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    To C. I wrote this before I met you, but it taught me how to love you.

      

    


To quickly recap book one:

Chapter one of After Forever Falls Apart does not ease you into the story. Not at all. Thus, here’s a recap of the events of Graveyard of Lullabies before diving into the sequel.

The main character is a mage with powers over death. She has an animated skeleton named Skeleton Cook who helps with chores around the house. One day, she finds a giant egg by her house, so she travels to a nearby town and gets a master identifier to identify its species. Turns out, it’s a royal avian, it belongs to the royals, so they take it to the palace city.

There, they get a little embroiled in the queen and her servant’s battle to reclaim their power from an usurper king who’s made them prisoners in their home. This usurper king (probably) killed the former king, and instated himself as the new ruler while replacing most of the palace staff with those loyal to himself. The queen is searching for evidence he actually killed the king, so she can enact justice.

When the egg hatches, the newly born bird kills the master identifier. Because people in the city witness this event, the death mage takes the bird with her and travels into the tundra.

Later, in a coastal town recently destroyed by an invading force, the death mage meets Tatter-cloak, the former king’s servant, who witnessed the murder. With Tatter-cloak as a witness to aid the queen’s cause, the death mage travels to the palace city again—while following the army that destroyed the coastal town. This army burns and pillages several more towns in their march, and eventually catches Tatter-cloak too, and smashes the animated skeleton.

The death mage liberates Tatter-cloak, but due to his injuries, she leaves him with supplies in the tundra and continues to the palace city alone. There, after evading an army camped on the city’s outskirts, she helps the queen escape infighting within the palace—but the queen’s servant doesn’t survive the battle.

The death mage uses the servant’s skeleton to carry supplies out of the city, then she and the queen travel back to Tatter-cloak.

Chapter one of After Forever Falls Apart begins with the death mage and the queen burying the queen’s servant’s bones, before meeting up with Tatter-cloak.
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​part 1: our dead









































[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1 (queen’s bones/friend)
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We bury the bones in a meadow of yellow buds, beside a towering boulder. The jet bird hops impatiently around us, shadow making the blooms cower. We don’t have a shovel. The queen uses a knife from the sack of vegetables, hilt stained with red juices from days ago.

I use my fingers. To pretend like I am doing something. Like plucking sharp rocks out of the way. Really, the bones do most of the work. Scooping with curved hands. Kicking with calcaneus bones.

The queen pauses often to stare stonily at the mosses we’re digging up. I am slowed by the constant reminder that Aqtilik’s frame isn’t Skeleton Cook; she is shorter, less lanky, more eager to plow forward without dancing.

The queen abruptly stands, setting the knife atop the boulder. “I’ve got to leave.” She dusts her hands on a blood-stained parka, walks away.

I look to Aqtilik for some kind of answer, except she keeps digging her own grave. So I dig too, fingernails grimy. I pretend like this grave is for another skeleton too, since I think he would have liked that.

***
[image: ]


The bones lie down in the shallow pit and the queen has still not returned. I hesitate, crouched over the soil. The jet bird flutters to the top of the boulder, tipping the knife into the pit. It bites into the ground beside the skull. I glare at the bird and yank the knife free, she glares back.

The queen returns. I hide the knife behind my sleeve.

“Is there a way you usually do this?” I ask.

“Do what?”

“Burial ceremony,” I say.

She shrugs and folds her arms. “She’s not technically royal. I’ve never been part of a ceremony that wasn’t for a royal.”

“Oh,” I say. The pit is shallow enough the ribs don’t quite fit. We can’t go deeper, there’s too many rocks and the soil’s nearly frozen.

“Even if it were for a royal, there’s no procession. We can’t take her to the palace tunnel. There’s no coffin.”

“Oh,” I say. Lean my cheek on my lifted knees.

Silence.

“I don’t think we have enough soil to cover the bones,” I say.

“I don’t think so either.” She rocks side to side, still hugging herself.

“Would you like a moment alone?” I suggest. I don’t suggest shoving the boulder over to cover the bones. More like crush the bones.

“No.” She strides past me, to the heap of sacks and waterskins and a tent. “We should move on.”

I stand. The jet bird tilts her head at me, points at the ground with her beak. “Of course you could have,” I say. “But then we’d have a round crater and a plume of dust.” Attracting an army.

“Let them come,” the queen says.

I turn around.

“If they see it, let them come,” the queen repeats, slinging the tent bag over her shoulder. “If the royal avian can give her that, let them come.”

I hesitate. We just spent a quarter of the morning digging a shallow pit. “Okay,” I say, and lift the jet bird by stormy blood. She launches to the sky, and I guide her clear of the boulder, and the flowers, and the bones. “If you say so.”

The skeleton stands, out of one grave, waiting patiently for another.

***
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Dear dead, we followed a swath of burned land—burned mosses and grass—after following a column of black smoke, after sleeping restlessly in a tent of three, Tatter-cloak, you, me.

You, queen, didn’t understand why Tatter-cloak ran away in the first place. Why hadn’t he fought? You said you didn’t understand. But you did.

Why hadn’t you fought harder for your palace? Why hadn’t you seen the guard who took Aqtilik? Why had you gone for the birds in the first place? Why had you waited? Why had you waited? Why had you waited?

You tossed and turned in a tent of three, shoulders aching with burdens you carried under daylight; hip bones grinding into the stones in the night; feet sore with days of walking; eyes sore with the few hours of darkness, and the tears, but mostly the blinking the tears back. A queen is strong for her people. A queen is only as much of a queen as the justice she delivers to those people. As much of the compassion she keeps in her heart.

A killer had taken that queendom from you. A ruthless empress slaughtered the people who lived there.

A queen stays strong for her people.

***
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I am in the crowds the day it happens—the jet bird shoved in a blanket tied around my waist, my hood kept up to conceal my face.

