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The Lands of North-Central Ward.
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Based on real event​s
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On the 1° Tschuzday of the Rabbit 9373 I. R.
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​​​​​​I’M OFTEN ASKED to recount my impressions of the Fastbrækers on that 2° Moonday of the Elk when we first met in Schermer Jail; but I cannot claim any special powers of insight into their characters. I saw what everyone else saw: a clown, a thief, a lady, her pet, a magician, his familiar, a heretic, and an untouchable. Young offenders all, stuck in detention, pretending to be what they’re not.

Role playing is how they survived the Restoration of Order. Ironically, that’s how they saved the Pætheon in the end, freeing us all from the tyranny of law.

“The Tale of Hugo & the Sakristan’s Garden” took place far away and years before I met the Fastbrækers. I’m including it in this collection as a kind of prologue, designed to introduce the Restoration of Order to readers from the 9° age, who may not fully appreciate their own history.

I am still Hugo, but not that Hugo. Not anymore. Not since everything changed.

I look back now at that stranger, pretending to be someone he was not, wandering these mortal fields like a wight, searching in the stories of others for what he’d killed in himself. And I ask myself: How do we lose our fantasy? Do we grow out of our wonder? Or do we sacrifice it on the altar of adulthood? In my case, it would take something powerful to resurrect it from the dead.

Something epic.
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I never received letters. I was a middle-aged Constable from a provincial town beyond the 2° Ring. I had no one to write to and nothing worth writing about.

This letter had been written on a fine parchment. Sealed by blue wax. Stamped with Rod and Tree atop a Stone. I had to sit down to read it. Because a storm rolled up the lands of Nad. And my feet ached. And I was unaccustomed to change.

The letter was addressed:


“To Constable Hugo Rank,

La Gendarmerie,

La Vache,

Royaume de la Parenté,

in the lands of Nad.”


It read: 


“Dear Constable,

Please do me the honor of joining me in my Garden on the 1° Tschuzday of the Rabbit 9373 I. R.

In nomine Yvaini,

Culkin, D. S.” 


The hand was skilled with a quill. The larger S swirled around and through the smaller D. The monogram stood for Dominus Sakristanus, the Lord Sakristan, spiritual leader of the entire Ring Empire. At first, I thought it was a joke, but a valid letter of credit had been attached for my expenses. I read the letter again. It didn’t change.

A more heroic man might’ve taken this letter as the start of a grand adventure. A more paranoid one might’ve feared it was a summons. A more timid might’ve replied with some excuse. A more cynical would’ve thrown it into the fire.

I was none of those men. It made me wonder. And then I wondered what kind of man that made me.

I showed my Captain. He sat all day behind a shabby desk in a dank room that stunk of cattle manure, like everything on the high plains of the Kindred Kingdoms. “You get used to it,” the men of the andras say. But when men of the vandra pass through La Vache, they don’t stay for long.

“Star Island! I’ve never been beyond Les Moutons.”

The Captain looked at me with something between jealousy and revenge. “Men like us do not refuse an invitation from the Lord Sakristan.”

“But the crossing.” I’d heard stories about what happens when you sail the seven seas for the first time. “I’ve never seen a body of water larger than a lake.” To be sure, I’d often dreamed of resting on the shores of Star Island and dipping my toes in the crystal waters of the Inner Sea. “What in the Pætheon could the Lord Sakristan want with me?”

“Good question, Rank.” He tossed the letter back on the desk between us. “You’re a Constable. Investigate.”

––––––––
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It took me one week to make travel arrangements. Another to cross the 2° Ring over le Col de la Redoute and sail across Turtle Lake to Fishs Eddy. Another to climb the Beavers Kill Pass into Queensland and travel through the Selyk Forest to the port of Foresight.

The fisherfolk said that the Inner Sea was nothing like the Pæthalassic Ocean. It seemed wild and unpredictable compared to my life in La Vache. Then I felt the trade winds in what was left of my hair and the sea spray on my crow’s feet. So I paid too much for a berth on a ship that was too small for my fears, and I held on tightly as we sailed.

I hardly ate during the crossing. Nothing stayed down anyway, myself included. I’d spent my life almost as far from the sea as you could get in the lands of Nad, so commonplace events seemed like magic to me. The way the sailors rigged the ship. The way the wind caught the sails. The way the boat glided across blue waters that blended into the sky.

