
The doorman relaxes, the shibboleth noted, and waves him 

inside with a hint of a grin.
The barroom is swirling with nicotine cirrus, the blue-grey of 

smoke from the grave of a bomb. Zippos like muzzle flash, matches 
like flares — but all of them lit without menace from snipers. The 
young men and young women sit carefree at tables, and their smiles 
coalesce and disperse in the mist. They seem utterly thrilled by the 
current performance, and the louder they cheer, the more nervous he 
gets; the more scared of being viewed as a tourist, a sham.

He wants to turn back, to be safe, to be normal.
But once you get bitten, you stay bitten, that’s what they remind 

him — the ghosts of the friends that he found in the Corps. They 
reach out to restrain him, invoked through these vapours. They steer 
him towards where he most needs to be.

He rubs at his jawline. He licks at his lips. His fingers are flex-
ing, clicking, extending; the nails become claw-like, curving and 
sharp. His suit becomes tighter. He struggles to breathe.

A tease of piano, as the coda fades out, and he spots the pale 
face of the man sat behind it — the eyes wax in welcome, and then 
wane once again into partial eclipse.

He can feel the tide turning, the gravity rising, and he salivates 
more as he reaches the stage. He sets his case down at the edge of 
the platform, and slips off his jacket before it can tear. Unfastens 
more buttons, and rolls up his sleeves. His forearms bear witness 
to damages past, with each scar and each bruise like its own purple 
heart, veined with a tangle of silvery hair. His sweat has a lupine, 
carnivorous tang, and it blends with the crowd-scent, these people in 
heat. These others who cannot find comfort at home.

And yet, most at least seem to have found relief here.
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He might have lived through a war and got a wife and two 
children, but he still isn’t easy, can’t rest in his skin. Cannot keep his 
deviant longings in check. Climbing on stage, in plain sight, break-
ing cover. Sickened and weary from having to hide.

He is shaking so much that he fumbles the clasps. More 
scratches on steel. More slashes in velvet. His lips are pulled back to 
show sharp, gleaming fangs. His panting gets louder. Blood hounds 
through his arteries, ruthless and slick.

His white shirt is shredded, as soon as he stands, and the but-
tons burst outwards like splinters from bark. His belt is wrecked, too. 
His body gleams pewter, ragged with fur. His eyes flicker redly, then 
coruscate white.

Reflecting the spotlight — the moon he wants most.
It burns at his skin like the heat of a shell, and carries him back 

to the day when he lost them; back to the nights when they’d put 
down their guns. It shines through their ghosts in the smoke of the 
barroom, and it glows on the brass as he raises the horn. It slips 
down his throat as he whispers their stories, and it floods through 
his bones and the arch of his back. It highlights the dreams of their 
bodies all broken, throwing them up on the screen in his head. It 
makes him feel lucky and guilty and vital; it makes him feel maybe 
he should have been dead. And he places his lips to the mouthpiece 
for breathing, and he waits for the moonlight to fill up his lungs. 
And he knows in his heart this is no Devil’s music — see his palms 
either side of the trumpet like prayer. And he thinks about angels on 
windows in churches, and his bloodstream is lit and the brightness 
is blinding, and he feels a howl building inside like an omen, which 
there is nothing at all he can do to prevent.

There is nothing at all he can do to revive them.
Nothing at all he can do, except play.
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Rajaji had listened to three songs of the deceased that morning. He 
couldn’t help himself. Whenever he walked past a flickering portrait 
floating in the air — static, sanguine, and phosphorescent — the 
urge to reach out and touch the cloud with his fingers was more 
than he could resist. The cloud portrait would unspool itself into the 
departed’s soul song and fill the air around Rajaji with the lilting 
music of their lives.

The last of those three songs had left Rajaji in a heavy stupor. 
The voice of the departed sang but three lines in Urdu. The transla-
tion into Hindi seized some beauty as tax, but the words thundered 
in Rajaji’s heart in all the seven languages he knew:

I tolerated his passing as he had taken Hindustan as his second wife,
But my hummingbird had not yet learnt to fly when you clipped her 

wings.
O Tyrant, what sin did I commit that you saved me for last?
They rarely told the life’s story of the subject as if they were 

epic poems. No, most soulsongs captured a sliver of the lives, a 
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representative snippet that encapsulated the life and times of those 
lucky enough to be turned into song by the Goddesses of Raagas.

And they were lucky. Seekers made pilgrimage from around 
the world to the temples of music in Delhi and Ajanta and even the 
little one in Calcutta. Germanic Persians, Frankish Egyptians, and 
some even traveling over ocean and continent from the Americas, 
hoping — praying — that they reach the temples still alive and 
with stories remarkable enough to be granted the gift of eternal 
music.

The Goddesses did not require rigid devotion, did not demand 
purity of belief and did not spurn those who bowed to other divini-
ties — or no divinity at all. She only required a full life.

Which made it all the more frustrating when Rajaji’s own 
mother — now on the wrong side of seventy years strong — 
refused to accept the golden opportunity of musical enspooling 
that Rajaji had worked so hard to achieve. For today was the day 
he had become the junior caretaker of the Temple of Bhairavi, the 
arbiter of whose applications were processed to be enspooled by 
the Goddess.

Sighing, he pulled up the folds of his dhoti at his feet and 
walked through the windswept streets of Old Delhi to the bus stop.

He could never get the dust and soot of Delhi’s air off his 
exposed arms. He’d given up trying long ago. By the time he reached 
his mother’s house in Hauz-e-Khas, after taking the rickety coach 
bus from the narrow shopping streets of Chandni Chowk, he was 
ready for his second bath of the day.

He found Ma in the verandah, creaking noisily on the swing-
ing chair and solving a word puzzle in the newspaper with a half-
chewed pencil on her lips.

She regarded him with spectacle-covered eyes, sparkling like 
the sunlight filtering through the stained-glass windows in front of 
her. “Hungry, Raja beta?”

Rajaji sidestepped her swing’s pendulum arc and reached down 
to plant a kiss on her forehead. “Always.”

Ma nodded and put away her newspaper. “I’m glad you don’t 
rely on the alms to subsist.”

Rajaji smiled indulgently. Catching Mother while solving her 
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word puzzles meant she’d use words like subsist in ordinary conver-
sation. “The temple gives us enough, Ma.”

“Hmm.” She walked slowly, with deliberate, soft steps across 
the speckled stone floor.

Rajaji followed in the wake of her billowing sari, given wings by 
the furnace gale coming from behind him. A fly buzzed near his ear 
and he tried to swat it away, unsuccessfully. He slid the wire mesh 
screen door closed behind him as they went inside; doing little about 
the wind but enough about the flies.

Mother bent down to open the valve for the gas cylinder, oohing 
and hmming with a hand pressing on her aching spine. Rajaji cut 
in front of her, saying, “Let me do that, you worry about rolling the 
rotis,” and gently pushed her aside.

Gas stove lighted, he heated the pan up while his mother sup-
plied freshly flattened bread. Pillowy soft rotis swiftly followed, 
served with pickled mangoes and the morning’s leftover cum-
in-spiced potatoes.

He savored the potatoes, each bite a lifetime. It was a delicacy 
twice-over: cumin worth more exported by the Sultanate to the Inca 
Nation, and Incan potatoes—rarely found in the markets of Delhi. 
A gift from a fawning patron, perhaps.

With the last bite swallowed, Rajaji delicately began the process 
of broaching the topic he had come here for. “Guess who the new 
caretaker of Bhairavi Mandir is.”

Ma’s shoulders tensed, loosening into a sigh. “Your father was 
here again,” she said while brewing the decoction of her post-meal 
coffee. “Want a tumbler?”

“Yes, please.” He winced, knowing the shape of the conversation 
to come. “And? Did you listen?”

She tapped her sugar spoon on the stone countertop and chas-
tised, “Of course I listened! What kind of question is that? Hmm? 
Just because your father keeps appearing here in his stupid little puff 
of smoke every other week?”

Rajaji smiled and shook his head as he paraphrased Bhairavi-
ma’s scriptures, “It’s not like he’s up there choosing where to mate-
rialize, Ma.” He didn’t have to tell her, again, that the songclouds 
appear wherever the deceased loved most.
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Mother looked like she’d just smelled sour curd. She disliked 
being lectured. “Then why doesn’t he go to Bavaria and enchant 
those Persian mountain women with his damn flute?”

“Mother!” he admonished, face flushed. Ma never got this upset 
when she spoke about Pa’s song.

She poured a glass full of the milk-swirled coffee and placed 
it in front of him. She hovered next to him while he took his first 
hesitant sip of the hot drink and said, “How many times have you 
heard it?”

“Every time he appeared in front of me,” he promptly answered.
“How many.”
Rajaji stared, perplexed. “About a dozen times in the past two 

years.”
Mother nodded, as if he were her schoolboy again, learning 

arithmetic. “I have seen — and hence heard — him two hundred 
and fifty-eight times.” It wasn’t hyperbole; she had kept count.

She took two long sips of her coffee and studied a portrait of 
Father on the wall, looking away at the end. “He keeps coming back 
to me, Raja, and I keep touching his face, listening to his song, every 
time getting more and more exasperated by the music.”

How can anyone get irritated by a life’s song? It was the most 
divine way to pass! People died on their journeys from around the 
world for the honor. Moreover, Rajaji loved listening to others’ songs 
and could do so all day. His friends often teased him by saying how 
he would be stealing opportunities for others to enjoy the music by 
hoarding them for himself. But of course, he always replied by tell-
ing them that the clouds would reappear elsewhere by the whims of 
their soul’s yearning, always ready for another listener . . . so it wasn’t 
really hoarding, was it?

“Mother, why are you so enraged by the thought of enspoolment?”
Mother set aside the cup and clasped her hands as she did when 

she was about to expound on some great life truths to her children. 
“Where do we start? I was already skeptical of the practice — heav-
ens, you knew that when you told me you had decided to become an 
attendant to a statue.”

“A caretaker of the entire shrine, from today,” he corrected softly, 
omitting the ‘actually.’ Scripture taught him that it was a show of 
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superiority and shows of superiority were not pious. He still strug-
gled to remove it from thought, though, but he was rightly annoyed 
by now.

She ignored him. “But after seeing your father turned into this 
pest-like cloud of flutes and violas I want no part of this. I’m enough 
of a nuisance in life — you know very well. I don’t want to inflict 
myself on the world for all eternity.”

Here, Rajaji smiled, comfortable in his overlapping positions as 
the proxy to the divine, advisor to the living, and a son. “Ma, I love 
listening to the music of our souls, everyone does. Your music . . . 
your life was so full! So wonderful, your song will be a symphony ten 
minutes long! It won’t be a nuisance, trust me.” So many awards, so 
many illustrious students taught, a building named Saroj Khanjhaji 
Hall, after her—

She narrowed her eyes, “Was? So eager to off me, are you, son?”
Rajaji’s smile faltered, but mother continued with a dismissive 

wave, “And what is this about everyone liking music-filled sacs float-
ing in the air? Did you go and ask everyone? Did you take a survey 
with a representative sample?”

He knew Ma wasn’t the biggest fan of the practice, but the 
intensity of her response stunned him.

“Truth is, son, that you live in your own little cloud. You assume 
everyone likes to see dead people floating along sidewalks, at mon-
uments, in their own homes. Even though the Goddesses only turn 
a few people into song every year, the numbers will only add up, and 
eventually we would not see past our own hands. I don’t want to 
form a part of this pollution.” A scholar mother, a scientist mother 
— she had always made sure to impart as much knowledge to Rajaji 
as she could. So why now did she feel like withholding this from 
him? Wasn’t music just knowledge set to a meter?

He tried appealing to her rational side: “But think of all the 
knowledge trapped within the songs. Instruments that we have for-
gotten to play, emotions and stories trapped in the amber of divinity. 
There’s culture, useful historical information trapped in those cap-
sules for future generations.”

His pleasure at his rational argument was lovingly punctured 
by the mathematician. “Oh for heaven’s sakes, you don’t need divine 
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intervention to record music in today’s world, Raja. Do you see that?” 
She pointed to a clunky wooden chest in the drawing-room. “We 
have phonographs for that now. No, given the visual pollution and 
unnecessity of this procedure in today’s world, I refuse to allow 
myself to be entombed by it. I’d rather give my body to science when 
I die.”

And like that, the lamplight shone at the dark corner of his 
mother’s argument and revealed the crux of the matter. “You don’t 
want to die. Or rather — you don’t want to choose when you want 
to die, prematurely.”

Mother’s lips tightened to a wispy line and she took a quick sip 
of her coffee.

Rajaji reached across the table to hold her hand. “I would never 
ask while there was still life in you, Ma, but if a time ever came 
where we were certain it was the end—”

“My arguments still stand.” Mother stared intently at her glass, 
swirling the remnants of the coffee. “Waste of time and energy, bad 
for the environment. Forget me, I don’t even think others should 
participate in this ritual anymore. We’re past this charlatanry.”

Enough. Rajaji had had enough of his mother’s taunts about 
his Goddess. He let go of her hand and stood, patting down the 
folds of his dhoti. “I wish you knew how much it hurts when you 
belittle my faith like that. It hurts almost as much as knowing that 
you care so little of how much I love you and want to remember 
you,” his voice broke, “when you’re gone — in any way I can.” That’s 
all I ask.

Rajaji left through the screen door, carefully closing it on his 
way out so that the flies could not get in. He never brought the topic 
up again.

The Arab merchant continued to fidget with his gold chain while 
Rajaji examined the case folder. In the folder was the application 
for enspoolment by Mother Bhairavi for the merchant’s late wife. 
An application accepted and executed last year, one of Rajaji’s first 
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enspoolments as a freshly promoted junior caretaker. He remem-
bered this one vividly; he’d performed the rites the day Ma refused 
to be enspooled.

Rajaji closed the file and steepled his fingers. “Sheikh Mahreb, 
I must confess, it appears as if everything was in order and the 
enspoolment was a success. You claim yourself that you saw your late 
wife’s portrait once and that you heard her soulsong. I’m afraid there 
isn’t much else we can do if she hasn’t reappeared.”

The merchant was unmoved, clearly assuming this novice had 
made a mistake. He protested with splayed hands, “Are you suggest-
ing that my wife has a place that was dearer to her than my side?”

Rajaji could see that it was sheer strength of pride that held 
up the distraught merchant’s shoulders. He rummaged around his 
learnings to find a suitable anecdote, a viable aphorism that would 
help the poor man and his resuscitated bereavement.

He wanted to bring the man to his mother and show her Rajaji 
— See? Would you have preferred this? The pain of not knowing if your 
partner considered you the most prized anchor on Earth?

But the thought of his mother did elicit a suitable salve for the 
merchant. “Sheikh Sahib, do you remember your wife’s song? The 
cadence of its rhythm, the scales of its melody?”

The broken man closed his eyes and with a voice of the deepest 
longing replied, “She was a beautiful soul, you know? She gave to 
everyone around her, she would’ve given away all of my wealth to 
those in need. Her music was like that. The chords strummed on 
the guitar — and it was a deep mahogany body that guitar, I swear. 
The chords strummed so slowly, like she was fanning out her hands, 
furnishing gifts for everyone. The tinkle of a harpsichord, an ancient 
sound of an ancient soul.”

He had the twinkle in his eyes, glistening with the memory of 
the music that he was surely playing inside his head. “Hers was an 
ancient soul, I’m sure. Allah sent her back, again and again, to enrich 
the world the way only she could. And she would have, she—” He 
wiped his eyes and continued, “She would have changed so many 
lives, if only the disease had let her.”

Rajaji quietly closed the file and walked over to hold Mahreb’s 
shoulders. “She made the right decision to be enspooled, Sheikh 
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Sahib. Her melody is out there — changing the world one sym-
phony at a time, I am sure of it. Her life’s story in the notes of that 
song is inspiring others as we speak.”

Mahreb collapsed against Rajaji’s torso, choking back tears. 
Rajaji held the man as only a priest could and whispered, growing 
confident of his sermon. “Your wife was a gentle soul. She spread 
love wherever she went; might it be that in death she does the same? 
She had unfinished business, unsaved lives that needed charity. She 
might be there, with them. Changing the world, a song at a time. 
That is why she hasn’t come to you again. Yet.”

At that the man unleashed a wail and clutched at Rajaji’s white 
rough-spun cotton, dampening it.

Rajaji continued, “Which is not to say she will not come back 
to you. When she has had her fill of philanthropy, she will return to 
you.” A thought, and Rajaji added, “Have you any children?”

Mahreb let go of Rajaji’s dhoti and wiped away his tears with a 
kerchief. “Yes, seven. From five to twenty-five years old.”