I can’t move when the guards shove you up on that stage. I can’t feel, just a hollow blankness caverning my interior. The narrow flag over the tent whips in a wind, it is a white tent, they kept you in a white tent, which is where they must have shaved your head, split your lip three different times, tore your parka to shreds and left you in rags.

When the guards tie you to the post, your eyes meet mine. They hold mountains, still. I look away first, away from the glinting sparks of steel beneath your feet.

Which is better: your honorary death, or a savior from the flames named a terrible death mage?

You came up with this plan, queen—you tell me.

Regal. You lift your chin. Filthy rags whip in a wind. Your arms, bound behind your back, hold you to a post on a heap of wood. A quiet falls, the first licking flames eat up the kindling pile. I have never seen much firewood in my life. Not even from Bone-builder’s bonfires.

I meet your gaze again. Mountains, trembling; the fire licks the oil-soaked rags of your ankles. You nod once. I nod back. Speak a word, collapsing on itself, stopping your heart. Simple as that. The flames erupt skyward and you are already a color, a shift in the smoke, a silver shape pantomiming how you died. The flames erupt skyward and you are already working your way backwards, alive, breathing, dancing for an audience of one witness, me.

​five years later

Simple as that. I shutter the caverning swoon around my heart as I do the window. The scent of smoke still trickles in.

Simple as that, this town has become a wasteland. Never much liked it, never mind that, this town is a wasteland. “We’re going to have to leave,” I say.

The body under the other covers rolls over. Black eyes blink at me, above a black beak.

“There’s a fire,” I say.

The black eyes blink, so I shrug and pace towards the bathroom. Plumbing, it’s called. Plumbing, in a town by the bright sea, chattering vendors shouting to buy from me this, buy from me that, I guess they haven’t smelled the smoke at all yet.

Plumbing, but no mirrors. A tub holding water, but no towel. A strange box you sit on for body waste. Whoever thought of sitting on a box for that?

Never mind that.

Crazy thoughts for a crazy woman who hasn’t talked to anything but a bird in weeks.

I return to the bed. I sniff at the shutters, wrinkling my nose. The smoke has gotten worse. I think I was starting to be okay with this town, this place, the raucous seabirds taking over the shoreline and my ears.

But I drag my bag out from under the bed. One of those fancy ones that hangs from your shoulders and straps around your hips. One Tatter-cloak gave me.

I pack the water bottle from the table, the leftover seaweed bread, the canned meat. The beginnings of bone knives from fish ribs, I collect in the front pouch. Steady hands fold up the clean cloak hanging off the three-legged chair and stuff it on the side. I go back for the soap bottle by the bathroom sink and steal that—never know when you might need soap—and drain the water-filled tub.

The jet bird likes water-filled tubs, splashing, bobbing, thrashing with her stick-like claws to pretend that she is swimming. The way her beak splits, and she pants for air, nearly turns her to a grinning thing.

But we are leaving. I unhook my spare clothes from the back of the door. Fold them awkwardly, lumpily. I pull the comb from the brown cloak’s corner pocket and halfway brush out my hair, dyed black with old leaves. Then I squeeze the comb back in with the cloak, move over to the bed and the backpack and the bird.

A call rises up outside, rattling the shutters. “Fire! Fire!” I tug her wing by drowsy sky blood and nearly gag on acrid smoke, snaking through the window. Bright flashbacks shiver on my eyes.

“We are leaving,” I say to the bird. She waddles out from under the white quilt. I pluck a loose feather from the sheets, shove it into the backpack, too. “Right now.”

She waddles into my hand, and I shoulder the backpack, which bounces against my spine all the way through the door and the empty hall and the creaky stairs.

***
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We head for the docks, the jet bird and I. Until I catch textures of the clamoring crowds and discretely angle away, thoughts whirling.

Passage on a boat is the quickest way out of here. Safest. Walking the roads, less so. You never know which road the Burners come from, with their oil and striking sticks and wagons of eager tinder.

I squeeze through the streets, shoulders curled against the tide of people. Children cry over left-behind dolls; stone-faced mothers shush them; curling smoke hazes gray, watering my eyes. I don’t tell the tide of people that the docks are already overflowing, the beach about to wash out with the boats. They’ll figure it out. 

Which road, then, to avoid the Burners? The beaten path up the coast, the two cobbled roads going inland? I curl my shoulders against the tide, the bird on my head drawing stares, the backpack digging into my hips.

***
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Dear dead, the Burners came to burn the taint of magic. Empress lands, Empress laws, any whiff of the extraordinary was worthy of being purged from existence by incineration.

Dead, I wish to speak for all the magic that has lived and been scrubbed free of this world, as if I could speak for our entire people, for textures pumping in thread-thick arteries, for inheritors of enchanted forests and constructed cities. Me, a death mage, awander in a city I don’t really like—who am I to speak for this people?

I live and die every day.

So I speak for an entire memory. You, yesterday, a cut-copy version of I, me, us, an inked stamp bleeding with color. I, more faded through layers of rice paper.

I hold the stories of our dead.

I killed the king, that rot-gotten hollow of slimy hunger. I say I, it is easy for me to take credit for our mistakes.

He showed up at the coronation. Pyre. Throne room in the whipping wind where you danced for me. He showed up.

I must have missed the hunger, between the rags and the shock and the shushing of a crying bird. I missed that awful, slimy hunger in the tents beside us, because.

I had just watched you die.

The slimy hunger walked onto the stage, grand feather cape black against the gray smoke.

He smiled, teeth white.

I had just killed you so you wouldn’t die by fire.

I would say I’m sorry for his death too, but the dancing figure of you in the flame sparked bright red at his teeth—you looked for no apology.

I found a depth of hurt, I unbottled it, like fired clay cracking in a fist, the hurt ran like blood up my throat and I screamed at him.

He crumpled, a child’s doll. His cape kept billowing in time with the red flag over the tent. The crowd hushed. Not because of shock. I stood an island in a still sea of collapsed bodies, this is why Tatter-cloak wasn’t invited. The fire crescendoed.