I saw dolphins playing games, and complaining seagulls, and flying fish who asked for the latest gossip. The sailors thought it bad luck to converse with chaos monsters. Still, I wondered at their strange dialect and stranger form, an unholy mixture of fish and fowl. The flying fish could say only one quick sentence before they fell back into the water and interrupted each other like a school of excited children. It felt as if I was hearing news of the Pætheon a few words at a time.

I dreamed of the sea tales I’d heard as a lad. Dhasosi quadriremes that destroyed enemy vessels with magical fire. Albahaara dhows that captured merchant vessels and sold the captives into slavery. And Jolly Rogers, the pirate who never took prisoners. I wondered. That water could look so blue. That the air could smell so clean. That the future could seem so open.

I kept rereading the letter. As nervous as an arranged bride. As pleased as Punch after slapping a policeman. As a lad, I’d loved those puppet shows with absurd, over-the-top characters. Crossing the Inner Sea to Ward’s Harbor, I felt a little like that infamous imposter from the lower castes. Pulcinella’s woeful ignorance was always revealed by his farcical performance. I grasped the letter like a charm against the ample evidence of my commonness.
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The 1° Tschuzday of the Rabbit was a perfect Rebirth day. I was up at the crack of dawn. I dressed in my Constable’s uniform, having nothing more appropriate. As for the man underneath, I inspected him in the mirror. The red highlights in his wavy brown hair had been the first to turn silver when he was in his twenties. He cut his hair short in his thirties. He wore a trim beard since his forties. His eyelids began to droop in his fifties, either from insomnia or weathering. I practiced opening my hazel eyes as wide as I could, as if to hold off time.

Outside the sun was warm, the air cool. The Inner Sea sparkled like a garland of aquamarine around Star Island. Tradewinds blew white fluffy clouds steady and strong, as time moved the sun west, and I plodded east up the slope of the 1° Ring along the long stone path. Hardly believing. Heavily breathing.

The higher I got, the more my path turned into stairs. The 1° Ring looked like the caldera of an enormous volcano. It grew increasingly steep as I approached the massive stone ramparts that had been built atop it. They protected the Imperial capital of Monzoto on all sides, through land and sea. It was in fact a vast crater, created when the Starstone fell from the sky and broke the world.

I paused now and then to look ahead of me, though I still couldn’t fathom why I was there. I tried to be mindful instead of scared. “The meaning lies in the journey,” I told myself, “not the destination. That’s what all the epic heroes learn.” I laughed to think of myself in the august company of the Dog Pæcks or the Sæven or even the Innær Circle. But I’m here, am I not?

The walls loomed before me, and I searched the clouds for a hint of the fabled volcano that I’d only ever seen in books or in my dreams. The Temple of the Sun and Moon rested at its summit, a domed Pantheon of marble among the clouds. I thought about the curious similarity between the dhasosi words Pantheon and Pætheon. One refers to the fabled House of the Dekatéssera in the boughs of the Livingtree, where the twelve gods and two spirits are said to meet at times. The other is the name for these mortal fields below the Livingtree. A paradox.

I remember pausing to imagine the thrust of the celestial meteor and the counterthrust from the mortal fields, when a plume of magma erupted out of the heart of the Pætheon, bringing the 1° age to a cataclysmic conclusion. I, too, faced an ending and a beginning. But of what? My future suddenly seemed so uncertain.

Were those legends even true? More than a hundred centuries had passed in these mortal fields. Seven ages of the Pætheon. How could you even begin to distinguish fact from fiction? It made more sense to me that this mighty volcano had simply erupted and, when primitive people tried to make sense of it, they filled in what they couldn’t understand with their own imaginations. Here’s the version my mother told me.


“During the 1° age, immortal spirits and mortal beings lived together in the Pætheon, connected to the Livingtree. The gods of Justes and the Faites recruited mortals to aid them in their fight against the gods of Tschuz and Tschanz.”


Such tales helped me to make sense of the Restoration of Order. Believe in its necessity.


“The minions of the gods of chaos devastated these mortal fields. And so, the trunk of the Livingtree was caused to grow, separating the spirit realm above from the mortal world below.”


She would speak so reassuringly, whispering in my ear like a secret.