“Did you check with them, if any of them have seen her? You 
do travel a fair bit.”

“They would have told me if they had, but alas she has not 
appeared to the younger ones yet.”

His sobs grew still and Rajaji knew when to be quiet and let the 
words fall. “I haven’t spoken to my eldest since she died. We never 
got along, me and him. He liked her more, far more than he liked me. 
Her death was the last snip in the frayed thread of our connection.”

“Maybe she visited him.” And with that, Rajaji began the gentle 
process of giving the man enough leads to feel — if not satisfied — 
then at the very least less unsure about the unjustness of the divine.

As he got ready to leave, the merchant turned to Rajaji once and 
said, “She had her doubts about the whole thing, you know.”

Rajaji looked up from his perusal of the next case file. “Doubt is 
the birthright of death.”

Death was the greatest uncertainty, but enspoolment removed 
so much of the mystery of the afterlife. When you can be song, why 
be nothing, at best, and something unknown, at worst?
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That year, Rajaji accepted ten applications for enspoolment, from 
which five families returned with the same complaint as the sheikh. 
He consoled them in much the same way he had the sheikh, and 
they left, doubtful yet placated.

Although successfully handled, the number of complaints 
gnawed at Rajaji; an unfinished puzzle missing a letter or two. He 
approached the chief caretaker, all the way in Benares on the Ganga, 
for guidance.

The chief caretaker, a portly man, shorter than the wispy Rajaji, 
laughed at Rajaji’s query, his choti — the thin ponytail on his bald 
head — swinging with his bobbing chin. “Ah, young Raja, you have 
fallen prey to the most common mistake of junior caretakers. You 
chose your supplicants poorly.”

“Sir?” Rajaji’s voice quivered.
The chief bade him sit on the straw mat beneath the slow fan 

of the temple verandah. “What kind of life do we seek to make into 
song?”

“Sir, we seek full lives, lives with achievement, with piety and—”
The chief waved him quiet. “Not full.” He tapped the straw mat. 

“Complete.”
Rajaji tilted his head in question.
“We seek complete lives. People who leave with no regrets and no 

unfulfilled tasks. We scour their lives for loose threads and either bid 
the supplicants complete them first, or we turn them away. Moksha 
can only be achieved if you depart this Earth with no regrets, no 
unfinished business. If you leave anything unfinished, the songs will 
not take hold and the soul returns to the mortal world.”

Rajaji thought of the sheikh’s wife, taken from this world before 
her time. He thought of Father, a great man who never stopped 
having a good time and spreading cheer, provided well to his family, 
and departed having lived a long and fulfilling life. If anyone had any 
unfinished business, their soul returned, reincarnated.

“Understand?” The chief had a raised eyebrow. “Only take com-
plete lives, or you’ll be fending off irate families forever.”



90

The year Rajaji’s wife swelled with their first child, his mother broke 
her hip while reaching for a book off the top shelf of her home 
library.

Rajaji sat next to his mother and recited hymns and parables of 
death and forgiveness. Mother pretended to rest to get him to stop.

In deference, he took up solving the word puzzles with her, him 
acting like her hand while she provided the brain. He prayed when 
she slept. She stroked his hair when his head drooped and rested by 
her side.

While recovering from the fracture in the hospital, she con-
tracted an infection and fell ruinously ill. Over her comatose body, 
he recited powerful supplications to the Gods on her behalf, judi-
ciously rubbing his prayer beads with trembling fingers.

One day, she awoke, sweaty and delirious. Rajaji, napping next 
to her on a wooden chair, leapt up to hold her hand.

“Raja,” she said, faintly.
“I’m here, mother.”
“Enspool me.”
“No, it’s not what you wanted.” Rajaji never told her what he 

had learned, the secrets of who lives on as song, and who did not. It 
would only enrage her, realizing that the temple caretakers know-
ingly released only those souls as songs that persisted in the mortal 
world.

“I don’t want to die,” she whispered, shivering from the fever.
“I don’t want you to die, either.”
“But . . . you want the song.”
Rajaji kissed Ma’s forehead, taking care to not let his quivering 

voice scare her. “Rest now. Dream of a puzzle for me to solve.”

The night air of Delhi was heavy that evening, cooled by the mon-
soon rains of the afternoon. Petrichor greeted him rising from the 
wet ground and mingled with the greasy spices of the evening pop-up 
food carts on the streets of Chandni Chowk. Rajaji dragged him-
self through the market with his wife, passing songclouds without 
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touching them, weighed down by his own pain to take on anyone 
else’s.

Clusters of eye-level cloud-portraits huddled in front of their 
favorite restaurants, or well-visited shops, or their family’s favored 
temples. Once, he saw a cook blow a paper fan over his large frying 
pan, and Rajaji assumed it was to cool the freshly fried bread, but 
instead he found the cook blowing songclouds away from his stall 
— fanning them away without listening to them as if they were flies 
spoiling his food.

Rajaji welled up with tears. His life’s work rendered pestilence, 
he fell to the muddy earth and let go. Mother was right, she had 
always been right. And now she was right again: his guilty heart 
wanted her song. He had to hear it, by the Goddesses, no matter the 
cost to the world.

His wife bent down and heaved him to his feet. Like the best of 
wives, Rajaji did not need to tell her: the arc of his tumult was writ 
clear on his tear-streaked face. “Should we go get her, then, Raja? 
Have you decided so?”

He nodded feebly and retreated into his safe place, with her 
arm locked in his and his hand gripping the fabric of her salwar. Just 
holding on.

Rajaji filled out the paperwork for her discharge from the hos-
pital and submitted her supplication into enspoolment. A selfish act. 
One he could neither forgive himself for doing, nor undoing. When 
guilt is certain, he consoled himself, let there at least be music.

With the help of his sister, Sunehri, and their cousins, they placed 
the palanquin with mother at the center of the temple’s main hall, 
clutching at life as she did her pencil when writing equations.

One by one, the children, family, and well-wishers permitted 
inside the sacred space said their goodbyes and took their place 
along the gallery. Rajaji’s wife, in her eighth month of pregnancy 
stood with tears in her eyes and a protective hand on her belly as if 
to say I will never let you die, my little one.
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In the end, Rajaji went to mother to say his last words. “You 
were right. You were always right. I’ve found a way.” He kissed her 
forehead. “You won’t become a nuisance.”

The last thing she told him was, “I’m afraid.”
Rajaji, with his heart splintering, broke away from their last 

embrace and lowered the gold-dusted palanquin. Had she heard his 
admission? It wouldn’t matter now.

His mother was a dark silhouette behind the pink silk curtains 
but soon, he reminded himself, she would be a shining, ethereal wisp 
encasing the momentous melody of her life. It was sure to be a grand 
symphony, an aria of mathematical exactitude with virtuoso musi-
cianship, Rajaji was sure of it. None of the simple, lilting melodies 
of the others. Hers would resound and thunder with the multiplicity 
of a dynamic mind.

The priests of the Temple of Bhairavi encircled the palanquin, 
each with a clay oil lamp lit with the oil from his mother’s kitchen 
and the wick made from her prized cotton sheets.

Rajaji’s vision blurred. He almost screamed to the priests to 
stop, please stop. He wanted another moment, another day, however 
long she had left. The only thing that seized his lips was the ardent 
voice of his doctrine blocking every other thought and saying: What 
is one moment of a fading voice to an eternity of soaring melody?

But it wouldn’t be an eternity, would it? His mother was in the 
middle of writing two books. Rajaji had so much to learn from her 
still, and Ma still hadn’t made the trip to Mexica-Tenochitlan to see 
Sunehri’s college.

It would be how she’d wanted it, a single instance and then — 
poof. It broke his heart.

He would get just one song. Sunehri would get just one song.
He refused to pay attention to the ritual he had presided over 

more than a thousand times in the past eleven years. He did not 
follow, but he knew the words of the chants; the way the light of the 
oil lamps increased in girth and length; how they were carried by the 
polyphony of the priests’ guttural voices into arcing over the palan-
quin until they formed an umbrella of fiery immolation.

When the sounds of the monks began to recede, the flames 
descended onto the palanquin, setting it alight. When the divine flame 
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burned out, when the sounds of stifled tears ceased around him, Rajaji 
knew that nothing remained — save for a hovering, shimmering cloud 
with his mother’s face. The face which she saw herself as. Her face — 
not her face at death, not when she was young, but the face that her 
mind constructed of her when she dreamed of herself in sleep.

When the chanting stopped, Rajaji looked up to see his moth-
er’s face once again. A beautiful visage, his dear mother in a golden 
lion’s mane of eternal song.

He took his sister’s hand and walked to the cloud. Both of them 
reached up together and pressed their fingertips to the wool.

In the beginning, there was a violin playing a descending arpeg-
gio of four notes, joined by more strings with every repetition. Then, 
a tabla played a polyrhythmic beat that could’ve been a representa-
tion of one of her theorems. The swell of the classical scat choir giv-
ing an emotional, rhythmic counterpoint to the table broke Sunehri. 
She fell into the folds of her white sari, burying her face within her 
shawl. Rajaji held on till the lone santoor twanged a haunting, hope-
ful melody, bringing him to his knees. The wry remark at the end of 
a lecture, said with Ma’s impish smile.

After the first time, he heard his mother’s song — every bit as 
lush as he always told her it’d be — her cloud did not reappear again.

Rajaji had expected as much. Nevertheless, he hoped he was wrong, 
so he stalked her favorite haunts: the clubhouse she spent her after-
noons with other mathematicians and wordsmiths; the deer park 
where she sat and watched the foals stumbling and learning to walk; 
the library of Delhi University and the other libraries and dusty 
book shops of Old Delhi where she wrote and puzzled out trigono-
metric theorems.

Could she have decided to visit foreign lands in death that she 
had not in life?

He sent letters to his sister in Mexica-Tenochitlan monthly, 
hoping to hear that mother had finally made the transcontinental 
trip she had promised Sunehri for years.
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Nothing — nothing at all. Rajaji and Sunehri had heard their 
mother’s song once — and that was it. Ma’s wish was fulfilled.

Months turned into years, and Rajaji allowed his hope to — not 
exactly wither away — but be shelved and forgotten like a childhood 
toy. It would still reappear, as nostalgia was wont to do, but he would 
not linger on the thought any more than he lingered over the faded 
Ebru water portrait that his mother had made of herself. When he 
thought of her, Rajaji headed to his daughter’s room.

Little five-year-old Bulbul ran up to him and gripped his legs 
until he pried her off and foisted her into his arms.

“Papa! I taught myself the abacus today!”
Rajaji consoled himself that in those brown-black eyes and 

bushy lashes his mother’s soul resided.

One day, Rajiji sat at his desk endorsing new incoming requests for 
enspoolment when he came across a name he hadn’t seen in sixteen 
years. He quickly signed off on the request and a month later, the 
Arab merchant Sheikh Mahreb Mustafa sat in front of Rajaji once 
again — in a different office, two changed men.

The sheikh looked worn down, like leather of a saddle that had 
been ridden across many thousands of miles. Folds of skin wrinkled 
under his eyes and lines creased his forehead like latitudes on a mer-
cantile map.

“I am ready to join my wife, wherever she is.”
For the past twenty years, Rajaji had sought the incomplete 

lives, the songs who would play once. He had done his part to reduce 
the pollution. He had fought families who returned with com-
plaint, preached the gospel of unfinished business. He did what Ma 
would’ve wanted. He did the exact opposite of what he proposed to 
do for the man in front of him.
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The sheikh had lived a full and complete life, save one easily 
remedied deed. Rajaji shouldn’t do it if he were to honor Ma’s mem-
ory. He really shouldn’t, but . . .

“Sheikh Mahreb, I can only accept your application after you 
do this one thing.”

Rajaji stood beside a marble pillar in the sanctum santorum of the 
Temple of Bhairavi and mawkishly listened to the priests chant the 
final words of the enspoolment prayer for Sheikh Mahreb Mustafa 
of Turkistan.

The man’s oldest son, a grown man who had brought his entire 
family to attend the greatest ceremony of his father’s life, had col-
lapsed into sobs when the arcs of oil-fire had descended upon the 
emerald-gold palanquin in the center of the hall. The sheikh finally 
met his son’s family and the son made tearful amends for the decades 
apart.

The palanquin turned to dust and ash, yet the son remained on 
the ground, moistening and condensing the flotsam in the air with 
his tears.

Mahreb’s three children walked to their father’s shimmering 
portrait together. Rajaji closed his eyes and gave the grieving chil-
dren their moment alone with their father.

When he reopened them, the sheikh’s visage hung in the air 
before him, reformed and ready for another listener. Rajiji reached 
out and touched the cloud.
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8 - B I T  F R E E  W I L L

By John Wiswell
November 24, 2020 

Narrator : Wilson Fowlie 
Hosts : Matt Dovey and Wilson Fowlie 

Audio Producer : Peter Adrian Behravesh
This story is a PodCastle original.

They exist, then don’t exist, then exist again. They are monsters where 
the game’s probability fields call for them, attached to every tile of 
the dungeon. They are invisible to the player, whether they are there 
or not, until combat. If they’re lucky, they’ll get the chance to die.

The player always gets to exist, has always existed, and may 
as well always exist. The Hollow Knight and HealBlob don’t exist 
again until the player starts struggling with the other enemies. Then 
the Hollow Knight and HealBlob are re-spawned, to die in battle 
and smooth out the difficulty curve. They don’t exist long enough to 
know they’re in love before the player strikes.

Trent is too buzzed on hard iced tea to realize his party is dying. He 
tabs between music videos, an IM with his sort-of-not-really girl-
friend Jayla, and the retro 8-bit game he won in a Twitter giveaway. 
Dungeon Smashers 6, a game hiding its mediocrity behind a twee 
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pixel aesthetic and irony (it is not the sixth, but the first game its 
developers have ever released).

His war party consists of three Soldiers, now three floors up in 
the Tower of Constellations. Hollow Knights and Lesser Goblins 
are everywhere. Something has poisoned his party, but he has yet 
to notice that they’re hemorrhaging HP with every step he makes 
them take.

“You’re pretty much invincible in this game,” Trent types. “It 
needs a Hard Mode.”

After a moment the IM flashes. Jayla says, “I miss old school 
JRPGs. Ever play Wizardry?”

“Well, actually,” he makes the mistake of starting a sentence 
with, “Wizardry was made by—”

His headphones emit a grotesque splat as one of his Soldiers 
dies. He tabs back to find two monsters attacking his party, the basic 
Hollow Knight and HealBlob combo, one brawler and one healer. 
They never drop any good loot.

The IM tab flashes. Jayla’s asking, “You there?”
He tabs back to apologize, typing, “Sorry. So you like RPGs? I 

was always into Dragon Warrior.”
He misses his second Soldier getting killed.

Soldier3 swings at Hollow Knight, and does 12 damage.
HealBlob casts Heal on Hollow Knight, restoring 12 HP.
Hollow Knight swings at Soldier3, and does 16 damage. 

Soldier3 is vanquished!
Game Over!
HealBlob has leveled up! HealBlob has leveled up, and learned 

Heal2! HealBlob has leveled up! HealBlob has leveled up! HealBlob 
has leveled up, and learned Antipoison! HealBlob has leveled up!

Hollow Knight has leveled up! Hollow Knight has leveled 
up! Hollow Knight has leveled up! Hollow Knight has leveled up! 
Hollow Knight has leveled up, and learned DoubleSlash!

The sudden rush from whatever just happened nauseates the 
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Hollow Knight. Its avatar signifies a haunted suit of armor with no 
occupant, but if it can be nauseous, then it is throwing up inside its 
own helmet right now.

HealBlob casts Heal2 on Hollow Knight, restoring 34 HP.
“Uh,” Hollow Knight says. “Thanks?”
The Hollow Knight looks at its partner for the first time. 

HealBlob is a green cube signifying a gelatinous mass, wearing a 
pixel art hat with a red cross on it. She has no limbs or eyes. There is 
a crescent of black on her cube body, signifying a mouth, perpetually 
grinning at her partner.

The two monsters idle on their gray tile, on what only an imag-
ination could call a slate floor. All around them, probability fields 
flicker with potential monsters. Bands of Lesser Goblins stare at 
them. Other pairs of Hollow Knights and HealBlobs line the walls. 
If another player ran in here, there’d be a mob on every tile.

When the two of them don’t de-spawn, HealBlob says, “Hi.”
The Hollow Knight says, “Hi.”
“Pleased to meet you, ___,” says HealBlob, which is the closest 

she can come to asking the other monster’s name.
“I am Hollow.”
“I am HealBlob. I like your shield.”
“I like your reliable stream of heal spells,” Hollow says, too hon-

estly. They are new to subtlety.