“Mage!” a voice screeched, on the continents outside the sea of collapsed bodies. I carefully rebottled the hurt. “Mage!”

I ran, senses a knife cutting through water of ragged voices.

***
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The Burners didn’t come from any road. They made their own. I take the road going up the coast, squinting at the charred wagon tracks cutting through the harvested fields. “Whyever did they do that?” I ask the bird perched atop my head.

The jet bird doesn’t reply. I glance back at the town, could the Burners burn a whole town for the magic of bone knives?

A stone building in the town’s outskirts crumbles. The Burners laugh, cackling like mindless birds. A shivering creep clings sideways of my spine at my exposed silhouette, on the beaten path away from the town, my swaying arms bare. Mage that I am. I cross my arms, braiding the cords of the backpack in my fingers; could the Burners burn a whole town for the magic of bone knives?
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​Chapter 2 (king’s bones/burners)
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Impromptu camping trip. That’s what I call it. Nice weather, end of summer, the jet bird eager for twilight insects, instead of meat. She’s conflicted. Branching out. Discovering herself.

The insects irritate her with their erratic flights, hard to track, escaping clacks of her beak. I doubt this is a branch that will bud many blossoms. But I could be wrong. Maybe she secretly enjoys the hunt.

Backpack a pillow, meal of kelp bread, I don’t open the canned meat since the jet bird hasn’t asked for it. I try to sleep, mouth dry with seaweed.

It’s too warm. Muggy. Insects buzz in my ears. I dig out the brown cloak from the backpack and throw it over me. It helps with the insects, not the mugginess.

I trace the jet bird’s electric-frustrated blood, fluttering about. “Do you miss the tundra?” I ask her. “The cold?”

She alights in a bush beside me, twigs trembling. I roll my eyes at the bush’s fear, they have no idea. 

“It was a whole lot easier to sleep without the insects,” I say into the cloak. “And I miss the snow.”

I miss the snow, so I stick by the ocean, because the mist reminds me a little of snowflakes. The ocean makes me think of ice floes, glaciers, blizzards.

So I tell myself.

I curl up in the cloak and try to sleep, uncomfortable with the sweat trickling down my elbows, the itchiness in my armpits. The buzzing insects I take for a melody, muttering about the heat, wishing for an ocean.

***
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Dear dead, we don’t talk about the shapes in fire here.

But...the Burners. We could talk about them, distantly remove ourselves as if picturing specimens through a microscope.

Sidetrack: I first saw a microscope moments before hurling it into a fireplace to stop the rabid, sparking army from leaping out to slice us to ribbons. My lungs believed they would slice us to ribbons.

The Burners. They wear masks painted like crude animal faces, white and pink. They wear nutty shells of oversized fruits as bulbous headdresses, they drag their wagons full of weapons of flame. So they say. I never go close to them.

They can sniff out magic. Whether through...magical means, or means more ordinary. Magical noses. Nosy people. Or maybe neither, and they burn wantonly wherever they go. Empress lands, Empress laws, The Burners Decree the Taint of Magic Using Actions Which Spark Louder than Words.

The Burners. I steer clear of them. Smart thing to do, for a death mage. Smart thing to do, when the burning fires hold memories trying to claw me to ribbons.

***
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I miss the snow, so I stick by the ocean, distant waves crashing down below. I walk in the near-end summer heat. The jet bird waddles up ahead of me. She’s branching out. Discovering herself. I doubt this will bud many blossoms either, given how I push her forward a dozen paces whenever I pass her, blood vessels like curls of lazy breezes. She doesn’t seem to mind. Just continues waddling up the dirt road, ever so slowly, cliffside beside us dipping up and down.

The red sun slowly rises, our shadows cower under the heat.

***
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Dear dead, five years ago, after killing the king you ran through the camp, gray tents a maze, slamming heartbeats giving the other contenders away. You shut your eyes, stilled your breathing, crouched beside the flapping entrance of a tent. The jet bird shifted softly in the blanket tied to your waist, tuned to your quiet breaths.

Hearts sprinted past, you crept into the open after them, boots soundless under the flapping of tents, the rushing air.

You’d had enough of sprawled bodies that day. So you left the slamming hearts sprinting away from you, and snuck through the camp, senses strained outward in that mad mage hunt: their beating hearts made a map in your mind of cut corners, empty tents scented like spiced smoke, ash-mixed muddy paths. Maybe, afterward, they would believe you could disappear into thin air. Since no one caught any sight of you. Under the cover of broad daylight, you stole an army cloak and bags of supplies, wandering off through the tundra toward Tatter-cloak.

Five years ago, you weren’t so careful. But that wasn’t the point. You reached back for taffy bones, how slimy those taffy bones, strung them up tight and made them dance. That was the distraction, not the spite. No one was around to watch.

The real bones, the bones you couldn’t leave there, slipped out of the ash heap, cracked by heat. Shaking finger bones tugged taffy-strung arm bones free from under the collapsed pyre. Femurs threaded hips and vertebrae out from traps of charcoal.

While the king danced foolishly on the stage, the queen’s skeleton crawled away, through the ocean of silent bodies, around tents, through the wide path leading to the tundra the crowd of watchers had come by. She crawled, since half her right shin had shattered beyond recognition, and her left foot bones curled around the barely strung-together bones of her right, keeping them from falling.

You waited for her, between the gray tents and the white buildings of the village. The Empress hadn’t burned this place. She’d merely brought the people out to watch their queendom burn.

The people who then hunted you through the camp as readily as any soldier. You decided not to tell the bones. They might get offended, for your sake.  

***
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There is a child following us. I don’t know if they know we are here, ahead of them. I don’t know how I didn’t know there was a child following us for the better part of a day.