“But these mortal fields were never wholly bereft of wonder. We learned the magic of storytelling and crossed into the sky with our spirits.”


That’s how Maman always ended the story, before blowing out the candle at my bedside. And when I fidgeted, as I often did, she would recite the verse of a vandra poet about a lad who went sailing on a sea of dreams, closing each of my eyes with her finger.


“Winking and Blinking are his two little eyes,

In Nad rests his little head,

And the wooden shoe that sailed the skies

Is the wee lad’s trundle-bed.

If he shuts his eyes while Maman sings

of the wonderful sights that be,

Then he’ll catch all those flying fish himself,

as he rocks on the Inner Sea.

A fisherman of stories be!

My Winking and Blinking of Nad.”


Climbing the slopes of the 1° Ring, I thought about my mother, how we inherit stories from the past, how they shape who we are as a people, and who we are as people.
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After hours of plodding progress, I reached an ornate stone patio that seemed to serve as a kind of open-air antechamber to the Garden, hundreds of feet above. I was happy for the rest. My feet throbbed like a thunderstorm, and my chronically dry skin itched from sweat.

I found a stone bench in the shade. The Unisœs of order was carved into one side, the Phœnix of chaos into the other. These were the competing spirits of the cosmos, dual aspects of a Lonely God, the single Author of all things. From these two spirits, eleven lesser gods descend: the Callous, the Caring, and the Close.

If you believe in færi tales.

I waited. Below me the slope gradually flattened out, extending into a peninsula on the northwestern side of the Imperial island. Far in the distance now was the small fishing village where – two days ago, in a rocky cove where the land met the sea – I had arrived on Star Island.

No guard stood at attention. No herald to announce my arrival. Back then I saw value in doing things properly. Traditions are traditional for a reason, I used to say.

I reread my letter. Held onto it. Waited. All was quiet except for the chirping of hundreds of songbirds from above. They sang their thanks to Yvain the Compassionate for the rebirth of the Pætheon.

To the left and to the right of me, a solid stone road led around the base of the fortified wall. A lower battlement protected this path, so Imperial soldiers could walk the full length of the 1° Ring. These walls had not seen action for centuries. “Boredom,” I told myself. “One of many blessings of the Restoration of Order.”

I wondered whether, maybe, I’d not climbed high enough. I didn’t want to miss whatever the Faites had in store for me. I was alone. No one was watching. I risked exploring further.
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The final ascent to the Garden took me straight up a stairwell that ran alongside this mighty wall. Each incline was a standard dekatéssera of fourteen steps, one for each of the twelve gods and two spirits. Stories lurk everywhere in the Pætheon, I thought, right below the surface.

I climbed back and forth in no hurry, resting on each landing. There had been no specific time set for the meeting. Reaching the top, winded, I saw a decorative stone arch and a lush Garden beyond. No doors. No iron gate. Not even a porter. The Garden was open. 

I studied the gate as I tried to compose myself. Not round, as in the classic style of ancient Cire, the arch was pointed in the Imperial style of the Raptor Kingdom. The stone columns looked like a bundle of long sticks held together by a swirling vine. A shield adorned the top. A Tree and a Rod emblazoned on a Stone. Same as my letter of invitation. I held it out like a permit for entry.

Like a peeping tom, I stole a look inside the Sakristan’s Garden. The flowers were vibrant in the Rebirth sun. Ornately manicured bushes and trees grew here by mortal design. They seemed to be chatting with the marble statuary like guests at a party. A mosaic of an enormous bhodi tree filled the stone patio. A representation of the Pætheon at creation. Pristine. Unbroken.

I found myself drawn to the mosaic. Around the sturdy branches of the Livingtree, stars filled the night sky with magic. Yet its roots escaped the image and crawled up the columns that encircled the patio. The artist created the illusion that they held up the arched gate, just as the Dikastērion was the portal through which the wisdom of the gods entered these mortal fields. 

The emblems rested in the boughs of the Livingtree. It’s said that the ancient sages of the tǐerén first discerned these signs from the back of turtle shells. They arrayed them in a circle around the Author to augur the future. A cosmic compass.

I thought of all the wars that had been fought between followers of these different cults. Each claiming to have the true god on their side. Each with their own myths. I’d reached the center of religious affairs in the Empire. The heart of some epic story. But whose?
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“What do you know about chaos monsters?” a voice inquired.