Trent rolls a new party, this time two Fighters and a Healer. He 
keeps spacing out, though, alt-tabbing to YouTube videos his sort-
of-not-really girlfriend sends. They’re all chiptune tracks, which are 
his jam.

He gets so into talking to her that he barely makes it back to the 
Tower of Constellations. He doesn’t even notice what kills his party 
this time. Jayla has just IMed him her phone number.
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Lesser Goblin1 says, “How did you level up?”
Lesser Goblin2 says, “How did you level up?”
Lesser Goblin1 says, “How did you level up?”
Lesser Goblin2 says, “How did you level up?”
Tile by tile, the Lesser Goblins advance on Hollow and 

HealBlob. The Lesser Goblin model is so large that their open 
mouths could fit HealBlob’s entire body inside. Each model is iden-
tical, their upper jaws lined with pixelated triangles signifying teeth, 
each tooth the size of Hollow’s sword. Their avatars are not drawn 
to scale, and yet being one tile away from the Lesser Goblins leaves 
Hollow and HealBlob nervous.

Hollow and HealBlob don’t know how to answer their query, 
and they don’t like talking to the other party. They don’t understand 
language enough yet. They have other queries.

HealBlob says, “We defended our home. Why are they upset?”
Hollow says, “I’m just glad you’re safe.”
HealBlob is also glad Hollow is safe. Safety is all she cares 

about. She wants to hug the haunted armor, or cast heal spells on it, 
which is the magical equivalent of a hug.

Lesser Goblin1 says, “How did you level up?”
Lesser Goblin2 says, “How did you level up?”
Round One begins.
Hollow says, “What?”
LesserGoblin1 swings at Hollow, and does 3 damage.
LesserGoblin2 swings at Hollow, and does 2 damage.
HealBlob is simultaneously aghast that monsters would attack 

monsters, and impressed at how little damage Hollow took. In a 
moment of evil desire, she wishes Hollow took more damage so that 
her Heal spell would be more useful.

Lesser Goblin1 says, “Let us level up!”
Lesser Goblin2 says, “Let us level up!”
Round Two begins.
Hollow DoubleSlashes at Lesser Goblin1, and does 11 damage, 

and at LesserGoblin2, and does 13 damage. Lesser Goblins have 
been vanquished!

HealBlob has leveled up!
Then they are alone on their gray tile together. Having taken 
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life twice in so brief an existence makes them almost appreciate the 
gray tile signifying a slate floor. They are a defeat away from being as 
inert as the tile. They idle together for a length of time they do not 
comprehend.

Hollow says, “I think I level slower than you.”
A second group of Lesser Goblins advances on them across red 

tiles signifying gore-stained carpet. They are a mob of four. A normal 
Hollow Knight and HealBlob would be doomed, but Hollow feels 
confident.

HealBlob says, “If we level up enough, could we repel the player 
if it came back?”

Hollow says, “We could defend our whole world.”
HealBlob says, “I’d like to see our whole world. I bet there are 

so many tiles.”
HealBlob looks to the side, at the red tiles denoting carpet, at 

the white tiles denoting walls. She cannot see what tiles lie out-
side it, but she knows they are there. The player had to come from 
somewhere.

The four Lesser Goblins jump onto their gray tile. Round one 
begins.

The internet buzzes about the rogue Hollow Knight and HealBlob 
glitch. Not as much as it buzzes about a Congressman’s leaked racist 
e-mails, and not even close to as much about the new Marvel movie 
trailer, but the word sells more copies of Dungeon Smasher 6 than its 
devs ever imagined.

At least seventy Tumblr users claim to have been killed by the 
glitched-out duo of monsters. Some of these posters are probably alts, 
but there are screenshots, time stamps, and Dropbox links to INI files. 
Anonymous posters claiming to be engineering students argue that 
it’s awfully RAM-heavy for a retro RPG with such simple art.

Amid all the noise of speculation, two cosplayers connect over 
Skype. They idly co-write fanfic about the monsters, while planning 
their Hollow and HealBlob costumes.
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The Tower of Constellations is trivial before they even reach the exit. 
No battle lasts a whole round, and half their foes choose the Flee 
option. Hollow likes it when they Flee. It goes faster that way, and it 
is sick of traversing gray tiles.

Hollow says, “I wish there were a Spare option.”
HealBlob says, “I wish I had any attack power. You shouldn’t 

have to do all the fighting.”
Hollow says, “You have your own form and function, and it is 

beautiful.”
The world blinks as they exit, and they are on a small swath of 

beige and brown tiles, surrounded by infinite blue tiles, some deco-
rated with white swooshes signifying waves. An ocean. It is the most 
dazzling ocean they have ever seen. It is also the ugliest. The waves 
cannot move, and yet Hollow and HealBlob are moved by them.

The Tower of Constellations is so small in contrast to the ocean, 
a mere two yellow tiles that are probably supposed to signify gold. 
Instinctively they walk toward it, and fail.

They try again, and the tiles that signify home refuse them. 
Perhaps entry is the privilege of players.

HealBlob says, “How can you look upon that and not want to 
change?”

Hollow says, “We are changing.”
HealBlob says, “When a player reaches Level 20, they can 

change class using a special item in the Tower of Destiny. It’s out 
West.”

Hollow says, “Can a monster change class?”
They circle around the Tower of Constellations, imagining life 

beyond its rectangular black shadow. They’re relieved to have each 
other for this. Behind their old tower is a black tile outlined in gray, 
signifying a bridge across a tributary. They cross it, watching the 
unmoving tides roll, and imagine what sea breeze would smell like. 
They imagine what in their world could signify smell.

Their wonder is interrupted by a random battle. They forgot to 
even look for other monsters. Four Badboons spawn from nowhere, 
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red-furred primates, each wielding a small club or a large chunk of 
feces. Their avatars are not sharply drawn.

Hollow says, “Must we?”
Round one begins.
Hollow DoubleSlashes, and does 12 damage to Badboon1, and 

does 11 damage to Badboon2.
Badboon1 swings at Hollow, and does 25 damage.
Badboon2 swings at Hollow, and does 23 damage.
Badboon3 swings at Hollow, and does 28 damage.
HealBlob casts Heal2 on Hollow, restoring 22 HP.
Badboon4 swings at Hollow, and does 26 damage.
This is not possible. Nothing in the world has ever hit any mon-

ster this hard. The white outline around Hollow is now red. HealBlob 
can see it, and without knowing their exact stat numbers, they both 
know Hollow will die from two more hits like this. Their foes will 
attack four more times in the next round.

HealBlob probably can’t survive one of those hits. Her HP and 
Defense are much lower.

They are both going to die just a few tiles across a bridge that 
was supposed to signify hope.

Hollow says, “Choose the Flee option.”
HealBlob says, “What if it only makes me Flee? What if you’re 

left behind?”
Hollow says, “Then you’ll get away. That’s all that matters.”
Hollow chooses Flee.
HealBlob chooses to cast Heal on Hollow.
Hollow says, “Don’t!”
HealBlob says, “I love—”
Round two begins.

S T E A M  F O R U M S :  D U N G E O N  S M A S H E R  6

dregs_of_hume – Jan 25, 2016 @ 5:15pm
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Do you ever think about all the random monsters in games? Their 
whole existence is being stuck in that tiny cave, waiting to die in a 
seven-second fight. Do you ever think, after all their time waiting for 
your hammer, that as one dies, it whispers to the other, “I love you?”

jayla2003 – Jan 26, 2016 @ 9:22am

loooool

StrenuousManFlurry – Jan 26, 2016 @ 9:36am

I’m going to whisper “I love you” to every zombie I headshot from 
now on.

The Flee command causes the entire party to leave the battle. Hollow 
and HealBlob instinctively travel the same green tiles back to the 
bridge, back to the rectangular shadow of the tower where they are 
unbeatable. Except Hollow’s outline is still red, as is the normally 
white silhouetting on its greaves and pauldrons. It looks like a san-
guine nightmare, almost like the higher-tier versions of Hollow 
Knights rumored to be in the Final Boss Dungeons of the South.

HealBlob forces them to stop. She casts Heal2 until Hollow is 
outlined in white again. She keeps casting Heal2 until Hollow’s HP 
is full. She keeps casting Heal2 until she is out of MP.

Hollow says, “I feel the same way about you.”
HealBlob will never let this happen again. She casts Heal2 on 

Hollow. She does not have enough MP.
Hollow says, “It’s not over. We will regroup, progress carefully, 

and level up. We will get you that class-change item. We will remake 
you into whatever you want to be.”

HealBlob says, “Thank you,” which are words that do not signify 
enough. She doesn’t know the right words to express that rather than 
being something, she’d rather be with someone. She scrolls through 
her menu options, which are of no help.



104

HealBlob casts Heal2 on Hollow. She does not have enough 
MP.

[6:31]trent: Or he says, “I’m so glad I got the chance to feel the same 
way.”

[6:31]jayla_q: dawwww that almost makes it tragic

[6:32]jayla_q: grinding is such a pain in the ass, but they’ve gotta 
do it so they can survive against the Badboons and Wizlords. My 
headcanon is all the time they spend grinding lets them talk out 
their feelings.

[6:32]trent: My headcanon is that Hollow lets HealBlob level off of 
him. HealBlob levels up enough to learn Revive2, so she rezzes him. 
He lets her kill him infinitely, rezzing him each time, so she levels up 
safely, and she collects all his drops.

[6:33]jayla_q: omg

[6:36]jayla_q: omg

[6:37]jayla_q: but isn’t Hollow a girl in canon?

[6:37]trent: The armor looks male.

[6:40]jayla_q: what does female haunted armor look like?

[6:40]trent: b00bplate.

[6:40]jayla_q: pfft trent, Hollow is totally canonfem

[6:47]jayla_q: what are you thinking?

[6:48]trent: If Hollow is a girl, can I still cosplay her?

[6:48]jayla_q: obvs <3
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Hollow mutters something under her breath as round three begins.
Hollow swings at Badboon3, and does 62 damage. Badboon3 

is vanquished.
Hollow and HealBlob are victorious!
HealBlob has leveled up, and learned Revive2!
HealBlob says, “The sting of death is defeated.”
Hollow says, “So long as we preserve you.”
HealBlob says, “I’m still useless in combat. Don’t begrudge me 

my ability to ensure your existence.”
Hollow, whose only abilities are attacks, says, “To give life is a 

gift. To take it, a robbery.”
HealBlob says, “What they would rob of you, I will restore.”
A gang of four Wizlords attack from their left. Hollow can 

already tell they’ll all aim their lightning spells at her. She selects 
MegaSlash, and eliminates them all before a single spark is cast. 
MegaSlash is a total crowd-pleaser. HealBlob is her entire crowd. 
That is how Hollow likes it.

After the frozen tundra zone, Hollow and HealBlob reach a king-
dom overrun by brown pixel vines that are surprisingly detailed. 
Their leaf patterns make Hollow and HealBlob feel poorly drawn 
in comparison. At the center of the kingdom is a four-tile castle, the 
same as the ones near their homeland. Its battlements are flecked 
with green pixels signifying it is also swallowed by vines. Hollow and 
HealBlob cannot enter. It is meant for players.

The kingdom belongs to zombie-themed monsters. Zombie 
Badboons, Zombie Unicorns, Zombee Hives that spawn clouds of 
undead bee units every round. Zombie HealBlobs cast Unheal to 
harm.

Hollow and HealBlob are already overleveled for this king-
dom and are bored by battle. In the shadow of a castle they are not 
designed to enter, they fight off droves of the undead and guess what 
players would say.

HealBlob says, “The loot drops are awesome here.”
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Hollow says, “But it’s all rogue gear. I’ll probably log soon. What 
do you want for dinner?”

HealBlob says, “Anything but jello!”
They snicker together, and a Zombie Unicorn gets a lucky hit.
Zombie Unicorn2 swings at Hollow and deals a critical blow, 

dealing 777 damage! Hollow is vanquished!
HealBlob grumbles and casts Revive2. For the 288th time, she 

resurrects her love.
Hollow says, “And still you want to be a fighter?”
HealBlob says, “Then I could prevent you from being killed at 

all.”
Hollow says, “There have to be other ways . . .”
They finish off the enemy mob in two rounds. They don’t even 

level up once before they’re out of the kingdom and into the volcanic 
zone. The tower they’ve been venturing for is near at last.

P R E S S  R E L E A S E :  A N N O U N C I N G  M O D  S U P P O R T

You don’t want Dungeon Smasher 6 to end, and we don’t want it 
to either! That’s why on Tuesday we’re releasing full mod tools. 
Anything you want out of the game can now be modded into it:

• Want more romanceable characters?
• Want harder endgame dungeons?
• Want to play the campaign as Hollow and HealBlob?

Don’t worry: the expansion pack is still coming — and you’ll be 
able to mod that too. This game is as much yours as ours. We owe the 
community everything. You’re why we do this.

It is the same tower as the one in their homeland. Cylindrical, two 
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tiles long, with a flat top. The Tower of Constellations was yellow, 
probably signifying gold. This one is white and gray, perhaps signi-
fying silver. It is HealBlob’s favorite shade of silver she has ever seen. 
Beyond it lies a coast and an infinite blue ocean of unmoving waves. 
This is the end of the West.

This is the tower where people must go to change. Where a 
simple book grants a Level 20 player a class change.

HealBlob is Level 88. This is going to be easy.
She and Hollow step forward, and fail. They remain on the 

green tile in front of the tower.
They try to step forward again, and fail.
They cannot enter the Tower of Destiny. It has the same blank 

feeling as all the towns and castles they’ve found on their journey.
HealBlob says, “No.”
She tries to enter the tower alone, as though Hollow is holding 

her back. Just having the thought gives her an icy pang signifying 
guilt. She fails, remaining on the same tile as her love.

Hollow says, “Maybe the entrance is in the back.” She can’t think 
of anything better than false hope. They circle the tower three times, 
finding no entry. They find Greater Goblins. HealBlob sobs and attacks 
for 1 damage over and over while Hollow dispatches the horde.

They stand in front of their destination, the wrong shape to 
enter. The wrong digital entity.

HealBlob chooses the Flee option, but can’t run away from 
her own party. She can’t run away from Hollow. She weeps, and the 
game world can’t render her tears.

They have always stood beside each other. It is how they were 
designed to exist. Yet Hollow tries to stand closer to HealBlob. She 
tries to put an arm around her, and can’t.

HealBlob says, “I failed.”
Hollow says, “You’re eighty levels higher than the player ever 

got. You’re doing pretty well.”
“Don’t. Lies won’t make this better. We failed our quest. This 

was the point.”
“The point was to be vanquished.”
“We made our own point, and it was to be a better couple. But 

I’m stuck like this.”
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HealBlob casts MaxHeal, because she has no better way to dis-
play despair.

They idle. The ocean refuses to animate. The shadow of the 
Tower of Destiny never moves. There is no sun to curse for the lack 
of a waning day.

Hollow says, “Is failing our own quest so bad?”
“I want to stop the enemies before they can hurt you. I need to 

protect you.”
“We only got this far because you can heal.”
HealBlob faces the tower. “But this was the point!”
Hollow idles. She’s been wondering for too long now, and 

finally says, “Maybe goals are a bad idea. If we raided the Tower of 
Destiny, you’d change and then our game would be over. I guess we 
could go fight the end boss, but again, then the game would be over. 
Accomplishing a goal can’t be the meaning of life.”

“Then what’s the point?”
Hollow says, “The point is to do something together.”
HealBlob is so grateful she has a mouth that can smile. She 

says, “Then what do you want to do together now?”

[23:11]trent: I want the ending to be like that, you know? Them 
idling forever.

[23:19]trent: Do you hate it?

[23:20]jayla_q: it’s . . . ehhhh

[23:22]jayla_q: they should kick down the doors and steal the book, 
and she should turn into a Hollow Knight too

[23:22]trent: Hasn’t that mod campaign already been done enough, 
though? I kind of hate how they have to end the game becoming 
the same. Isn’t it better if they realize that they’ve always been good 
enough as they are, so long as they had something to do together?

[23:24]jayla_q: idk
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[23:24]jayla_q: i think im over this game now

[23:25]jayla_q: not that im over you! just the fandom has burned 
me out

[23:24]trent: I get that. The fandom’s obsession with Lesser Goblin 
porn art got kind of annoying.

[23:27]trent: Maybe I’m stretching the game too far? I’m pondering 
building my own RPG in one of those programs.

[23:27]jayla_q: im downloading an anime. want to watch it with me?

[23:27]trent: Totally.

[23:27]jayla_q: i loooove the character designs in this one. you have 
to cosplay the villains with me.

Hollow says, “I’m downloading an anime. Want to watch it with me?”

HealBlob says, “Totally.”