I veer off the road where it dips, turning away from the seaside. This muggy plain boasts towering grass and squat bushes, which I part with itching hands. The jet bird waddles at my feet.

When we find a clearing, where the grass has fled to leave bare dirt, I sink to the ground. Rub out my calf muscles. I unknot the backpack from my hips, unsling it from my shoulders. The seaweed bread I dig out from the side. I pry open the canned meat, plug my nose against the pungent scent and slide it towards the bird, scraping the soil. She grabs it in her claws, flutters to the shadow of a rock whistling with wind-whipped grasses, and snaps the can to pieces.

I sprawl out, on the hard-packed dirt, close my eyes and trace the sense of a child’s crystal-sharp blood. They trudge along the road. They move steadily, thoroughly unlike how I imagine a child would, distracted by passing insects or sticks to carve swirls in the soil. I chew seaweed bread, lying down. Reluctantly I sit up for the bottle of water, sip from it, then lie back down, pressing my boots against the rock.

The child passes our hiding place after the sun has moved from morning to noon. The jet bird tearing at the canned meat doesn’t pay attention. I sit up, eyes tracing the child’s plodding steps. A coal-warm fury at the Burners alights within me, edges into the heat of two. To leave a solitary child—thoroughly unchild-like, with heavy footsteps and crystal-sharp blood—to wander up the coast.

I glance at the jet bird. The metal can has completely vanished in silver ribbons. “You wouldn’t do well with a child around,” I say. I say it to both of us. Anger at the Burners sits easier in my gut than guilt, I know. I am so angry at the Burners.

***
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Another morning, another town, the same coast. The jet bird hides in the cloak, tied to the side of the backpack, digging into my waist. I fold my arms, weaving through the near-empty streets, hardly a stray soul rushing to and fro. No shouts from a market. No cries from any seabirds perched on rooftops.

To quiet the prickle in my spine, I blame it on the earliness of the morning. It’s just a drowsy town in the mugginess of near-end summer. I squint at the store signs over wooden doors to search for some place to sleep, some place to buy food. The itch in my spine rises at the motions of blood inside the buildings, each two stories high, shutters shut, wood beams creaky in the breeze.

I turn off the main road, to escape the few rushing souls. A wide lane meets me, lined with uneven bricks. There are no store signs here. Merely barred windows, thick doors. I pass a solitary soul on the street, his shoes loudly clopping. He doesn’t look at me. I pause to stare after him, eyebrow raised, the jet bird poking her head out at my hip. His blood courses like sharp bone needles, he coughs into a brown sleeve and keeps clopping.

We walk, footsteps slow, the unease in my spine crawling across my shoulder blades to make me shiver. Another morning, another town, “I hate this place already,” I whisper to the jet bird. She rustles in her cloak pouch.

A child comes into view at the end of the street, where it curves. He stares at the ground, jumps up and down. My eyes dart to the crooked door he dances in front of, the scent of burnt food trailing from inside. I wrinkle my nose. The jet bird’s blood goes dark and cloudy.

“Hi there,” I say.

He quits jumping, crystal-sharp blood pulsing hard.

“Are you playing a game?”

His dark eyes meet mine, deep and reflecting.

The jet bird shoots into the air, her cloak fluttering to the dark bricks.

Words utter from his mouth, at the bird, who screeches like claws on ice and the words fall flat.

Deja vu,

***
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Dear dead, you are standing in a street of red clay, there is a stranger leaning on the corner of the squat building, his cloak glitters silver.

“I could teach you,” he says. This specter. “You wouldn’t have to go to the funeral, if you came with me.”

You slowly let go of the curtain in the dark entry frame, leaving it to flutter. “But—”

“You’re different. I’m different, like you.”

“What’s that mean?” you asked, the memory foggy; the street, the sky, the distant sounds all gray space.

He held out a hand, his smile bright, “You can speak a language no one else knows. I can teach you how to use it.” He knelt in front of you. He whispered, “As soon as they find out you murdered that girl, they will kill you too.”

There wasn’t much you could say to that. Small child dusty by a house, adult in a silver cloak telling you if you stayed you would be dead.

***
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Deja vu, I blink away the image seared to my mind of Kolariq’s giant hand cupped around ours. I have been here before, positions reversed. I hope our clothes don’t glitter silver.

The jet bird comets into the street of dark bricks, showering stone clatters, she crashes past whatever the child was jumping on and he falls down. Instantly begins crying. The jet bird waddles out of her crater. “I told you you’d be bad with a child,” I say.

I don’t know what to do with a death mage child. Whatever Kolariq didn’t do. The child begins screaming, clutching his knee. I sigh. Approach him, the crater, find a muddy loaf of bread that’s been stomped into the bricks. I sit beside him. “Hi,” I say. “Were the Burners because of you, or because of me?”

As if he knows that.

He glances up, and his squinted-up expression hardly masks cold fury. He screeches louder, tears running rivers down his cheeks. The jet bird waddles up to him and tries to lick his face. Naturally, he screeches at her, clutching a bloody knee, his screech goes abruptly silent and the words shift sharp, tumbling over themselves. The jet bird tilts her head, clacks her beak, and the words shatter to wisps.

“I’m not very good at healing,” I say. I point at the open door, no heartbeats thrumming from inside. “Why don’t we go in there?” I glance sideways at the jet bird. Who pecks at the bread as if nothing happened. The child begins bawling, his fingers make a misshapen circle around a bloody wound on his knee. “Right,” I say. “You probably don’t want to walk like that.”

I peer closer at the wound, the fire of infection a niggling trap if I delve too deep. I poke a black speck with my fingernail, find it is a chip from a broken brick and flick it free. The child screams at me. I grimace, grab him around the back, hoist him up and find him lighter than the backpack. He quits screaming. Long enough for me to sigh in relief and for him to suck in a breath. My ears ring but I push a cracked door sideways, wrinkle my nose to the scent of burned matter.
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​Chapter 3 (hammer)
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Dear dead, partway to the town, from the Empress’ camp, you concealed the queen’s bones under the army cloak, then smeared that with mud and pebbles. Night fell; in the darkness, you walked to the village alone, conscious of your silhouette in the starlight, slight shadow bouncing on the white animal hide tupiit. Like tents, but meant to stand the summer months. You exhaled and reached out for rough grass stems, dry soil, following the current of Tatter-cloak’s blood.