“Only the usual. What I’ve read in the history books.” I ducked a little as I passed through the archway, for no apparent reason. “The Lord of Talon. The Battle of Decision. The Innær Circle.” I avoided stepping on the gods out of respect rather than superstition.

I couldn’t find the source of the voice. “The Restoration of Order has vanquished them all.” It was a clumsy response, to state the obvious. But I was no courtier.

I could hardly believe my own story. Summoned to Monzoto, capital of the Empire. For an audience with an Imperial Counselor. What am I doing here? During the long days of my journey, I came to the conclusion that I must have stumbled onto some church scandal that the Lord Sakristan wished to keep secret. Why else would he have insisted on meeting in person? 

“What of the rumors? That these chaos monsters hide away in some sanctuary? Lurking in the dark until they have the opportunity to strike?”

The voice was close, but for the life of me I couldn’t tell where it came from. All I heard were the songs of the birds and a fountain somewhere in the Garden. If this is a test of your skills as an investigator, Hugo Rank, I remember thinking, you’re failing.

I did see a winding stone path that led off into the foliage to a small temple. At the arched door, I could make out a low three-step ladder, as if, by climbing into the sanctum, you were ascending to Yvain himself.

I suspected the Lord Sakristan used it as a private chapel. History teaches that Culkin had been raised in an orphanage run by the Thomists. Sic et non was their watchword. Pro and con. They presented the evidence in favor of one judgment and against it. Then they weighed the balance.

“A sanctuary? Do you mean a fortified town of some kind?” I tried to imagine what he might be talking about, but all I could think of was a swarm of house browni. “Or just a crack in some wall?”

I finally caught sight of him when he moved. The Lord Sakristan was squatting on the stone column at the northwestern edge of the patio. Perched, more like it. His two enormous, feathered wings tucked neatly at his sides. He looked like a giant mourning dove roosting after its fastbreak foraging. And this was the man responsible for guiding mortal beings towards the gods!

The Lord Sakristan was ancient in human years but not for an angelika. A small waistcloth and belt covered his hips. He wore leather-strap sandals in the dhasosi style. His muscular torso was naked but for two fine leather straps that crossed in the middle. His chest and midriff were chiseled like a living sculpture in the style of ancient Cire.

My body felt like the very definition of chaos. Hair grew in all the wrong places. A bell-shaped figure in a drab uniform. I remember feeling ashamed in his sight.

“I’m referring to the Forgotten Lands,” he clarified.

I’d heard the horror stories. Misshapen beasts. Savage hordes. Demons. “They believe in nothing but destruction,” I proposed.

I kept finding myself drawn to his perfect form. Some wrinkles marked the passage of the centuries. In his angelik body, they appeared not like imperfections but as marbling. I especially admired the scars. Badges of honor. I knew every tale.

How I would’ve loved to hear him tell them. Culkin of the Sæven. Hero of the Restoration. I dared not make so bold a request.

“They’re mortal,” the Lord Sakristan corrected, “as are we.”

“But their bodies –.”

“Grotesque, yes. An expression of their sins.” A harsh judgment, but his voice was gentle. A wave of compassion washed over me. As if he values me for who I am, despite my faults. His faith in me straightened my posture.

“Do they not serve –.” 

“The Raven King? Yes.”

I shivered at the southeast direction of the compass. The Raven’s talon, rendered in brown and black, appeared less worn by time. Few mortals dare mention the god of destruction by name. You don’t want to attract his attention.

The Raven King wasn’t the only god of chaos. Yshtar was the god of all things wild: forests, heroes, intoxicants, love. The god of fortune, good or ill, was Tschanz. And Tschuz, confusingly, was the god of both wisdom and madness. They resided in the eastern boughs of the Livingtree.

“Anarchists. They sacrifice our laws on the altar of their freedom. They seek to destroy our civilization.”

“Terrible,” I agreed, because I was in the habit of being agreeable.

“They’ve been misled by the prophets of a false god.”

A legend of the 5° age entered unbidden into my fertile mind.


“The Lord of Talon had laid waste to the Armor Kingdom. At Decision, the noble rittu of the tǐerén were saved by morathi killeor, but not before the battlefield became a slaughterhouse. An orgy of teeth biting into raw flesh, hands and faces covered in fresh blood, the oreki called out the true name of the Raven King to summon the god of destruction into the Pætheon.”