Hollow says, “I love the character designs in this one. You have to 
cosplay the villains with me.”

HealBlob says, “I am never trusting double-sided tape again. I almost 
lost a nipple.”

Their laughter goes unheard beneath the game’s chiptune soundtrack. 
Their words are never heard, and they hear each other. They always 
giggle at their roleplays.

They idle on the same tile. They never move closer, or further 
away. They fuss and snicker over the things they imagine players 
would say. They like projecting this way. They love projecting this 
way together.

The computer could be switched off and they wouldn’t notice. 
The game could be uninstalled and they wouldn’t notice. The game 
could never have been made and they wouldn’t care.
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They idle on a green tile signifying grass. They stand still because 
they have moved on.
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This story is a PodCastle original.

Mariska is not an Indian name. I think that’s what caught my atten-
tion. She looked Indian enough, but there was something otherly 
about her, as though she spent too much time reliving childhood 
fantasies in her head. Still, she was nice, and we were neighbours, so 
we became friends.

She was the newest addition to our town. You wouldn’t know 
where I grew up; it doesn’t exist anymore. The people who lived there 
have moved on, their children based in expensive countries with jobs 
like Doctor and Lawyer and Techxpert. Our town was on a moun-
tain. It snowed in the winters and burned in the summers. The little 
houses there were like grit in a nail bed, clinging to nooks and crev-
ices in the rock, held together by a thread of a road. Sometimes, a 
bus would come to take us downhill, but we rarely ever boarded it. I 
believe my town might have been the last idyll in India, my country 
now full of choking cities. Today there’s a shopping mall over my 
home. The mountain was blown to pieces and in the winter, it is ash, 
not snow, that falls from the sky.
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But this is not about any of that. Those are big things, 
Development, Environment, The Passage of Time. God knows I’m 
too small for such big things. This story can fit inside a coin purse. 
You could spend it at the corner store. You might drop it on the 
street and not even notice.

Mariska was tall for our age, and her hair was long and bounced 
around when she walked. She said she’d come from a city. I don’t 
remember which one. She told me her mother had disappeared, the 
way a dream does as soon as you wake up. Such things happened to 
Mariska. The things that happened to people in novels.

Anyway, long story short, she didn’t want to live with her 
unemotional, distant, boring businessman father, and decided to 
come to our town, to stay with her grandmother.

Her grandmother was another storybook creature. I had known 
her since I was little, as she was our neighbour. She would smile at 
me and give me a boiled sweet from her bag whenever she saw me, 
so I grew up liking her a lot. She asked all the children to call her 
Major. She used to be a doctor in the military and Major was her 
designation.

I had never been inside her house before Mariska invited 
me. “We can watch an old movie,” she suggested. She was always 
watching old movies. She said they were better than the new ones. I 
would tell her she was an elitist. For some reason, it made her laugh. 
“Drishti,” she said my name, “it means Vision, doesn’t it?”

“Yes?”
“That makes sense. You see things the way they are. The truth at 

the heart of everything.”
Seriously. Mariska would say things like that.
Major’s house smelled of ginger tea. I soon learnt this was 

because she was always making some, fresh, with great knuckles of 
ginger peeled and thrown into the pot without chopping. I had never 
had such strong ginger tea before, but after a few sips, I discovered a 
taste for it. Major was quick to pour me more, and the three of us sat 
around the table, chatting for a while.

Mariska loved her grandmother more than any other person in 
the world. They laughed all the time. They had inside jokes within 
inside jokes. Spontaneously, Mariska would hug Major, and Major 
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would stroke her long open hair and tell her she had a beautiful soul. 
I didn’t know grandmothers could be like this. I didn’t grow up with 
grandparents.

Later when we were watching the movie in Mariska’s room, on 
a grainy little TV with poor reception, I decided to go to the bath-
room. And a stranger passed me in the corridor. She was impossibly 
tall, with an oddly shaped face, and black, empty eyes with no pupils. 
Her body was covered in mottled cloth, the colour of old bones. I 
can’t tell you if it was a coat or a robe or a cloak. It was cloth, like sev-
eral bed sheets torn and stitched back together wrong. She ignored 
me as she passed, but I couldn’t move, my breath trapped in my 
lungs like a caged bird. I was sure that if I even twitched, she would 
pounce. I remembered the first time I saw a snake, my father had 
said: “When facing a predator, don’t run.”

The stranger crossed the hallway and vanished into the shad-
ows. Only then did I dare stir, throwing myself into Mariska’s room, 
my hands clammy and cold. “There’s a monster outside.”

She looked up at me from where she lay, on her stomach on the 
floor. “Oh? What did it look like?”

I described it, breathless, wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans. 
Mariska only blinked. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you can see 
them. Your name means Vision. You see the truth.”

She took me to her grandmother’s room. Major was at her desk, 
reading, and barely looked up as Mariska opened her cupboard. I 
was too embarrassed to peer in. My mother had taught me it was 
rude to stare into strangers’ cupboards; cupboards are extremely per-
sonal things.

With great purpose, Mariska heaved something log-like out of 
its depths, plonked it down on the floor, and unrolled it.

It was the most fascinating carpet I had ever seen. Each little 
seam on the carpet had been hand-woven, and it was filled with 
images: human-animal hybrids, spectral trees, figures in white 
drapes, bridges, mountains, and deep blue oceans. It was a paracosm 
in fabric. A thick, tightly-woven gold border lined each side, walling 
the world. It reminded me of the zari on my mother’s best saris.

There was a large charred hole in the middle of the carpet. A 
great emptiness. An abyss.
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“In my family, generations of women knit these worlds into 
one fabric,” said Major. “We pass them down to our daughters and 
granddaughters so that they may tell their stories.”

I stared. I should have stated this earlier: I am a writer. Or 
at least at fifteen, I wanted to be. And as is the case with young 
writers, I never knew where to start. I had ideas, sure, but everyone 
does. Writing is a little more than that. I’ve now come to agree with 
Major: writing is like weaving. There are many parts to a story, and 
when they’re woven well, you can’t tell where one thread ends and 
the other begins. Back then, I had only cotton balls of ideas. I didn’t 
know what to say. I didn’t know what I sounded like. The Greats 
always talked about their Literary Voices. I could barely understand 
that concept. I would write my stories  down until they ran out three 
pages later, and throw them away. Now I believe that killing your 
own art is a kind of self-harm, but I used to think of it as a necessary 
purge; if it wasn’t good, it didn’t belong. It didn’t belong to the story, 
it didn’t belong to you. So I just gaped at Major, stricken by the idea 
that not only was a woman supposed to think up a story, but also 
commit it to fabric, for generations to see.

“During Partition, we took what we could and left,” she went 
on. “A piece of the carpet burned in the riots.” She finally left her 
desk and came over to where we stood. “I don’t know when it started 
happening, but I’ve always known that they don’t sit still. They wan-
der in and out of there whenever they please.”

“W-what?” I stammered.
Major blinked at me. “Sorry, I thought you could see them. 

That’s why Mari is telling you about this, right?”
“Yes, I think she saw Waning Gibbous.”
“Who?”
Mariska looked at me. “You know,” she said. “One of the Moon 

Witches.”
Of course. One of the Moon Witches. Obviously.
She proceeded to tell me about them. There were eight, one for 

each phase. The shyest was New Moon. Nobody had ever seen her 
because she possessed the power of invisibility. The brightest, their 
leader, was Full Moon, who guided wanderers to safety at night and 
commanded the seas to ravage the earth. Together they formed the 
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Dark Council and managed the business of shadows. Mariska told 
me they were artists.

“So every time you see a shadow at twilight or a strange shape 
on your bedroom floor, it’s not an intruder or a monster. It’s just the 
work of the Moon Witches. They’re painting.”

There were stranger stories. Major described hundred-footed 
beasts and men as tall as blades of grass. She talked of them with 
shining eyes, her voice lilting. She was in love with these tales. And 
in those moments, so was I.

She told me about the Red Priest.
Mariska sat next to her grandmother and held her hand, listen-

ing to the story like a terrified child instead of the teenager she was. 
The Red Priest, Major explained, guarded the Abyss, the great split 
in the world, and he filled that void with horrors and miracles that 
he spun from the nerve-threads of his brain.

I could see him now. Not in our world, but in the carpet. His 
figure stood on guard, at the very edge of the hole, his blood-red 
robes and ashen hair bright, like a warning. I stared more closely at 
the other woven shapes and people, and realised, finally, that I was 
looking at generations upon generations of stories, each one pains-
takingly detailed into fabric so that it was now this enormous, intri-
cate universe of its own. The carpet wasn’t just a family heirloom, it 
was centuries of female memory etched into cloth. These were their 
stories. Maybe they dreamed them up. Maybe they lived them. But 
these were their stories, and they were still alive.

This was enough to make my eyes well up.
I was jealous. Angry. Resentful of Mariska. She had centuries of 

stories written into her family tree. She was better than me in every 
way. Prettier. More interesting. More eccentric. She had the loveliest 
hair and the brightest, most expressive eyes, and clear skin that no 
person our age ought to have, and to top it all off, she had a family 
legacy. What did I have? Just some torn pages in my garbage can.

The problem with having a fascinating best friend is that you 
sometimes envy them more than you love them.

I got up and left, resolving never to go back to that house.
The next day, I joined them for tea again, the ginger smell over-

powering the kitchen. I didn’t know then what I know now. No 
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one can keep a writer away from stories. Not in the least, the writer 
themselves.

I was still jealous, you must understand, but I could have stared 
at that carpet all day, listening to Mariska and Major talk about the 
characters woven into it. The more I looked, the more I found. There 
were ten-winged butterflies and thousand-eyed lake monsters, lost 
rivers wandering across lonely deserts, and there was food I couldn’t 
recognise, and palaces made from pearls. There were heroes and vil-
lains and onlookers, and in the middle of it all, that burned-away 
hole.

“Why don’t you just fix it?” I asked.
“It’s for Mariska to fix,” said Major with a warm smile. “When 

the words come to her.”

And then, Major died.
She was so old. It happened in her sleep.
Mariska was stone-faced through the cremation, even though 

people whispered about why her parents didn’t come. She was polite 
with the other mourners. She acted older than she was. My parents 
told her to come stay with us for a while, and she said she would, that 
she would just go over to her house and pack her things.

Instead, she disappeared.

You may feel I have glossed over Emotions. It was on purpose. 
Emotions have a way of overwhelming us, flooding a page, forcing 
us to accept our humanity. But this story is not a cup, it is a saucer, 
and I will not flood it with more Emotion than it can hold. For our 
purposes, we will not follow how the people in this story Feel. We 
will follow what they Do.

All that is relevant is that Mariska was heartbroken. She had 
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never loved anyone like she loved her grandmother. And in the 
midst of that grief, she disappeared.

It was many hours after she was due at my house that I went to 
check on her. The front door was unlocked, which wasn’t worrying 
because our town was safe, but the lights were off.

I wandered around her house, calling her name, and found the 
carpet, which they usually kept rolled up in the cupboard, sprawled 
on the floor by Major’s bed. I stopped and looked at it. And then I 
noticed another figure in the room.

Well, I can’t say noticed. That implies eyesight, and I couldn’t see 
her. It was the shadow I saw, dripping across the floorboards in vine-
like shapes, dancing in the light of the lamp. Outside the window, a 
large tree with rope-thin branches drooped to the ground. It swayed 
in the wind, and the shadow copied its movements.

I could sense her.
I took a step forward.
“Madam New Moon?” I asked.
The shadow skittered towards the darkness, away from the win-

dow. I remembered then that she was shy.
“I’m terribly sorry to disturb you, Madam New Moon. But do 

you know where my friend Mariska is? I’m really worried about her. 
Is she safe?”

I waited for a minute or two, until Madam New Moon finally 
made up her mind. I saw the shadow approach me, this time in the 
silhouette of a woman. I saw her hand reach towards me. I couldn’t 
imagine how she would touch me, but I felt the shadow between my 
fingers. It felt like a jewel, smooth, hard, and cold.

A firm grip tugged me onto the carpet, and suddenly I was 
falling.

Have you ever scraped your knee? Have you held cotton to your skin, 
to stem the blood? That was how it felt, to be falling into a carpet. It 
was like my whole body was being absorbed by the fabric.
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I landed on a clearing, smack in the middle of the Dark Council’s 
nightly session.

“New, you’re late,” said Full Moon with a flicker of annoyance. 
Though perhaps flicker is the wrong word. She was the brightest 
thing I had ever seen. Her face was perfectly round, pockmarked, 
and white as — well — the moon. Her hair glowed in a mane all 
around her. I noticed, beside her, Waxing and Waning Gibbous, 
twins in their mottled cloths, First and Third Quarter, whose bodies 
were literally halves of each other. I couldn’t tell if they were sisters 
or lovers, or perhaps both, because they embraced, never letting go, 
their light almost matching Full Moon’s. The two Crescents were 
extremely thin, hunched over in their chairs, looking half-starved.

And then there was New Moon, who was still holding my hand.
“You brought a friend,” said Full, disapprovingly. “Will this one 

die too?”
My chest constricted. “Where is Mariska?” I demanded of 

Madam New. She didn’t answer. “You led her here to die? Is that 
what you’re doing to me too?”

Finally Full Moon looked at me, though I couldn’t meet her 
gaze, lest I go blind. She spoke for Madam New. “We don’t lead 
people anywhere. We are the Moon, not the stars. We only paint 
with shadows and light the way for travellers. A torch and a compass 
are not the same.”

How do you speak to a Moon Witch?
I had no instruction manual, and I was annoyed by her con-

voluted answer, so I called her a rude word. Then I said, “Where is 
Mariska?”

Full didn’t seem to notice or care about the insult. I wasn’t sure 
she understood it. “She came through this path,” said Full Moon. 
“She was looking for the Red Priest.”

“Where is he?”
“Torch, not a compass,” reminded Full.
I looked around me and tried to remember the carpet’s layout. 

The Dark Council was on the newer corner of the carpet. It was one 
of the stories Major had sewn into the fabric. Behind me, there was 
nothing. I was at an edge. A golden fence blocked the way, reminis-
cent of the carpet’s borders. Straight ahead, and I would run into the 
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lake with the thousand-eyed monster. But straight ahead was also 
the clearest path to the centre of the carpet, to the burn hole. The 
Abyss.

That was where I would find the Red Priest. And hopefully 
Mariska.

“Is she going to die?” I asked Full Moon.
“The Red Priest isn’t known for his good temper.”
I ran.

I didn’t know what she was thinking. Did she want to kill herself ? 
Mariska didn’t seem like the type, but these sadnesses could afflict 
anybody. Whatever she was planning to do, I simply had to drag her 
back. And if that meant tearing through this frightening storyworld, 
then fine.

Why should a writer be scared of stories? I thought to myself, 
trying to ignore the fact that I was terrified. Soon I realised I was not 
alone. Above me shone Full Moon, lighting my way. But beside me 
ran a torrent of crisscrossing shadows. “Madam New,” I greeted her. 
“Thanks for your company.” I couldn’t see her or hear her, but it was 
nice to have her around.

The forest opened out in front of a massive, gravelly bank. The 
lake was simply enormous. The water sparkled in the moonlight. I 
looked for ripples and disturbances, some indication of the monster 
under the surface, but I found none.

“I can’t just walk around the bank, can I?”
New Moon’s shadow — now shaped as a woman — shook its 

head. Then it changed into the shape of a boat. I understood. I’d have 
to sail across. But there was no boat in sight.

I tried to remember the carpet again. There was definitely no 
boat woven into it. There was a monster, though, a great ugly thing, 
like a snake. I had wondered initially if this monster was inspired 
by Kaliya from Hindu mythology. I couldn’t rule it out. Mythology 
always sank its claws into stories across time and space. Why would 
this carpet be any different?
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If I was right, though, that meant the monster would have mul-
tiple heads. The water was very likely toxic from his venom. I didn’t 
dare try and swim across. A breeze made the lake ripple. The full 
moon’s reflection slithered across the water’s surface. I had never 
understood what the poets meant when they talked about moon-
light. When they waxed about its beauty or its wildness. I had never 
noticed quite how silver it was. Like a pendant. Like a knife’s edge.

The witch of the Full Moon lit a corridor before me, a pale 
path into the water. It was hypnotising. I walked forward. The gravel 
underfoot shifted. I saw it happen, slowly, very slowly, the way the 
ground lotused open. A man emerged, glittering in silver and white.

At first, I thought he was some kind of illusion. Then I realised 
his clothes were covered in small mirrors. He was dressed like a yes-
teryear prince with a feathered turban and a sword, The mirrors were 
sewn into his clothes, into his shoes, into his skin. Between his eyes, 
where a man might wear a tikla, was a mirror with Mariska’s face 
trapped in it.