Your tent stood out like a black feather in a mass of white. Because it was. Black in a mass of white. Under the starlight, that made it invisible. You crouched, feeling out with your fingers, your shadow giving no echo to your motions.

“Hello?” you said, to give him warning before stumbling about the entrance.

“Eeep.” Then, “Oh good you made it back.”

Cloth rustled, and a dim face emerged from the invisible dark.

“Sure,” you said, ducking inside past him. Stale breath and contained heat prickled over your face. “If you want to be positive.”

“Well, Kaliq was already kind of gone. ...Not to be harsh. That’s just how I’ve convinced myself I shouldn’t be sobbing my eyes out.” The tent door rustled shut behind you, blocking out the stars. He sniffed. “Is that smoke?”

“Yeah.” You peeled off your boots, left them by the door. Then you stood up straight, the top of your head brushing the black canvas.

“Do I want to know?”

“Do you?”

The sense of Tatter-cloak’s blood crawled toward the tent corner. “No, but I can’t not know. So I guess I do.”

You crouched, shuffling to the opposite corner. You laid down. Couldn’t tell in the darkness if the cloak covering the floor was yours or the queen’s. “They put her up on a pyre,” the words went monotone from you, “and lit a fire, and I killed her when she nodded at me. If it makes you feel better, the king showed up and I killed him too.”

Tatter-cloak sucked in a breath. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“Already? Him? I...I thought I was supposed to be a witness, like in a trial. Give my word and everything.”

“You did. You told me, you told her.”

“I...I suppose, yes.” A pause. You rolled to face the wall, equally as black as everything else in the dark. “I...wanted to give this grand speech, you know?” Thick fabric muffled Tatter-cloak’s words. “I wanted to tell the whole story how I saw it. Then, I would walk up and jab my fist at that king’s servant and shout, ‘You did it! You’re guilty! I saw you, with my own eyes! You killed the king!’ Then I would break something by punching it, or maybe kicking it.” His voice grew clearer. “I want to know what it feels like to physically punch that guy in the face, break his nose.” Silence. Half-audible breathing. “Do you think that’s dark?”

“I’ve never wondered that,” you said.

“Oh. So it’s pretty dark then.”

You blinked away red blood blinding your vision. “I wouldn’t say that.”

A shaky sigh. Then another inhale.

You stared at the black wall of the tent.

***
[image: ]


Dear dead. No premise, or question. There’s nothing else to be said, dear dead.

“I have a plan,” the queen announced, huffing, her boots slurping through the mud. “The Empress commands the armies here, doesn’t she?”

You, crouched atop a rock, shrugged.

“Great,” she said.

She trod past you, bag swinging from her side, supposedly for gathering edible roots. The bag seemed awfully empty to you, but you were too busy watching the sky to ask. What plan? What plan involved knowing whether the Empress herself commanded the armies here?

The jet bird cawed up above, shooting toward the ground. You stretched a hand out, palm up, and caught her by drizzling blood. She stopped, wingtips shivering above a boulder. You gasped and you let go, grimaced and you rubbed your wrist. The boulder still cracked at her landing.

***
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I set the child in the doorway, so I can plug my nose and wend deeper into the narrow building. The child still screams, at existence I suppose, the senses of blood in adjacent buildings creeping not-so subtly away.

I wend deeper into the building, in a vain hope I can get rid of the smoke and we can use this empty building to talk. Quietly. Without the prying ears of an empty street.

The narrow hall opens into a kitchen, thick with smoke, I wave a hand through it and shudder at the stove. Wood logs crackle and snap from its exposed belly, flickering magenta. And I can’t look. Vain hope, I told you so.

The red tile under my boots wavers with my watering eyes, I stumble around the edge of the hatch-marked table and find the burned matter. The child’s screams go muted in my ears, and I walk away.

Bandages, clean water, I repeat, cutting through the smoke. Bandages, water, a cloth to stuff in the screams. Maybe I can buy them off somebody, if I shout at their door. I yank the child by the arm, half by accident, half because there’s burned matter on the red tile, bread crumbs clutched in darkened fingers.

Bandages, water, a cloth to stuff in the screams. I yank the child into the street, clear of the smoke and the smell, I sharply turn and glare my eyes in daggers. “You. Do not do that,” I say. He falls silent, eyes lost under a mop of curly hair.

“You do not do that,” I say. Let go and step away. “You’ll get in trouble.”

He sniffs. Pushes hair aside to reveal he is glaring back. “From who?”

“From me. From the Burners. From yourself.” I tap the side of my head. I grab his wrist and tug him down the street, so much for bandages and water, he walks fine. “You see dead people in fire,” I say. “The ones you put there, they want to rip you apart.”

“How do you know?” he accuses, tries to yank away.

I point at the jet bird wheeling overhead. “I know the words you spoke to her. Twice.” I point behind us to the scent of smoke. “She did not die after falling into her oven.”

He tries yanking away again, eyebrows hard lines. “What do you know about me? They burned my auntie up!”

I crouch in front of him, fingernails biting into baby-skin wrist. He’s pained into merely grimacing. My gaze flicks to the quiet, winding road of dark bricks behind him. “I don’t remember my parents,” I say. “I killed my teacher after he desecrated the dead body of the boy I loved. I buried a queen, killed a king. So what if they burned your auntie up? They didn’t burn you.” I let go and stalk away, holding my fingers back from mindlessly tying braids in the backpack cords. “You can stand there until someone else comes and catches sight of what you’ve done, or—”

The jet bird comets into the street beside me. I flinch, but not a single brick sprays from her crater. The child stalks the other way, crystal-sharp blood leaking down the outside of his shin.

“Fine then,” I say to the bird, fluttering past me. “Fine. He can go wherever he wants.” My fingers knot braids in the cords of the backpack, still digging into my hips.

***
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Dear dead. You gave us no warning.

“But...but you can’t do that!” Tatter-cloak exclaimed. A bundle of the tent cloth drifted from his fingers. “You’re the queen!”

The queen collected scattered vegetables and knives into a sack. “Yes. I am.”

You wordlessly shook out the cloak. Not that there was much to shake out. You all slept in the tent. The collapsible tent. The tent often propped up with needle-thin fish bones and rope.

“Yes, you are!” Tatter-cloak crumpled the tent in his fists. “Which is why you can’t surrender!”

The queen stood, knotting the sack. “Yes, I am, which is why I can. And it’s not surrendering. I have a plan.”

“That’s not a plan!” Tatter-cloak protested. “You’ll never get close enough to the Empress herself.”

“Yes, I will. Because I have to. Because this land needs me to.”

“And what about us?” you asked. Picked at dirt stains on the cloak. “You said this war wasn’t over. You go to the empress, what makes you think you will come back?”

The queen turned to you. You intentionally didn’t look up. “Maybe I won’t come back. Maybe my reign over the Nunait ends here. My life for the empress’s. My life to free these lands.”

“And what if she doesn’t kill you?” you asked.

“Then you do.”

Your eyes flicked upwards then. Met her stony gaze. “Then I do. So you are going to the Empress, and then when you get caught I have to come for you? Paint you a martyr?”

“Yes.”

You stared down at the cloak. “What makes you think I want to do that?”

“As has been pointed out, I am the queen—”

“And I’m a death mage. Who is very tired of death. So, no.”

“Uh,” Tatter-cloak said. Coughed. “Maybe...we could discuss this later?” He held up a bundle of tent cloth that consumed his arms. “After we pack up?” His eyes flicked between us. “After the sun finishes rising, and we can all think clearly? And...maybe when I’m not around too?”

“Let us pack then.” The queen knelt again to collect threaded-together lengths of long fish bone, bundling them neatly in her fist. “We have plenty of walking to do today.”

You slung the cloak around your shoulders. Walked to the far end of the tent to begin folding it in lumpy squares.

“But this involves you too, Uyagaq. You don’t get to walk away on it.”

Tatter-cloak hesitated. Reluctantly nodded. “Fine. But, no shouting please? Or menacingly whispering? Please?”

You wordlessly rolled up the tent.
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​Chapter 4 (bury)
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I find a market in this too-quiet town. Shacks—all seemingly bent towards the sea—line an open brick road descending towards the shore. The posted bar at the top of the road tells me it’s a market. Nothing else does.

Most of the shacks are empty. In the breeze, the wooden walls creak like gap-filled teeth. I walk slow, pretending I am checking each of the shacks for people. Even though there are only two, at the end of the winding road, blood so thick they might be asleep. A wandering stranger like myself wouldn’t know that though.

I rub the bumps prickling my arms with the air coming off the sea. It could nearly be called chilly, this breeze trying to pierce the humidity.

My boots crunch over dark pebbles, the jet bird circles high above and faint fish guts garnish the wind. I come to the end of the market, hands itching to plug my nose from the scent. They tie half knots in the backpack straps instead.

A pair of girls lounge behind the counter of the final shack, at the end of the winding, sloped road. Sheer yellow stone backs the shack behind them, cliff gives way to ocean behind me. The water-logged sign above their shack proclaims them seafood sellers. I sniff, but beneath the sea wind I catch nothing except stale perfume on their prone bodies. They are asleep. No seafood in sight, whether on the counter or the empty shelves.

I cough. No response. Not-so-gently, I plant my fist on the counter. The whole shack trembles, and one girl jolts up, eye comically wide. I stare at the shaved patch of scalp above her left ear.

“Kalea,” she hisses, shoves the girl beside her.

The other girl twitches and slowly tips over. The first girl doesn’t move to catch her, so I snap forward and grab her shirt. A stool clatters over inside the shack and Other-girl drops, the shirt in my fist rising over her face.

“Sorry,” First-girl mutters, grabbing Other-girl’s arm. I let go. First-girl nearly tips over, but grabs the counter. “Uh, what are you doing here?” Her one bright eye, the other scarred shut, darts between me and Other-girl, who she attempts to prop against the counter.

“The sign said market.”

“Yeah, uh, today’s festival day?”

I blink. “I just came from down the coast. Because...” I shrug. “Festival for what?”

First-girl’s fingers slip and her friend collapses out of sight. “Oops,” she mutters. She blinks in my general direction. “So, uh, the midnight festival?” she points at the sky.

“What?”

She wrinkles her face up. “The midnight festival.”

“Right,” I say. “Can I just get some food? I just arrived in town from down the coast.”

She yawns. “We didn’t go fishing last night. Because of the festival. Neither did anyone else.”

“I’m not really in the mood for fish. Can I buy bread anywhere near here?”

“I dunno.”

“Well then.” I slowly turn away. “Do you know where I can find a room to sleep?”

“Try Lakeia road.”

I hesitate. “Which one is that?”

Her eyebrows scrunch together. “The most obvious...it’s a right, then around the circle, and up the white road until you pass that store with the newly painted sign, then you turn left there and keep going until you find a dark street. Can’t miss it.”

My head scrambles to keep up, realizes she has finished, and belatedly sends a smile to my lips. “Thanks. Good luck with your shack.”

“Yeah.” she smiles back, bends over for Other-girl. “No problem.”

I hike back through the empty market.

***
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Dear dead, you and Tatter-cloak bundled up the tent in the village of white tupiit. The quiet village, early but bright with the summer sun. The gray army camp, just a short walk away, formed a wide smudge like a bank of smoke on the tundra, a warning in your awareness.