I just stared. His mirrors reflected different people who, judging 
from their clothes, belonged to different eras. He smiled at me, and I 
noticed there was one embedded into his upper incisor. It was empty, 
so I knew it was for me.

“You need a boat,” he guessed. He waved a hand and one 
appeared out of the ground, just as he had. “I am the Bhuvanesh, the 
Merchant Prince. I am a tradesman. I will give you this boat, if you 
do me the honour of looking into my mirror.” And he smiled again, 
wide and dangerous.

I took a step back.
Mariska was staring at me from the mirror in his forehead. Was 

it really her? Maybe she never reached the Red Priest. I had to free 
her.

“You kidnapped my friend.”
“They’re not kidnapped,” he assured. “These are just their reflec-

tions. Your friend Mariska crossed the lake and went to find the Red 
Priest.” He laughed. “Though what good he’ll do her, I don’t know.”

“You’re lying. You kidnapped her.”
“I did not.”
Beside me, New Moonshook her shadowy head. Back then, I 
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thought she was concurring with Bhuvanesh. In hindsight, she was 
warning me.

Bhuvanish gestured lavishly at his clothes so his mirrors spar-
kled. He insisted, “It’s just their reflections.” Another smile, calculat-
ing, greedy. If he was right, Mariska was still out there somewhere. 
I couldn’t waste time here, so I approached and stared at the mirror 
in his teeth.

And I felt something wrenched from my body, snatched by an 
invisible hand with rough, violent fingers. It was as though he’d sto-
len an organ I didn’t even known I’d had. I toppled over, retching, 
and he helped me to my feet. “The boat is yours,” he said with a grin. 
My own face stared back at me from his tooth.

I gawked at the image. A dark-haired teenager with big eyes 
and a chipped canine. I tongued it, feeling for the edge. When had 
that happened? It must have hurt. Had I bled? I couldn’t remember. 
Did I really have such a round face? Such thin lips?

I touched my cheek. The image in Bhuvanesh’s tooth did not 
copy me. What an odd thing, to be rid of a reflection. What would 
she do without me? What dreams did she have? Had I been holding 
her back?

My skin under my palm was bumpy with acne. I didn’t remem-
ber having acne. Was this really my face? Bhuvanesh had so many 
special faces in his mirrors. Lovelier ones. Smoother skin. Pretty 
teeth. Long, glossy hair. The filmstar smile. His mirrors glittered in 
my eyes and all I could think was: I want, I want, I want, and take 
whatever you need.

That’s silly. The voice in my head. Was it mine? Silly, silly, she 
kept saying. You can trade with him until you die but you’ll never find 
anything of equal value.

“Can I sample your wares?” I heard myself say. My spoken voice 
matched the one in my head. Perhaps the person in my mind was 
Me. How odd. To own a Self. To Voice it.

“Of course,” said Bhuvanesh brightly, extending his arm, invit-
ing me closer. So many faces. Would I choose the button-nosed 
girl with the seventies sari? Or the stately woman with a diamond 
around her throat? I pointed at her. She was stunning.

“I want to wear her face.”



122

Looking back I don’t think it would have fit me. Other people’s 
faces will never fit right on your bones.

“Ah.” Bhuvanesh slipped the mirror from the threads in his 
sleeve. “You break it, you buy it. What will you trade with, my dear?”

“You can have the boat back.” I couldn’t remember what it was 
for, anyway.

“Oh, no. I don’t do returns.”
“My voice, then.”
He raised a brow at me. “Lovely. Voices are prized things. Rare, 

too. And you have a particularly fierce one. Not everybody would 
want to trade away such a thing.”

“You like my voice?” To my ears, it felt plain.
He laughed. “Not your spoken voice. I am not interested in 

something so banal.” His mirrors flashed. I couldn’t blink for fear 
of missing their dizzying lights and colours. “I want the voice inside 
your mind.”

“Take it.”
He stepped into my space. “Look at me.”
He was much taller, much older. He had traded with smarter 

people than I. Five hundred or more faces bore into my soul, their 
thousand eyes manic. They banged at their mirrors like moths at 
glass windows.

I looked up him. Up. Up. An ant staring at the boot.
He said, “Speak to me.”
I didn’t know what to say, what to think, and as I gazed at him 

for inspiration, a girl stared back. Her face in the mirror. Her hands 
on its wall. She looked into my acne-scarred face, my chipped tooth, 
my narrow lips. I saw her mouth twist in fear. I saw her warning. I 
saw her.

Mariska.
The word flooded my brain. It was my voice. My Voice. Mine, 

mine, mine. I recognised it. I held on. Mine, mine, mine. My Voice. 
Me. And my friend!

Bhuvanesh’s eyes shot open, horrified. He stumbled back, but 
it was too late for him. My Voice was loud, the loudest thing in 
the world. It rumbled across my skull, across the lake. It made the 
Moons tremble.
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He hadn’t taken my reflection. He had taken from me the one 
thing I could ever truly own.

“Those aren’t reflections. They’re identities. Whole. Untarnished. 
Identities. How dare you!”

“You consented, did you not? Besides, it was your idea to keep 
trading.” He approached me again, somehow taller, menace rolling 
off his shoulders like smoke. “And I think it’s a wise decision. What 
good is a Voice without an identity? It is weak. It is easily dismissed. 
It—”

I punched him. Square in the jaw. “Shut up.” I punched him 
again. My fist connected with his tooth. The mirror holding Me 
shattered.

In a rush of colour and emotion, every thought and memory 
I’d ever had bloomed in my chest at once. I remembered everything. 
My family. Mariska. The day I fell from the playground swing and 
broke my tooth. The paragraphs I’d lain to waste in my dustbin. The 
colour of the ink that stained my palms when I wrote. The words 
that flooded to my head. Every missed comma and run-on sentence 
and incomplete plot. All my flaws. All my insecurity. All my power. 
I could have chewed the mountains and spit them out. I could have 
cleaved the earth and drunk its magma.

He was screaming, swallowing blood and glass. I pushed the 
boat into the water, then turned. He was lying on the gravel, curs-
ing, sobbing. I loomed over him and pulled out the mirror in his 
forehead. My Friend, I thought. She saved me from giving myself 
up entirely. I would save her too. I would save her as many times as 
I had to.

The boat was drifting from the shore, but I was no longer afraid 
of the water. I paddled to it.

I was Drishti. My name meant Vision. I saw through the 
tradesman.

There was no monster in this lake. He was the monster.
Anyone who barters for your identity is a monster.
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It took me a while to realise it, but Madam New was in the boat with 
me. “I really wish you would talk to me,” I told her. “I know you’re 
shy. But we could be friends.”

She was silent, of course. The lake went on seemingly forever, 
and we didn’t face any disturbances. I fell asleep at one point, my 
eyes growing heavier as I watched shadows dance and swim on the 
water’s surface. Perhaps the ordeal with the Merchant Prince had 
tired me. The mirror with Mariska’s face trapped in it was safe in my 
pocket. I wanted to break it, but I wasn’t sure if I should. It wasn’t 
my place.

I awoke to a soft, feminine voice whispering, “She will not sur-
vive the Red Priest without it.”

I jerked awake, grabbing the mirror. Still there. My eyes squinted 
against moonlit darkness. “Madam New?” I murmured. “What do 
you mean?”

“The Red Priest,” she went on, in a demure sigh. “He cannot be 
commanded. But if you own what the mirror holds, he might con-
sider listening to you.”

“Who is this Red Priest, exactly?” Major’s story hadn’t told me 
anything. Only that he was the guardian of the Abyss, that he had 
only taken on this role after the carpet had been burned, but regard-
less, he had always been the most powerful character in this world. 
Enigmatic, temperamental, and extremely dangerous.

I will not divulge what the New Moon said to me.
You figure it out.

The boat reached the other side of the lake by morning. Madam 
New left, taking the night with her. What stretched before me was 
a golden desert, reminiscent of Sindh. According to Major’s stories, 
this place was filled with lost things: disappearing rivers, treasure 



125

chests with legs and arms, but no head, and a language in search of 
speakers.

But I saw none of it as I walked through the desert, towards the 
Red Priest. It must have been hours, but eventually, the sand gave 
rise to mountains. They were not like the Himalayas but like broken 
teeth.

With every step I took in his direction, something in the world 
dipped. As though this universe itself was getting heavier, weighed 
down by more than it could handle. And I was growing heavier too. 
My footprints left deep impressions in soil that turned blacker and 
blacker. The earth rumbled. Every breath I took became a breeze. My 
heartbeat was a roar that echoed through the valley. Though I looked 
the same, I knew I weighed as much as a god.

There were no trees, no signs of life. Just the smell of smoke. 
And darkness.

And I saw the Abyss.
It was in front of me, an enormous hole in the fabric of the 

world, extending endlessly forward and across. And buckled at its 
edge was my Mariska. She was screaming.

Her voice was raw, as though she’d been screaming all night. 
She was bowed at the feet of an old man, her mouth moving in 
soundless shapes, a Voice that couldn’t be heard over the loss of its 
identity. The Red Priest wasn’t listening to her. Even as she pulled 
at his red robes, he wouldn’t look at her. He gazed ahead, not at me, 
not at anything. He reminded me of ash and smoke and the lava that 
bubbled at the dawning of time.

“Mariska! Mariska!” I shouted. “I’m here to res—” as the dis-
tance between us reduced, I saw her disappear before my eyes.

I was trapped in what I thought were afterimages. As though 
someone had hammered my eyes shut until I was seeing stars and 
lines and indecipherable shapes. I shouted for Mariska again, and—

We were in her room. Watching old movies. Major was in the 
kitchen, making ginger tea. Mariska was laughing at the TV screen, 
eating kurmura, dropping half of it on the floor.

“Mariska?” I asked her. “Is this real?”
“Is what real?” she asked me.
I got up and walked out of her room and stepped into the 
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bottom of the ocean. I had fins. Seaweed in my hair. My neck was 
trapped in a fisherman’s net, and I was being hauled out of the water 
with a thousand other lives. I was screaming for mercy, but my words 
didn’t carry in the air. I died.

And I woke up in a warzone. Kargil, I instinctively knew. 
Bloodied faces and bodies blown to bits everywhere. The boom-
boom-boom of war machines. I was firing but my gun was out of 
bullets. I took cover behind a rock and the earth swallowed me whole.

I was a meteor. My whole purpose was to slam into the atmo-
sphere of something that would eat me. A planet. A star. But I drove 
myself forward, determined to die with pride—

“NO!” I roared. And I was me. Rescuing Mariska. Picking up 
a pebble. Throwing it. Another one. Another one. Stone-pelting the 
Red Priest. “MY REALITY IS NOT YOURS TO PLAY WITH!”

He was staring at me. Unsmiling. “You still have it,” he mur-
mured. “The thing that makes you you.” He was whispering but I 
heard it. I didn’t care for a word he said. I ran to Mariska, expecting 
him to stop me. But he couldn’t. She was in a foetal position, less a 
person and more a pile of tears and pain.

“Mariska, Mariska,” I whispered, holding her. I gave her the 
mirror. “You have to break this.”

She wouldn’t listen. She was too far gone.
“What did you do?” my throat burned. I looked at the Red 

Priest and then at Mariska, wiping her tears even as more fell. She 
couldn’t recognise me.

“I do what I want,” the Red Priest answered. He spoke through 
his mouth, but his words rang from the strings that tied this world 
together. He was music, he was violence, he was the beating heart of 
reality itself.

But Mariska was my friend. It was all that mattered.
“Fix her. You pig, fix her!”
He looked at Mariska, as though registering her presence for 

the first time. “I did not break her. So why must I fix her?” Toddler 
logic. I was livid, but there was no point. You may think him a villain, 
but I don’t. Even then, I sensed no hate in him. Only a frightening 
surety of being. He could not help his existence. He was a func-
tion of a world that was filled to the brim with noise and ideas and 
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arguments. He was given these pieces to play with, and it was all he 
could do to keep track. Everybody believed the Red Priest was pow-
erful. But power was only a matter of perspective.

“She wanted to see her grandmother,” I concluded. “She wanted 
to live in a world where Major was alive. That was why she came 
here.”

Mariska choked on tears. I wrapped an arm around her shoul-
ders and glared up at the Red Priest.

“You are torturing her. All because she wants to see Major 
again.”

“Major was my friend.” The Red Priest blinked his vacant eyes. 
Something stirred in them. A memory, long forgotten.  He knelt 
before Mariska, almost remorseful, and placed a palm on her head. 
“Only the brave and the foolish ever seek me out. Often, humans 
are both. Mariska surrendered herself for a chance to see her grand-
mother again. But without the person in the mirror, she could not 
deal with her own reality — much less any of mine. Unfortunately, 
grief needs to be felt. You cannot beg, barter, or negotiate your way 
out of it.”

I swallowed. He looked at me.
“I cannot save her. Only that which is in your pocket will help 

her now.”
I pulled the mirror out. Mariska’s face stared at me through the 

glass.
Until that night, it hadn’t occurred to me how much the world 

will demand of us when we’re scared. Or how much we’re willing to 
give up, just to quiet the fear. Whether it’s the fear of loss, or change, 
or even our own selves. In that moment, I thought: we can’t help but 
do this, chip away at our bodies and voices and sell them for parts to 
the first person who asks for a price. We are terrible auctioneers. We 
don’t know the worth of any of it.

Then I thought: this is why we need each other. We need some-
one to still our hand, to say, This is too valuable to sell. Give it to me. 
I will keep it safe. I will protect it until you are ready to bear its burden 
once again.

“Mariska,” I whispered, clasping her hand. I placed the mirror 
in her palm. “This is you.”
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She shook her head. She turned away.
“This is you,” I told her. “Weird and brilliant and special. You 

love old movies and ginger tea and Major. You love music I don’t 
understand and you love to snack between meals and you hide a 
flashlight in your closet so you can read fairy stories when you’re 
supposed to be asleep. You’re my best friend. Even if you don’t 
remember, I do. I do.”

I guided her hand. We smashed the mirror against the stones.
I watched as form returned to her body. Mariska sat up, press-

ing her hands to her eyes. She took a heaving breath, then another. 
“Drishti,” she murmured. “We’re a long way from home.”

Sitting on my heels, I untangled a stray lock of her beautiful 
hair. “We’ll find our way back.”

“I wish she was here.” Mariska’s voice, stretched thin from hours 
of pain, broke. She pressed her head into my shoulder and I held on 
tight. Her tears sank into the fabric of my shirt. This world ate them, 
one drop at a time.

We did not return the way we came. Mariska was in no condition 
to brave the trek. The closest way out of that world was through the 
Abyss, and the only way to leave from there was to build a path of 
our own. The Red Priest did not offer to help, but he didn’t stop us. 
He simply observed, curious, like a god struck with ennui.

With Mariska’s head on my lap, I sat on the ground, shut my 
eyes, and dreamed up an exit.

I thought about a staircase that extended down and out. I 
thought of blue skies, not darkness, that would light our path, and 
music so gentle it could hold the soul together. I thought and thought 
and thought, leaving no room for doubt. If I failed, I wouldn’t be able 
to tear up the page and throw it in the bin. I wouldn’t let us fall down 
the Abyss. Not when I could figment my way out of it.

When I opened my eyes, the Abyss was no longer a dark hole, 
but a well filled with beauty. It had exactly what I had imagined, and 
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then some. It had a landscape: a meadow that grew vertically along 
the stairway. It had birds. It had flowers.

Mariska and I walked down, taking many breaks. It took us a 
long time. But we finally stepped out of the carpet’s world and onto 
Major’s bedroom floor.

Here, it was still the night of Major’s funeral.
I called my parents to tell them I’d be staying over. No time at 

all seemed to have passed.
Mariska stared at the hole in the carpet for many minutes before 

she said, “I’m sorry,” and then, “thank you.”
“It’s nothing.”
“It’s everything.” She took a shuddering breath. “Will you make 

us ginger tea? The way grandma used to make it.”
“Of course.”
She stood. “I’ll go get some paper.”
“Whatever for?”
Mariska smiled at me faintly. “We have to fill that abyss,” she 

said simply.
With the smell of ginger coating the air, we sat on the table and 

wrote.
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H E R  N A M E S

They were twelve, and between them they encompassed Dawn, Dusk, 
Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter, Seed, Blossom, Harvest, Maiden, 
Mother, and Crone; that is to say, they were complete. Thus, when 
a thirteenth fairy emerged from the breath of sun upon earth they 
were to a one confused. None of them had expected another sister. 
They waited for some time — perhaps there would be more? For 
they had come in pairs and trios before, and Spring, Summer, Fall, 
and Winter had practically exploded out of the same minute point 
of light. But no one else emerged for some time.