“I brought her bones out,” you said, quietly.

Tatter-cloak’s head spun toward you like an uncontrollable twitch. “You what?”

“I brought her bones out,” you repeated. “I hid them between here and—” You pointed to the camp.

“You got away with that?”

“That part was easy.”

“Where are we going to bury her?”

“Away from here.”

“But where?”

You shrugged and resumed folding up the tent, Tatter-cloak frozen in motion until you said, “We should hurry. Most of the people still alive around here are likely after me.”

His hands unfroze, hastening to fold the tent cloth. “I don’t like this,” he whispered, checking behind him again.

“Which is why we should hurry.” You reached behind you for a cord to tie up the tent. “So we don’t get caught.”

***
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I find Lakeia road, eventually. After wandering like a lost seabird in the ocean. At least there are no people around to stare at me walking circles through town squares and looping through alleys of buildings. First-girl’s directions jumble up in my thoughts, a newly painted sign, turning left then right, something about a circle but probably not one I actually walked.

I find Lakeia road, by the dark stone street First-girl mentioned, by the sign over the squat building reading “rooms for rent, pay by the night.”

An open archway beneath the creaky sign leads into a courtyard, all flinty stones and hardy grasses poking through the cracks. The jet bird’s cloudy blood alights on the rooftop behind me, claws clacking. She pecks the tin eaves, apparently displeased.

I wander over the stones, study the doors set into the dark courtyard walls. Where do you pay? I unknot the backpack from my hips, unsling it from my shoulders, since I should look ready with the money. I dig around in the side pocket. My ears twitch at a creaking door, shuffling footsteps. But I pretend not to know this scratchy-blooded soul approaches me until the footsteps stop and they cough.

I twist around, smile prepared. “Hi,” I say, try to say it brightly.

They yawn, folding their cloak around their figure, twice my size. “Looking for a place to room?” they say, voice as raspy as the texture of their blood. The scratchiness I compare to either a badly woven cloth, or the peeling bark of a bush, neither description quite fitting.

“I’d like a place to sleep,” I say, coming up with a bundle of papers from the side pocket. “For a few nights. Perhaps longer. Can I pay for three days now, and give you the rest of the money later?” I bite my lip and try to sort out the paper wads. Ones and twos and fours. How odd I still find it to pay with inked paper, pulped from trees.

They yawn again, narrow eyes disappearing into slits. “Seven abkens per night. You got twenty one?”

I pause. Seven per night? The last town had a nicer place than this, and that was five per night. “Seven?” I say.

They nod.

“Isn’t that a lot?”

They shrug, smiling dimply. “Maybe so, but the alternative is sleeping out in the field. Would you like that?”

I shake my head. Even though that’s what I’ve been doing the past two nights. Better to pretend at normal.

“Just be glad I don’t nail the price at eight or higher.” They chuckle, and chuckle, and I wordlessly count out twenty one, in paper wads of ones and twos and fours, and slowly their raspy laughter gives out.

“Here,” I say, hand them the papers by the corner. “Which room should I take?”

They steal the wad in a fist, skin brushing mine. I scrub it off on my side, masked by the motion of slinging the backpack over one shoulder. I follow them and their fluttering cloak towards a plain door at the corner of the courtyard.

***
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The bleeding starts night number one, in a room with a mattress drunk on diseases. A window grimy with raised brown bumps. A carpet scratchier than badly woven cloth. A bathroom pristine white.

I keep all my belongings in the bathroom. Craft a shallow bed of my cloak beside the door, backpack pillow in the corner. The jet bird claims the wide tub. I offer her seaweed bread, but she ignores it, pecking at the plunky tub instead. I would open the window above the bed to let her feed herself, but the brown bumps make me shiver.

The bleeding starts night number one, as I curl in the cloak on the cold tile. A warmth trickles down my knuckles, splitting open my eyes. I stare into the dark, and sigh. I am so tired. So tired of treating exhausted fishers politely, handing thieving room owners extra paper wads nicely. 

The blood trickles down my knuckles and spreads through the threads of the cloak. I am so tired of kids with collapsing curses; I used to know so many of them.

I flick a finger and suck the blood out of the cloak like an extension of my limbs. I sit up, in the pristine bathroom, blood in rivulets down my cheeks, my chin, my fingers. I shiver, at the ice cube of myself, tired of the years.

Dear dead, do you get nostalgic too?

I stretch out with my feet, my one free arm—my heel bangs solid ceramic, echoing in the night. I kneel, shuffle awkwardly forward until my forearms bump against cold sink. I let the blood go. I pry my fingers from my face and shuck off the drying life.

“Happy birthday, Aukai,” I whisper. Shut my eyes. The blood pools thickly on my chin. It drips. Pools again. I catch the next falling blood drop and bloom the liquid against the side of the sink. This flower melts.

“Happy twenty-seventh birthday, Aukai,” I whisper, dried blood flaking over my tongue, metallic. “I suppose it was this morning, so I’m late in saying it. I just...held out hope something special would happen and I could really wish you happiness.”

I whisper as if you were here, your skin the warmth radiating from my cheeks instead of my own blood like a badly done curse.

Aquamarine plips into the sink once pristine. The jet bird’s blood beats slow as cotton clouds, her breathing even from the tub. I sniff, salt and ash, shiver despite myself.

Dear dead, I am so tired.

There is no window in the pristine bathroom. The barest light leaks around the edges of the door, through the papery sheet in its frame. I open my eyes wider, trying to find some reflection of my hand in the ceramic glaze, some hint of my hair hung about me. I whisper to the hollow dark, “Ten years, Aukai, and you are still the last boy I fell in love with.”

Dear dead, do you get nostalgic too?

Do you miss the house between the two white hills?

Do you miss the queen you knew for all of a summer?