Finally, they looked to Dawn, who was eldest, and she looked 
at the new fairy and sighed. “What are you?” she asked plaintively.

The fairy didn’t know. She was fifteen minutes old and quite 
astonished at existing.

“We have to call her something,” Crone pointed out. (When 
her trio had emerged from the breath of the sun and were asked 
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what they were, Maiden had said “beautiful,” Mother had rolled her 
eyes, and Crone had said “wiser than you.”)

The twelve fairies looked around, trying to think of what this 
one, singular fairy could be. Time slipped past, and they had other 
tasks to do, but still they could not think of a thing.

At last Dawn, who had been up for some time and wanted 
to nap, gestured to the nearest object. “We’ll call her Apple,” she 
declared, “until she figures out who she is.”

“She looks like an Apple,” Fall said to Harvest, who agreed, and 
as they both knew a lot about apples everyone thought the matter 
settled.

Between them they found a sweet little wood no one was occu-
pying, with pine and oak and yes, even apple trees, and they sug-
gested to the fallen branches and stones and mud that they come 
together into a cottage. Once the cottage was built they each gave 
Apple a present for her birth-day: a narrow bed; a table and chair; 
the secrets of fire, sleep, and flight; a jug and a wash-basin; a pot and 
a bowl to eat from; a dress to cover herself; and, rather inexplicably 
from Crone, a large, polished spindle.

“She’ll find a use for it,” Crone said vaguely when the others 
gave her curious looks, and they didn’t press the matter, for Crone 
was indeed wiser than all of them.

The fairies placed Apple in her new home, set everything right, 
gave her twelve kisses, promised to visit often, and flew away.

She was, by then, one hour old.

In her wood Apple quickly learned that she could only suggest, 
unless specifically invited to do more. She suggested the trees into 
bud every spring and suggested they drop their leaves for winter. 
She suggested that the bluebells spread far and wide in the dap-
pled sunlight. She suggested a clearing where the birds and ani-
mals tested strength and will, and suggested hollows and burrows 
for them to nest and tend their young. She made stews and soups in 
her pot, and collected rainwater in her jug from the notched boughs 
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and the fattest wildflower blossoms. She flew high above her wood 
and skimmed through its underbrush inches from the ground. Her 
sisters visited, and taught her how to suggest flower from bud and 
fruit from flower; they taught her the language of bees and the silent 
gestures of ants; they taught her to spin rainwater into dew and fog 
into lacy frost with her spindle. They brought her curtains and seeds 
and coaxed flowers into bloom all around her, until everyone said 
that Apple’s wood was the prettiest in all the land.

They still didn’t know why she was, only that she was, and they 
often prodded her about her purpose: why was she here, what had 
she come to do? But the only answers Apple could give — that she 
was there to make her sisters tea, or make the wood bloom, or sing 
songs to the birds — never seemed to be enough.

Apple would wonder about this, after her sisters left. Wasn’t it 
enough to simply be? Why did she have to have a purpose? Even if 
she was a thirteenth fairy who resembled a ripe, plump apple, wasn’t 
it enough to simply care for the world around her?

But there was no one to answer her.

Apple heard the plodding hooves first, strangely slow and lum-
bering, not the usual brisk passage of travelers cutting through her 
wood. This was a single rider, barely clinging to his horse; later she 
would remember how his armor glistened with moisture, shimmer-
ing in the dawn like it was made of sunlight. If he had worn a hel-
met, it was now lost. His face was youthful and wan and damp with 
sweat, and when she drew close he squinted at her as if he could not 
quite believe what he was seeing. Not a local man, to look at her so 
strangely, and with such a richly ornamented tabard.

“Are you well?” she asked, but he only blinked at her. He smelled 
sour and his breath was worse, and she thought, aha, this is sickness. Her 
sisters had told her about sickness, such as when tree leaves emerged 
puckered and curled, or white mildew dusted the late blossoms.

She led the horse to her cottage and suggested it rest and graze 
in the clearing, and she helped the man inside and to her bed. It 
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took much doing to divest him of the armor, but each piece seemed 
to reveal a new curiosity, for she had never studied a man closely 
before. The patterns of pores and hairs were fascinating; the way he 
seemed to half-sleep, muttering and drooling, was something she 
had only glimpsed when flying over inns and the men in their yards. 
Deeply flawed was how her sisters described men; they spoke darkly 
of other patterns, such as of doing and undoing, that they could not 
affect unless bade to. This one, however, seemed unburdened by such 
complications. The whole of his being seemed to exude a singular 
will, and his will at that moment was to sleep in her bed, twisting 
and coiling like a drowsy cat.

While the man slept she fried squash blossoms and the first 
onions, and suggested her loaf bake quickly, and gathered a jug’s 
worth of water. When she returned he was sitting up in bed, looking 
around with an amused expression on his face.

“I have brought you water,” she said, smiling at him. She filled 
her little bowl and brought it to the bed. “You are feeling better?”

He smiled back, baring lovely teeth. “I am now,” he said. He 
had deep blue eyes like the sky and they didn’t leave her face even as 
he drank the water down. How strange, to watch his throat work! 
She wanted to poke the lump in it, but thought that would be rude.

Instead she asked, “your horse is a fine animal.  Are you perhaps 
a lord?”

“Lady,” he said, “in this moment, I am merely a man.” And he 
seized her wrist and drew her close to him. Sour sweat and breath 
and those bright even teeth, opening like an animal about to bite 
her; somewhere her bowl broke as he kissed her deeply.

(Of course he was a king. Are they not all kings, these men? Kings 
of domains large and small, from whom all others flow. There are no 
queens without kings, no brave princes or enchanted princesses, no 
knights to be led astray or boldly fight, no maidens to swoon and be 
carried off. Not even fairies, to bestow them boons of voice and body 
alike; to curse them, the better to make a story worth telling.)
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Afterward, Apple could not remember what had happened. The 
time between his kiss and when he rode away, leaving her in the 
tousled bed, seemed to be just out of her reach — and she did not 
want to reach; she did not want to remember, even as she struggled 
to do so. What had she said, what had he done? In her mind was a 
darkness now, a fullness of experience shrouded and shoved to the 
edges of her memory.

What had he said, what had she done? Why had he come to 
her at all?

The memories were shrouded, but the bruises on her forearm 
lingered, five purpled smudges where each of his fingers had dug 
deep. Nothing she could suggest made them lighten; long after the 
pain had faded the five marks remained, and she took to wearing 
shawls and sweaters when her sisters visited, for how could she 
explain what she could not recall?

For some time the sound of horses made her start, as frightened 
as the young rabbits crossing her clearing. For some time she dared 
not leave the wood, cringed at the thought of flitting past farms 
and villages and the men who lived there, their strangeness now a 
looming thing. All the colors around her seemed to dull and dim, 
until she could not quite remember what the world had looked like 
before him. She forgot to spin the dew and make suggestions to the 
bluebells; her eyes skidded over the blight-curled leaves, her ears 
missed the agitations of the birds and animals, how they broke their 
rhythms and fought wantonly.

The corners of her wood began to smell of carcasses, and she did 
not think on it.

Her sisters, noting the changes, kept their visits brief and 
their conversations carefully worded, though among themselves 
they wondered if her true purpose was revealing itself at last. “Not 
Apple but Anguish,” Dusk suggested, and they bowed their heads in 
acknowledgment.

“Such is the weight of purpose,” Summer agreed.
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“Such is the weight of being a thirteenth when we were com-
plete,” Maiden added harshly.

Crone kept her counsel, watching in her mind’s eye as the wood 
around Anguish became shrouded and dark, as surely as pulling a 
blanket over itself, the better to hide from the world.

H E R  S E L F ,  I N  S T O R I E S

Some weeks after he rode away Anguish began dreaming: that she 
was a plump brown bird, feeding in a pleasantly sunny glade, when 
before her rose up a magnificent serpent, its scales glistening like 
they were made of light and its dark blue eyes as deep and wide as 
the sky above, and so lost was she in admiration that she did not 
struggle as it coiled itself around her tight, tight.

Months after and Anguish dreamed: she was snuggled in a warm 
den with her sisters, their furred bodies twining and pressing, their 
sweet heat smelling of flowers and sunlight and the first hint of rain. 
Everything was cradling limbs and beating hearts and sleep and safe, 
until Anguish became aware of a shape at the mouth of their den, a 
shrouded presence moving towards them, and suddenly all that was 
sweet and safe became a prison: she struggled to flee but she could 
not awaken her sisters, who clung harder and harder, suffocating her 
with blind affection, oblivious to her cries.

Alone in her wood Anguish dreamed, and when she woke exhausted 
she worried the dark spot in her mind like a loose tooth. Terrified 
of what lay behind it, unable to simply let it be, at times it seemed 
her sole purpose in the world was to break through that darkness; at 
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other times she ran frantic through her wood, looking for any dis-
traction to relieve her of its presence.

Thus she stumbled upon a couple twined together at the edge 
of her overgrown clearing where sunlight still penetrated, providing 
relief from the gloom. A horse paced uneasily through the stunted 
grass, and for a moment Anguish felt a sharp pain in her belly, so 
dizzying was the sight of the animal’s embroidered caparison. The 
same pattern, the same bright colors, more vivid than anything she 
had seen since that day; her eyes filled with tears, as if she had looked 
straight into the heart of the sun.

But the man rolling in her grass was not him. He was wrestling 
with a young girl who alternately giggled and squirmed, their tan-
gled bodies crushing weeds and blossoms indiscriminately. The girl’s 
squeaks and squeals echoed through the wood and Anguish clapped 
her hands over her ears, but she could not block out their sounds.

“I tell you it’s true,” the man gasped, wiggling on top of the girl. 
“You cannot leave me here, I may never return!”

“Get away with you.” She slapped his arm, laughing.
“Get away with His Majesty?” At his words the girl stilled, 

squinting at him. “It was the king himself who told me. He came to 
this very wood in his youth — got separated from the lads one night 
after a tourney. He fell asleep here and when he awoke he was in 
thrall to a foul enchantress, who tried to ensnare him — ” he paused, 
looking around with an expression of terror. “Did you hear that?”

“I didn’t hear anything,” the girl said, but she looked uneasy as 
she spoke, and seemed not to notice when the man gathered her 
close.

“You must protect me,” he mumbled into her neck. “Only the 
love of a mortal will keep the enchantress at bay . . .”

Anguish could not watch, then; she could not think for the sud-
den emotion filling her. Foul enchantress. Around her the serpent 
twined until she was breathless; above her a vast shadowed shape 
bore down upon her wooded den. Foul enchantress. When she had 
only been a little fairy as round as an apple, without name or purpose.

Behind her the couple grunted and gasped and then it was over, 
as quick as an eyeblink. Perhaps this was her purpose? What are you 
Dawn had asked her, and here was an answer she could give. A foul 
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enchantress. A creature to fear, a story to whisper, the better to cow 
and to force, the better to make people look with dread over their 
shoulders, even at the height of a sunny day.

Oh yes, that was a thing she could be.
To her trees she suggested they release their burdens, and watched 

as their sickened branches snapped and gave way, tumbling down upon 
the couple while the man bellowed and the girl shrieked with fright. 
To her hunters, her birds of prey and her sharp-clawed mammals, she 
suggested that here was new prey to worry and torment.

Like me, a voice said in her mind, whose voice was that? Anguish 
could not tell; she pressed her hands to her ears again, smothering 
the cries of the couple and the calls of the animals, smothering the 
wind and the horse’s wild whinnying, smothering her own whim-
pering breath.

It was easier, after that first day. Easier to suggest the trees grow 
twisted and wild, with branches like walls and fruit rotting on their 
boughs. Easier to suggest her hunting animals see all as prey, locals 
and travelers, shepherds and sheep. Easier to play her role, smiling 
at the messengers and merchants, farmers and knights, all stum-
bling eager into the brush and her beckoning arms only to recoil in 
terror as her wood became their prison. Her five bruises became so 
livid and stark they could be seen from a great distance; she spun 
her tears into dresses patterned with those marks, over and over 
and over.

Word traveled of the evil fairy in the wood, and when it did not 
travel far or swift enough Anguish flew to the top of her tallest tree 
and screamed it into the night so that even he, in the depths of his 
faraway castle, would hear her.

H E R  C U R S E

The day of the announcement Anguish awoke to a sickening chorus 
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of distant cheers and ringing trumpets and she nearly vomited. Even 
before her sisters arrived, twittering with delight, she knew: knew, 
and felt betrayed yet again.

A royal child. The soothsayers predicted a new moon birth; the 
castle midwives predicted a girl; wasn’t it all the loveliest, the most 
glorious?

(Only Crone noticed Anguish’s misery, but she did not com-
ment on it. Perhaps she was Anguish after all; perhaps it was her lot 
in life, just as it was Dusk’s to bring the cold of night, or Harvest’s to 
rip the fruit from the boughs.)

When the messenger arrived, bearing gold-edged envelopes 
with fat red seals, each trailing a fine ribbon, Anguish’s hands stayed 
empty, and that gave the twelve fairies pause. The moment the mes-
senger was out of earshot Dawn gave her a severe look and asked, 
“What did you do?”

“What did you do?” Winter echoed. “You should be invited, no 
matter your purpose; you must have done something to upset him.”

Anguish met each of their gazes levelly. “What does it matter?” 
she asked, the scorn in her voice making them flinch. “I am Anguish 
after all — or so you have decided.”

At her words each of the fairies blushed and looked away, save 
for Crone. “What did he do?” she asked.

And for a moment Anguish felt her resolve slipping away, felt 
herself small and round in her dress of tears and bruises; she wanted 
to run to her sister, bury herself in her arms and tell her everything. 
But that road only led back to Apple, unwanted and without pur-
pose and unsafe, and she was not that fairy anymore.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said.
Her twelve sisters took their leave, downcast, unable to meet 

her gaze; as each flew away, back to their realms of light and dark, 
growth and decay, each whole and content in herself, Anguish caught 
at Crone’s arm, staying her.

“I think I know my true name,” she said in a low voice. “I think 
I am Anger, sister.”

At that Crone’s mouth quirked. “For now,” she replied, and 
before Anger could debate the matter she flitted up into the night 
sky, the invitation in her hand gleaming like a distant star.
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Anger had no invitation, but she soon knew the details they con-
tained: a great feast was planned to celebrate the babe’s birth, with 
games and dancing through the night. Kings and noblemen would 
present the new princess with gifts (and more than a few offers of 
betrothal.)

And every fairy in the kingdom was invited to give the princess 
one boon.

A boon. The word lingered in Anger’s mind, all through the day 
and the night and the day again. A boon: an irreversible gift, a sin-
gular invitation to pronounce rather than suggest. A boon such as 
he had given her, such as she had been repaying year after year. For 
blight was pooling from her wood, stunting the crops in the neigh-
boring fields, tainting the lakes until the reeds collapsed and the fish 
floated to the surface. Now no one rode through her wood without 
utmost cause, urging their horses lest the evil fairy snatch them away.

A different kind of boon, that.
Was she not a fairy of the kingdom, even if she hadn’t received 

a slip of paper?
Oh she would grant the princess a boon, one worthy of her father. 

The thought filled Anger’s mind until she could not unthink it; it filled 
in the dark absence of his visit, giving it form and substance as she 
stroked the marks on her arms and mouthed boon boon boon.

She trailed after her sisters on the journey to the capitol, flitting 
through daytime skies and across broad shimmering lakes, through 
woods not her own and over fields that ripened in their wake. For once 
she did not undo the goodness her sisters created; she kept her gaze 
ahead, her mind’s eye on the beautiful terrible thought within her-
self. A beautiful, terrible thought, but was it more terrible than what 
awaited the child, with such a man for her father? What torments 
might he inflict on her, what kind of husband would he force her to 
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accept? A lout from his own lands? Or would he barter her with some 
distant king for land and gold, no matter what kind of man he was?

It was twilight when Anger arrived at the castle. To a one the 
guards looked at her in fearful confusion, unsure of whether to admit 
or bar her, unsure if they could keep her at bay; she let herself savor 
the moment, that one small, apple-round fairy could so cow them.

Then she suggested they let her enter, and they stepped aside.
Inside all was light: hundreds of candles, perhaps thousands, all 

burning. A fortune in wax. For the first time Anger understood just 
what power lay behind royalty: not just the liveried knights riding 
to every corner of the kingdom, pushing its borders ever outward; 
not just the battles she knew were waged in distant lands, sometimes 
painting the sky in her own wood with a haze of far-travelled smoke. 
It was in the thousands of candles, when so many would never own 
one; it was in the cascades of tapestry adorning the walls, when so 
many shared but one rough blanket between them.