Do you miss the child you pretended to be in that cave?

So many bones, gone and buried, I walk inside this skeleton like I remember belonging elsewhere.

The sink plips with droplets of aquamarine, encompassed by the grime of a filthy bedroom I paid seven a night for. I get nostalgic for a memory that pristine, never mind the grime, a memory like a moment grander than a sleepless night.

Dear dead, I pick over the bones of our insomniac scarcity and fill my mind with the grandeur of beautiful, splintered moments.

Aukai.

Queen.

Tatter-cloak still fights your battles.

I cry in the sink this sleepless night for the warmth of an old rock in an oven I haven’t said thank you to in years.

Dead, dear, the weight of you burdens these wide collarbones I don’t belong inside of—do you get that fuzzy nostalgic ache hollowing out the inside of your shoulder blades, just like I do?
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​Chapter 5 (burned/king’s friend)
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Dear dead, the queen’s skeleton had to be carried, along with the sacks of supplies and the tent. Or, part of her had to be carried. Her shin bone, right foot; the rest of her crawled along okay.

You and Tatter-cloak trekked away from the tiny town and the smudge of gray tents, letting the clanking percussive bones do all the talking. It was easier that way. You both knew what happened; not that many days ago and the skeleton was a real, physical person, determined with the force of a mountain to see her queendom avenged.

Not that she ever used that word.

You walked, through the tundra, Tatter-cloak leading by squinting at the red sun and muttering about the after-solstice and its season of navigation. You walked, through the tundra, your senses straining backward for some kind of familiar blood in the myriad of the town’s textures, like you’d left someone important behind.

Tatter-cloak broached the topic barely before noon. “So...did she do it?” he called, pausing to let you catch up.

“Do what?”

“You know...kill the empress?”

“Yes.”

You both trod forward, shoulders burdened by sacks.

“How are you sure?” Tatter-cloak muttered.

“The fire. I saw her dancing.” Your gaze slid sideways. Your boots crushed moss, kicked stones. “Did you want to hear more?”

Tatter-cloak shook his head. You both slowed, since the crawling bones beside you had wandered into mud and struggled to roll free. “Just...I hope she didn’t regret it. Afterward, when they caught her.”

“I didn’t see that part,” you said. Glanced sideways again. “I guess you’re officially king of the Nunait.”

Tatter-cloak grimaced. “I’ve been thinking I don’t like that word. Makes me think of either Panuk, or that slimy murderer.”

You tilted your head. “So...no king?”

“Maybe I could just be the royal, or—” He shook his head. “No, that sounds dumb.”

“You’re also not technically royal by marriage or birth,” you said.

“That doesn’t matter.” Tatter-cloak waved a hand. “Only half the queens and kings of the Nunait were descendants of other royals. That’s a luxury of family inheritance.”

The jet bird cometed behind you, boulders cracking, mud splatting. You sighed. “Meal break?” you asked.

“Sure.” He laughed breathily. “You probably weren’t interested in hearing the whole dynastic saga of the palace city, were you?”

You shrugged. “Probably less terrifying than the saga of death mages. I only know that one back a single generation, but still pretty bad.” You carefully knelt in a patch of relatively mud-less moss and relieved your shoulders of their burdens.

“I mean, some of the rulers did pretty terrifying stuff.” Tatter-cloak knelt across from you. He unknotted a sack, peered inside, wrinkled his nose, and set it aside. “Do you have the vegetable bag?”

“I don’t remember,” you muttered, fingers working to unknot the sacks beside you.

***
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Morning glows a soft gray in the pristine bathroom. I open my eyelids, gaze blurring at the papery screen in the doorframe. Rustling feathers announce the jet bird waking.

My fingers break away from my face, coated in sticky aquamarine. Achily, I sit up. The cloak holds a darkening puddle the width of both fists. The contents of the backpack lie half scattered across the tile, none of them bandages. I don’t remember falling asleep.

The jet bird flutters free of the tub. Alights with clacking claws on the rim. Her blood shifts from drowsy snowfall to inquisitive wind and she tilts her head.

“Don’t be surprised,” I mutter. “It’s just this again.”

And I push myself toward the backpack to find the bandages in the faint light. The jet bird hops from the rim of the tub to the hollow sink. Squawks. I glare at her, nobody knows she is here, I can’t imagine the thieving room owner would be happy about a bird roosting in the pristine bathroom. Now slicked in blood.

I find the corner of the bandages sticking out of the lumped-up extra cloak, at the bottom of the backpack. I shake the cloak over the tile and the dark roll falls out, wheeling into the pristine wall. Teeters and falls sideways. Glaring, I grab the roll, free hand catching a drop of blood trying to plummet to my shirt. Then I crawl to the sink.

The jet bird crawls up my arm to my shoulder, I push the faucet handle up and down and it squeaks. I reach for the handle by the tub instead, pump it up and down, water spurting stingily. I glare at it. But, I suck in a breath and put my face under the faucet and pump, down and up, cold water frosting my skin in brief bursts.

I pull away from the faucet, drip water over the sink and unwind the roll of bandages, tear off a length and plaster it to my jaw. Tear off another length, plaster it to my chin. Another over my lips. Viciously down my cheeks.

I hurl the roll of bandages at the backpack in the corner. I rub water from my eyes, I am ice, I’d say I hate the bandages but that’s not the whole truth.

The jet bird squawks. Patient, she suddenly seems. Squawking instead of crashing through the door in hunger’s claws for breakfast. I nod at her, then splay my fingers out and collect the puddle of blood from the cloak on the floor, trickle it up through the air towards the sink and use it like a blade to scrape off the crusted remains of dried blood on the white glaze.

It’s halfway successful. I let the blood slide into the drain then use the tub pump to rinse off my hands. With dripping knuckles, I scrub out the stained sink, then halo the inking, slightly un-dried blood off the ceramic, making it dance weakly like a day old birthday
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