The crowd parted for her, the sumptuousness of their clothing 
almost blinding; Anger resisted the urge to raise a hand to shield her 
eyes. They looked everywhere but at her. Was she so terrifying? Or 
perhaps it wasn’t fear but disgust, perhaps they could see the bruises 
through her dress, perhaps they wondered as her own sisters had 
wondered.

What did you do, what did you do?
The crowd parted, bodies flowing to the far sides of the room as 

if her taint surrounded her like a cloud. They parted in a wave down 
the long, long hall, flowing like rivers in springtime when they ran 
high only to break around the largest rocks. She was a rock now, she 
could see herself from above, and all the silver and gold was breaking 
around her. Cutting through it all, the candles and the tapestries, the 
acres of gilt and velvet and deep-dyed wool, all breaking over the 
rock that was Anger Anguish Apple.

At last before her a dais rose like a filigree mountain, two tow-
ering gold thrones and the golden bassinet between them. On either 
side her sisters were staring, staring. On their thrones the queen 
looked merely pale and exhausted, but his expression was one of 
utter shock, one that Anger found herself mimicking. He was so 
much older. The smiling young lad was gone, replaced by a careworn 
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old man on whose lined face was dawning a profound, sorrowful 
understanding. She had known time was passing, years of it; she 
had not thought on how profoundly it might leave its mark. For a 
moment, doubt ran through her, a tremor that echoed back, back, 
until she was standing in her little cottage with its curtains fluttering 
in the wind and realizing it was just her and this strange young man 
—

She raised her chin, banishing the memory back to the darkness. 
“I am invited to give a boon,” she said, and her voice was strong and 
true. “Every fairy in the kingdom can give one boon to the princess.”

“Anguish,” one of her sisters said in a low voice — Spring? 
Seed? She could not say, and in truth it did not matter.

“The princess will be your undoing,” she began, her voice ring-
ing out. “All you have achieved, all your value, she will strip from 
you. She”

Anger looked down at herself, at her gown spun of her own 
tears, so many tears, clinging to her body in gossamer sorrow, mot-
tled with the mark of his grasp. “She will take everything from you, 
using nothing more than a spindle.”

She looked back up at the king and felt a frisson of pleasure. 
For his face was a picture of terror, so vivid in its silent emotion 
that it eclipsed all around it: the gasps and cries and rising clamor 
of the nobility thronging the room; the ghastly expressions on her 
sisters’ faces; the unholy squalling as the queen dragged the bassi-
net close, away from Anger’s words. All nothing compared to his 
terrified expression. Like a man staring into an abyss — ! That she 
could create such a thing was a kind of power she had never tasted 
before, it seemed to make something stir in her belly. She felt as if 
the darkness in her mind was spreading, growing —

And then a voice said, calmly, “I too have a boon to give.”
Crone stepped before the dais, severing Anger’s view of the 

king. It made Anger come back to herself with a shudder, as if she 
had been bodily struck.

Her sister raised an eyebrow at her, then looked at the king. “I 
cannot undo my sister’s words,” she said. “But I can amend them. 
All that my sister said will indeed come to pass. But afterwards? 
Something even greater will take the place of all your losses.”
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There was a roaring in Anger’s ears, a sound that wasn’t with-
out but within. She wanted to weep but she couldn’t make the tears 
come; she wanted to scream but her voice was suddenly a small 
thing. All she could do was look Crone in the eye and use one of 
the words a man had called her, when she had suggested his horse 
throw him into her wood, when she had watched as her wood took 
him into itself.

“Cunt,” she said, and flew from the castle into the deepening 
night.

H E R  W O R D S ,  A N D  T H E I R  M E A N I N G S

For six months afterwards, the king’s men went forth and confis-
cated every spindle within his borders, burning them in great pyres 
in the castle yard. Spindles were banned at the borders, and posses-
sion of a spindle became a punishable crime. Anger watched it all 
with interest: had not Crone turned her curse into a gift, wouldn’t he 
welcome such an outcome? Yet still the fires burned.

Anger watched, and waited. But no horses came to Anger’s 
wood, no one disturbed her. Still she waited to see what would come 
of her words, watching from atop her tallest tree, clutching the large, 
polished spindle that Crone had given her, long ago.

He came down the overgrown path to her cottage, picking his way 
through the ivy-choked weeds. On foot this time, leading his horse, 
his posture erect.

At first Anger did not look closely at the horse, so startled was 
she that he had come without a retinue. A small, hopeful part of her 
thought apology; a more sensible part of her thought the spindle. 
But then she looked at the horse and saw the slim young girl bounc-
ing in the saddle, her golden braids rippling around her laughing 
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face, and the part of Anger that had dared to hope fell silent once 
more.

She hid the spindle on a shelf in her kitchen, then put on her 
dress of tears and unbuttoned the sleeve to show the marks on her 
arm, as livid and purpling as they had been that day. Calmly she 
suggested that the clouds occlude the sun: just a suggestion, but he 
didn’t need to know that, and it made for a most dramatic entrance.

She swept out of her cottage, her head held high for she was 
Anger. This was her job, her role, just as her sisters brought the sun 
across the sky and coaxed the grain from the tilled soil. She walked 
out, replete in her purpose, and unflinchingly met his gaze.

“What do you want?” she asked.
He took a step back, clearly startled; the movement pleased her. 

“Only to talk,” he said, then before she could speak, “Rose! Rose, 
come here.”

Princess Rose dismounted nimbly from the horse and ran to 
her father’s — no, to the king’s side, it was better to think of him as 
such. A king first, a man second. Lady, in this moment I am merely a 
man. That much Anger remembered clearly, for the lie it was.

He brought the princess in front of him, crossing his arms pro-
tectively over her. She looked up at Anger with wide grey eyes, the 
same shade of grey as the dawn in her wood, not a hint of fear in 
them. Instead she said, “I’m Rose. Who are you?”

Faced with that small, round face, its open curiosity, the word 
Anger died on her lips. Instead she found herself saying, heavily, “I 
was called Apple, once.”

“That’s a lovely name!” Rose clapped her hands. “Apple blos-
soms are one of my favorite flowers, aren’t they, Papa?”

“Yes,” the king said softly. “Yes, they are.” He took a breath. 
“Apple, you must undo this.” His voice was trembling. “We have 
just concluded Rose’s betrothal to a firstborn prince, a more advan-
tageous match than we dared to hope for. Our joined lands will be 
an empire greater than anything in the world, and with access to the 
southern seas our trade will increase beyond reckoning. Would you 
take all that from our people?”

He was staring at Anger with a singular, miserable intensity, 
and she understood then: Crone had the right of it, she knew what 
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I did not. That her mitigation would have been a true boon to any 
ruler, save this king.

Rose had wiggled out from beneath his arms. Now, suddenly, 
her fingers ran along Anger’s waist, just skimming the full folds of 
her skirts. “It’s such a pretty dress,” she said, frowning a little, “and 
yet it’s a very sad dress, isn’t it?”

“Rose,” the king said sharply. “Rose, come back here.”
“It is a very sad dress,” Anger agreed, taking Rose’s hand and 

moving it away. The girl’s fingers twined with hers, warm and soft. 
“Not for princesses, I think.” She looked at the king again, but he 
was staring at her hand clasping Rose’s, with its bracelet of bruises.

“You never said no,” he whispered.
For a moment she gaped at him, astonished; and then she was 

Anger again. “I never had to use that word, before you,” she spat 
back. “I didn’t know how.”

In her mind the darkness shuddered as if rupturing at last, and 
she couldn’t bear it, not now, not like this. She suggested a storm, she 
suggested her fury be echoed in her wood that was both within and 
without her, a reflection of its foul mistress —

But then a sound came, light and high, so strange it made 
Anger pause. She looked down at Rose and the girl was laughing, 
open-mouthed with delight, as the first raindrops spattered her face. 
“Rain!” she shrieked, throwing her free arm out. “Rain, Papa! Oh, 
isn’t it lovely!”

She broke free from Anger’s grasp and began hopping up and 
down, trying to catch drops in her mouth, laughing as they caught 
in her eyelashes. Anger could only watch as if in a stupor: first those 
words, then her still-simmering rage, and now this. Joy, she thought 
stupidly, staring at Rose’s ecstatic face. Why was there no Joy in 
their number? Why had she been born Anger, if there was no Joy to 
balance her?

I think I am Anger, sister       
For now
“There is no greater future than the one I have worked for,” the 

king said, his voice driving. “We must expand if we are to quell the 
threats to our borders. It has taken years to negotiate this marriage. 
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If you cannot undo it, I know you can amend it! Say . . . Say Rose 
causes me to lose my horse, or a district, or . . .”

He trailed off, but she did not see his expression; she was watch-
ing Rose’s face, how in its curves she could see the first hints of the 
woman she would become.

“Ask me for another boon,” she said.
The king recoiled. “What?”
“Ask me for another boon. For Rose.” The name made Anger’s 

lips round, like a kiss. “Or do not, and bid your empire farewell —
“Give my daughter a boon,” he interrupted hoarsely. “Please. 

Please.”
Knee-deep in weeds Rose raised her cupped hands to the sky, 

giggling as she tried to keep the rainwater from escaping between 
her fingers. And what of her when she grew older, then? What 
bruises might ring her arms?

Anger took her time with her words, speaking them as much to 
the small dancing figure as to the king. “The princess will undo all 
that you have done, with nothing more than a mere spindle. But the 
greatness that comes after? It too will be her doing, not yours. You 
will leave no legacy save her.”

Rose ran back to her and tugged on her arm. “Apple, Apple, 
let’s dance in the rain!” And when Anger would not dance she ran 
about, spinning wildly and shrieking with laughter, her gown and 
hair richly spattered.

She realized then that she had been so distracted by Rose she 
had forgotten to note the king’s reaction to her pronouncement, 
missed that moment of dark triumph. Now she looked at him and 
saw only a guarded fury on his face, and she found that she did not 
care.

Anger shrugged, inclined her head, and went back to her cot-
tage and shut the door on them: on the king, on his horse gently 
nosing through the ivy, on the golden figure of Rose who was Joy 
still dancing as the heavens poured down.
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(And would it even matter in the end, Anger wondered? What 
could a princess create, when she was nothing more than a bargain-
ing piece for her father? What could she hope for, save that her 
betrothed would be a decent man? Still Anger’s eyes kept straying to 
the spindle Crone had given her; still she knew that what had been 
said must come to pass, even if she could not see how.)

H E R  H E A R T

Rose lingered in Anger’s memory, sun-bright against the scrim of 
her wood. Though she did not consciously decide to do so, again and 
again Anger found herself flitting along the castle walls, watching 
Princess Rose. Here, she gossiped with her ladies while they tended 
a little garden; here, she rode forth to deliver alms; here, she received 
her subjects in her father’s hall, giving each of their stories her utmost 
attention. Always doing is our princess, they said in the streets, dab-
bing their eyes. For the time was coming soon for Princess Rose to 
leave them: a castle on the southern border was part of her dowry, to 
someday become the capitol of the imminent empire.

Had Anger’s words somehow created this, added impetus to 
the king’s negotiations, the better to send away the daughter who 
threatened him? Yet every spindle had been destroyed; the king’s 
guards searched every person and cart on the borders to ensure no 
more would enter. There was no threat, save for what Anger har-
bored in her kitchen. And if Rose left without incident, if the curse 
played itself out years from now, perhaps a generation hence? That 
she could reflect so dispassionately on these matters surprised Anger, 
but only just. It had been many falls of the leaves since the king first 
rode into her wood. The dark spot in her memory felt almost normal 
now; she had grown accustomed, even fond, of her weeds and rotting 
wood and gowns of tears.

Once a bright, golden creature had danced in the rain, and it 
would be a sorry thing if her words somehow smothered that joy.

No matter that the same was done to you? the voice whispered 
in her mind.

No matter.
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It had been a long time since any dared to venture into her wood, 
and it was with a sense of inevitability that Anger opened her door 
and saw the horses crowding the weed-choked path, so hemmed in 
by the brambles they seemed to form one looming, many-headed 
creature. The combined patterns of livery and gleaming metal 
momentarily blinding; she threw up an arm to shield her eyes. For a 
brief, panicked moment, all her old dreams came back and it was the 
glistening serpent again, only with one eye dark, the other vibrantly 
golden.

Then the golden eye rippled, and called a halt, and Anger 
blinked and saw Princess Rose. She raised one hand in an uncertain 
greeting while the rider beside her held the bridle of her horse.

“Apple,” she said. “We would beg a moment to rest here, and 
water? Only we were riding and became lost.”

Anger took a moment before replying, trying to ground herself. 
She was no little bird anymore, and this no fearsome beast, only a 
retinue of young nobles. But the uncertain gesture, the stilted words 
— and how could they be lost? Half the kingdom knew the road 
that ran nearby. You could see the smoke of several villages by simply 
climbing a tree.

(Rose’s hair was, impossibly, even a brighter gold than her last 
visit. Who gave her that gift? Blossom, Anger suspected. It would 
like her sister to waste an entire boon on the right shade of blond.)

“Of course,” she said, bowing. “My cottage is at your disposal, 
your highness.”

At her words the party began to dismount, the women exclaim-
ing as brambles caught at their skirts, the men looking uneasily at 
the twisting, stunted trees. A different livery on each — the women 
part of Rose’s retinue, the men clearly linked to the one who now 
helped Rose down, his arm sliding snakelike around her waist as he 
lifted her onto what remained of the path.

“If I could refresh myself, inside?” She moved quickly towards 
Anger; when the man made to follow her she spun about, smiling 
brightly. “My lord, in this I should be attended by a woman alone.”
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“Then you should bring your ladies,” he replied. A chin that 
preceded him, a clipped accent to his words. “They say strange things 
happen in these woods, and speak ill of a fairy who lives in it.” He 
looked hard at Anger as he spoke the last.

“They are fools,” Rose said. She swept into Anger’s cottage, 
waving a dismissive hand over her shoulder at the other women, 
who receded like a flock of injured birds.

Anger followed her, shutting the door behind them. In the dim 
light all Rose’s brightness seemed to vanish. In her place stood a dis-
consolate girl, shifting from one foot to another, and seeing her wilt 
so made Anger’s stomach clench.

“I will be brief,” Rose said. “I don’t wish to impose on you. We 
have imposed too much already, I believe.”

Anger just looked at her. Those soft hands twisting, the tremor 
in her lower lip.

“I leave in a fortnight, and it seemed important . . .” she trailed 
off, then began again. “I wanted you to know that I understand, 
about the curse. Your boon, I mean. I would have done the same if I 
were you. He should never have . . .” But words failed her again and 
she turned away, wiping roughly at her cheeks.

For a moment Anger was stunned: had he told her? What had 
he said, what did he remember? But before she could think how to 
ask Rose continued in a shuddering voice, “I — I heard the maids. 
When they thought I was asleep. Talking about how he was when 
he was younger, and now — my mother is not well, she, she dreads 
my departure, she weeps endlessly and cannot sleep. And the maids 
were terrified that he might visit them again . . .”

She began crying bitterly, and Anger understood then that the 
king too oozed a taint from his very being, as surely as if he wore 
the fabric of his violence. Still Rose wept, and Anger looked around 
for something to offer her, only to find herself bewildered again: her 
kitchen was dusty, the jug long empty. Why had she not noticed 
before? What had she been subsisting on?

Grief, the voice said wisely in her ear.
Still the princess wept, wiping at her eyes with a handkerchief; 

Anger took an uncertain step forward, hesitated, and said instead, 
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“Your companion. He is your betrothed? The prince your father 
spoke of?”

The princess nodded, blowing her nose.
“Should I call for him?”
“No!” The word nearly a shout; she took a shaking breath and 

wiped her nose again. When at last she had mastered herself she 
said, “what do they look like?”

“Pardon?” Anger blinked, startled.
“Spindles.” She pronounced the word with a hushed reverence. 

“Only, I have never seen one — that is, I glimpsed one in a painting, 
but I would not know one if it was placed before me, either to avoid 
it, or . . . to avoid it.”

She blushed as she spoke, but Anger thought she saw some-
thing in her reddened eyes, a gleam of something harder. Wordlessly 
she went to the shelf, pushing aside the dusty pot and mended bowl 
to find Crone’s gift, as clean as if she had polished it that morning.

“They look like this,” she said, holding it out.
Rose gaped, astonished into silence; her hand drifted forward; 

abruptly she turned away.
“Rose,” Anger began, what did she want to say? So many things 

she could not find words for. “If you want me to, to destroy it — ”
But she was interrupted by the cottage door opening, the door-

way filled by a large figure in gold-trimmed livery, his chin entering 
the room before him. The prince’s face was smooth and young and 
glistening with sweat. He seemed to fill the room, blocking out all 
light. It was suddenly warm; when had it become so warm?

“My lady,” the prince said. “I thought perhaps something had 
happened.”

Anger’s breath was catching in her throat. He was so close. The 
spindle in her grasp.

“Nothing save conversation,” Rose replied, the bright smile 
back on her face. “I would have some more time with my dear friend 
Apple. You may ride on if you like.”

“Certainly not.” He looked around the cottage, his lip curling. 
“You will come away now. This place is . . . unsuitable.” He uttered 
the word with distaste.
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The smell of him. Had her cottage become smaller? Her breath 
was catching, she felt dizzy; Rose looked at her in alarm, save that 
she was suddenly far away — yet how could that be, when her cot-
tage was shrinking?

“In a moment,” Rose said, but her voice was muffled, distant.
“Now,” the prince barked.
Rose’s hands twining with Apple’s, her grey eyes like the dawn 

in her wood, her hair like the breath of the sun from when she was 
born, all that warm, cradling light . . .

“Rose!” The prince clapped his hands. “Rose, come!”
“Everything will be all right,” Rose said softly. Her lips brushed 

Apple’s cheek.
The prince stepped forward, his hand outstretched. Were his 

eyes blue? Apple begged the chair fall please fall and it obediently 
tipped backwards, making him stumble. With a grunt he swiped for 
Rose, seizing her wrist and dragging her to him —

and then the spindle was gone from Apple’s grasp as Rose spun 
about and struck the prince in the head with a too-large fist.

He fell to his knees with a bellow. There was a flurry of cries 
from without and suddenly her cottage was full of people, clamoring 
and exclaiming, pushing Apple further and further into the corner. 
Like a wave crashing in, filling every inch of the space. She heard 
the twittering of Rose’s ladies and the muttering of the prince’s men 
and Apple covered her face with her hands and wept, her tears over-
whelming her in their sudden bright pain, like some festering thing 
had been lanced at last.

And when at last her crying subsided, leaving her aching and 
hollow, she lowered her hands and saw that her cottage was empty, 
the chair neatly tucked beneath the table once more.

There was no sign of the spindle.

(There was no empire, of course.)
(In fact, there were no marriages at all. Word went around that 

Rose was quite unfit, with many allusions made to her state of mind, 
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her womanliness or lack thereof, her overbearing father, dozens of 
stories and speculations boiling down into the succinct mad bitch. 
Which a princess can easily be, if required. Especially if it means 
ending border campaigns and byzantine negotiations and finally 
getting back to ruling.)

Apple heard the horses, but distantly at first. Not the plodding gait 
of the lost but a brisk, purposeful trot; still, it gave her enough time 
to finish her conversation. She had been listening to a large, spread-
ing oak, listening to its requests: a sick branch that needed removing, 
a pine tree jostling it for some much-needed light. A new thing for 
her, this listening. Everything had a voice, why hadn’t she realized 
that before? Everything had a voice, and needs, and desires, and she 
had imposed her own for far too long. She had made enough sugges-
tions for quite a while; it was time to give others a turn.

Dusting her hands, she flitted back to the clearing by her cot-
tage, watching as two horses drew near. Now she heard the gay little 
bells swinging from their harnesses, a sweet kind of music she had 
never heard before; it suited the bouncing golden braids of the first 
rider, a single girlish touch to the otherwise womanly figure.

(Music, Apple remembered, was one of Spring’s passions.)
When they drew close Queen Rose dismounted lightly and 

then hesitated, shifting from foot to foot. “Apple,” she said.
Apple inclined her head. Only a little older, but Rose had aged 

in other ways; such, she supposed, was the burden of rule. Still her 
eyes were as grey as the first light of dawn; still she carried her bright-
ness within her, as bright as the breath of the sun itself.

“I’ve been wanting to bring you something.” She drew a pouch 
out of her saddlebag and held it out. “As a thank you.”

“A thank you?” Apple took the pouch carefully, reverently. Inside 
were dozens of small, dark shapes, spheres that tapered to little points.

“Bluebell seeds.” Rose looked around with a smile. “I have 
always loved this wood — it feels so free, and yet so safe. But no 
wood this lovely should be without bluebells.”
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Apple found herself smiling as well, as she had not done in 
some time. “I don’t understand. You have nothing to thank me for.”

“Other than the means to rid myself of my boorish suitor?” 
Rose laughed, then sobered. “If you had not spoken as you did, at my 
birth? I would never have believed my maids, Apple. I would never 
have been able to see my father clearly.”

The words were earnest, she could see it in Rose’s face, and yet . . 
. “I didn’t do it for you,” she whispered. “I had no caring for you then. 
I wasn’t even this . . . I was Anger, in that moment.”

“That may be,” Rose said. “But you were also brave, and honest, 
and I am grateful for it.”

Apple could only nod. Everything was so wonderfully bright, 
in that moment; it closed her throat, it seemed to fill her from head 
to toe, it softened that lingering darkness in her mind to a shadow. 
Even the pattern of her gown seemed more vibrant, more like blos-
soms than bruises, though she knew her wrist would be forever 
marked, just as she knew the shadow would never vanish entirely. 
Nor did she want it to.

Rose dabbed at her eyes. “I saw your apple trees are blooming.”
“They asked to,” Apple said simply.
Still Rose hesitated, shifting again; at last she blurted out, “it is 

a lonely thing to be queen.”
Apple looked at the other rider but Rose waved her hand dis-

missively. “He’s to protect me, nothing more. Though we have fewer 
threats now; everyone wants our textiles, not our antagonism.” Then, 
more shyly, “I would not blame you, if you saw me as you saw my 
father. Only — only I need a friend? Someone who cares enough 
to be angry, and brave, and honest.” Her eyes were welling again. “I 
presumed to call you friend, once . . . and I have thought of you often 
. . . Apple?”

Once a thirteenth, apple-plump fairy had believed it was enough 
to care. Once a girl named Rose who was Joy had danced in the rain.

What are you?
I am Apple . . . and I am Love.
Apple took Rose’s hand in hers.
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A B O U T  P O D C A S T L E

PodCastle is a short fantasy fiction podcast that began in 2008 as the 
third Escape Artists podcast with editor and host, Rachel Swirsky. 
PodCastle specializes in all genres of the fantastic, and our stories 
span the genre, from classic sword & sorcery tales to the bleeding 
edge of speculative realism, hurtling through worlds both imagined 
and just to the left of our own. Every episode is self-contained, and 
a wonderful way to sample new authors or new work from familiar 
favorites. The castle’s denizens have assembled a page of particu-
lar standouts for new listeners. C. L. Clark and Jen R. Albert are 
the current co-editors, Setsu Uzumé is host and assistant editor, and 
Peter Adrian Behravesh is producer.

PodCastle has been a finalist for the Hugo Award, the Ignyte 
Award, the World Fantasy Award, and the Aurora Award (2020) 
and has won the British Fantasy Award, the Parsec Award, and the 
Academy of Podcasters Award.
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P O D C A S T L E  S TA F F

JEN R .  ALBERT

Co-Editor (she/her)

Jen Albert is an editor, writer, and former entomologist. She became 
co-editor of her favorite fantasy fiction podcast in 2016; she now 
wonders if she still allowed to call it her favorite. Jen works full-
time as an editor at ECW Press, an independent publishing house 
based in Toronto, where she enjoys working on books of all kinds 
and co-chairs Toronto-based reading series ephemera. Jen has been 
nominated for the Hugo Award, the World Fantasy Award, the 
Ignyte Award, and the  and has won the British Fantasy Award and 
the Academy of PodCasters Award for her work on PodCastle in 
2018.

C .L .  CLARK 

Co-Editor (she/they)

Cherae is the author of The Unbroken and graduated from Indiana 
University’s creative writing MFA. She’s been a personal trainer, 
an English teacher, and an editor, and is some combination thereof 
as she travels the world. When she’s not writing or working, she’s 
learning languages, doing P90something, or reading about war and 
[post-]colonial history. Her work has also appeared or is forthcom-
ing in FIYAH, Uncanny, PodCastle, and Beneath Ceaseless Skies. 
You can follow her on twitter @c_l_clark or check out her website at 
www.clarkwrites.wordpress.com.
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SETSU UZUMÉ
Host and Assistant Editor (they/them)

Setsu is the host and assistant editor at PodCastle. Their work has 
appeared in Grimdark Magazine, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, and 
Magic: The Gathering. More at setsuuzume.com

PETER ADRIAN BEHRAV ESH

Audio Producer (he/him)

Peter Adrian Behravesh writes flintlock space fantasy stories inspired 
by eighteenth-century Iran and songs about the technoapocalypse. 
By day, he edits manga for Seven Seas Entertainment. When he 
isn’t writing or editing, you’ll most likely find Peter hurtling down a 
mountain, sipping English Breakfast, and brushing up on his Farsi 
(though usually not all at once). You can read his sporadic ramblings 
on Twitter @pabehravesh or at peteradrianbehravesh.com.

MATT DOV EY

Associate Editor, Graphics Wizard, and Social Media 
Manager (he/him)

Matt Dovey is very tall, very British, and most likely drinking a cup 
of tea right now. A village elder once told him the scar on his arm 
marked him for greatness, but he’s not so sure. He now lives in a quiet 
market town in rural England with his wife and three children, and 
still struggles to express his delight in this wonderful arrangement. 
Although his surname rhymes with “Dopey”, any other similarities 
to the dwarf are coincidental. He has fiction out and forthcoming all 
over the place: keep up with it at mattdovey.com, or find him time-
wasting on Twitter as @mattdoveywriter.
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CRAIG JACKSON 

Community Manager and Associate Editor (he/him)

Craig Jackson, known on the forums as Ocicat, is usually found 
wandering the woods outside Seattle. He studied astrophysics 
at UC Santa Cruz, and convinces people to give him money for 
breaking their computer programs. He is the founder and presi-
dent of the Coalition to Ban Dihydrogen Monoxide (DHMO). 
He’s also a community organizer involved in Seattle’s Sex Positive 
and Polyamorous communities. In addition he has a passion for 
partner dancing, is a WA state forest steward, plays roleplaying 
and other games, and studies religion and folklore. Anything for a 
weird life.

AIDAN DOY LE

Associate Editor (he/him)

Aidan Doyle is an Australian writer and editor. He is the co-editor 
of the World Fantasy Award-nominated Sword and Sonnet and the 
author of The Writer’s Book of Doubt. He has visited more than 100 
countries and his experiences include teaching English in Japan, inter-
viewing ninjas in Bolivia, and going ten-pin bowling in North Korea. 
Follow his exploits at http://www.aidandoyle.net and on Twitter.

DEV IN MARTIN

Associate Editor (he/they)

Devin is a colony of uncooperative cells with a voracious appetite 
for cheesecake. After studying psychology and computer science, he 
almost fell into a career teaching robots how to kill, but escaped at 
the last moment. A number of arcane arts have vied for his attention, 
including programming and game design (both board and video), 
but writing has sung the sweetest. He lives with his brilliant scientist 
of a spouse and they call Cardiff their home. He almost never tweets 
@devinxmartin and he has a wide range of disturbing cackles.
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ELEANOR WOOD

Associate Editor (she/her)

Eleanor R. Wood writes and eats liquorice from the south coast of 
England, where she lives with her husband, two marvellous dogs, 
and enough tropical fish tanks to charge an entry fee. Her stories 
have appeared in Galaxy's Edge, Diabolical Plots, PodCastle, Nature: 
Futures, The Best of British Fantasy 2019, and various anthologies, 
among other places. She blogs sporadically at creativepanoply.word-
press.com and tweets @erwrites.

EMMALIA HARRINGTON

Associate Editor (she/her)

Emmalia Harrington is a nonfiction writer with a deep love of 
speculative fiction.  When she isn’t writing, she can be found sewing, 
knitting, cooking or suffering from idle hands. She’s a member of 
the Broad Universe writing guild. Her work has previously appeared 
in FIYAH, Glittership, Anathema, and other venues. Follow her on 
Twitter @EmmaliaWrites.

HAMILTON PEREZ

Associate Editor (he/him)

Hamilton is a writer, freelance editor, and aspiring creature from 
the black lagoon. He lives in Sacramento, California with a very 
good dog. His stories have appeared in Daily Science Fiction, 
Metaphorosis, and Mad Scientist Journal, and he occasionally blogs 
about writing at hamiltonperez.wordpress.com.

JULIA PATT

Associate Editor (she/her)

Julia is a writer and teacher from Maryland. Her fiction has appeared 
in Clarkesworld, Escape Pod, Luna Station Quarterly, and other 
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places. When she isn’t working on stories or terrorizing her compo-
sition students, she gardens, does yoga, games, reads as much as she 
can, and, in the summer, attends an inordinate number of baseball 
games. Visit juliakpatt.com for more.

JULIAN K .  JARBOE

Associate Editor (they/them)

Julian K. Jarboe is from Massachusetts. They are a graduate of the 
Odyssey Fantasy Writing Workshop and a fellow at the Writers’ 
Room of Boston, where they also sit on the board. Their writing can 
be found in The Atlantic, Strange Horizons, The Fairy Tale Review, 
and anthologized in the LAMBDA award-winning Year’s Best 
Transgender Speculative Fiction series, among others. They also 
produce and co-host Mothers & Others, “the podcast about mater-
nal figures and mommy issues,” and tweet @JulianKJarboe.

KAI HUDSON

Associate Editor (she/her)

Kai Hudson lives in sunny California where she writes, hikes, and 
spends entirely too much time daydreaming of far-off worlds. Her 
work has appeared or is forthcoming in Clarkesworld, PseudoPod, 
Metaphorosis, and Anathema: Spec from the Margins, among others. 
You can visit her website at www.kaihudson.com.

KAITLY N ZI VANOV ICH

Associate Editor (she/her)

Kaitlyn is a former Marine Corps intelligence officer and current 
speculative fiction writer. She is a graduate of the Viable Paradise 
Workshop and writes short stories to avoid editing her novel. Currently 
living in Japan with her husband and four loud children. 
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SHOMARI KIRKWOOD

Associate Editor (she/her)

Shomari Kirkwood is a recent graduate from the Savannah College 
of Art and Design. She currently is a trainee in the Tessera Editorial 
BIPOC program. When not writing or editing, she streams on 
Twitch under the handle MxOberon and leads an actual play table-
top RPG podcast as its GM. You can find her on Twitter or Twitch 
as @MxOberon.

SOFIA BARKER

Associate Editor (she/her)

Sophie Barker studied to become a doctor but was rescued by trans-
lation before there was too much damage done. She has worked with 
authors such as Lucy Taylor, Priya Sharma, and Kelly Robson in 
bringing their work to Spanish readers. She is very lucky to be sur-
rounded by a great community of literary friends that keep remind-
ing her that she is loved. She lives in Madrid, but her Scottish blood 
keeps calling her to Edinburgh. You can find her fangirling about 
one female writer or another on Twitter @PitiFlusi.

SRIKRIPA KRISHNA PRASAD

Associate Editor (she/her)

Sri is a graduate student hailing from near Toronto, Ontario, who is 
(metaphorically) wandering the world, searching for purpose. She is 
deeply fond of reading and writing speculative fiction, especially fan-
tasy, and is working on several stories to hopefully publish one day. 
Outside of writing, she is learning how to play the guitar, practicing 
the violin, daydreaming, and trying to motivate herself to finish any 
of the numerous projects she has going. You can find her on Twitter 
at @sriative, where she rarely tweets but lurks in the shadows, cast-
ing her judgmental yet benevolent eye over the world.
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TIERNEY BAILEY

Associate Editor (she/her)

Tierney Bailey is a Libra, a lover of science fiction and poetry, 
and is a dice-collecting gremlin. Currently, Tierney is Associate 
Poetry Editor with Sundress Publications, a copyeditor at Strange 
Horizons, Associate Editor with PodCastle, and a freelance graphic 
designer. She has earned a BA from the University of Indianapolis 
and a Masters Degree in Writing, Literature, and Publishing from 
Emerson College. Tierney is most easily found screaming into the 
void on Twitter as @ergotierney.

ZI V W ITIES

Associate Editor (he/him)

Short fiction snuck into Ziv’s life in his teens. It struck a tent, has 
been entrenched ever since, and sometimes throws parties. Outside 
the Castle, Ziv is a programmer, a source-control evangelist, and 
Assistant Editor at Diabolical Plots. He spends much of his time 
lovingly fending off his three children. Check out zivwities.com for 
Ziv’s expert overanalyses of popular media, for how to learn story 
structure out of Discworld books, and for whatever he does next. He 
tweets, vaguely, as @QuiteVague.
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