“Horrible.” I began to sweat again but not from climbing.
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The angelika hopped off the wall and stood now as a man might, upright, folding his powerful wings behind his back. A faint blue light radiated from his porcelain skin and white feathers. Like the light of Yvain. My vision of barbarian hordes dissolved like a bad dream.

“Chaos is falsehood,” he said. “Heresy.” His short silver hair stood upright, like his character. On his left shoulder was inscribed no marque of caste. Instead he wore a simple ladder of Yvain around his neck. He looked at me with wide owl eyes, yellow as the sun and piercingly clear.

I wondered whether he was making a statement or asking a question. “I’m a Constable, Milord. I deal with facts, not fantasy.”

“The cold hard ones? No time for daydreaming?”

I thought he was mocking me. It must be a scandal. I really stepped in it this time. “My work keeps me too busy for any of that.”

A bow leaned nonchalantly against the pedestal; a sword lay on it. I’d seen officers of the Holy Inquest before. They were a warrior clergy, dedicated to the eradication of criminality and heresy. I’d also heard the rumors of how Inquestors tortured suspects.

The bow drew my attention. Its wood was warm, strong. It seemed to pulse like a living thing. Could it be the legendary Heartbow? Carved from the wood of the Livingtree in the 1° age?

And the holy Avenger! Its blade was stone, not metal – the ladder of Yvain emblazoned on its crossguard. What lads didn’t pretend to play with Starswords, fencing with sticks like knights of old? And there I was, standing before a living, breathing knight. The Instrument of Yvain.

He caught me staring and picked up his Heartbow. “You surprise me, Constable. All criminals fabricate falsehoods. Even some officers of the law. I would think you’d take more of an interest in myths.”

I felt like a child caught in a lie. I wondered if he might not turn my heart too. Make it – pliable. “I strive to understand how ordinary people become criminals. That often involves some measure of self-deception.”

“I’m talking about monsters,” he insisted.

I half expected the patio to darken. “Real monsters?”

“Do we not become what we do? Evil deeds make evil beings.”

“Any one of us can make a mistake now and then,” I countered.

“Then why do so many sinners persist in their sin? Even after being caught in the act?”

“I’ve always wondered. Particularly young people, who might still change their ways.”

Culkin touched my chest gently with the tip of his Bow. “Your work is vital to the Restoration of Order.”

I was sure he was right. I felt important when I did police work. “Thank you, your Lordship.”

“But your labors must be disheartening. To spend so much of your life dealing with the worst transgressions of mortal beings.”

It was true. Constables lived a sort of half-life, buried in the very horrors we try to arrest. But I’d heard stories of the Imperial Court. “No more than you, Lord Sakristan, I’m sure.”

Culkin placed his hand on my shoulder. “The more you consume a steady diet of cruelty, my son, the more it weighs down your spirit.”

“I imagine the gods made the Pætheon this way for a reason.”

“‘The Lord is my solace and joy.’” He returned his Bow to the pedestal and turned towards the northwest direction of the compass. The ladder of Yvain. “Where do you go, Constable, to escape from the constant barrage of tragedy in these mortal fields?”

“Escape?” It was a strange question. I had to think back.
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I grew up in the village of Champ-des-Cerfs, famous for historic ruins from the 5° age. My friends and I liked to imagine that we were the Dog Pæcks, the classical heroes of Cire and Nad. Our epic adventures were filled with dark dungeons and deadly dragons. 

I would invent fantastical stories for my friends to role play. I filled them with themes from history and literature, like breadcrumbs for the characters to discover. Some were reliable hints; others false leads, deceptively easy to decode. Epic heroes needed real challenges to prove their heroism. They would do so in the end, of that I’d been certain.

They were the protagonists. I the observer. Their stories inhabited my dreams. In telling and replaying them in my mind, they became mine. My personal memoirs of the Pætheon.

But every tale has a life of its own. The characters do not obey the storyteller. I stopped playing games when I devoted my life to studying real thieves and murderers. I relegated fantasy to the deep reaches of my mind, where it couldn’t blemish my reputation. Or to the night, when there was no light to see myself reflected in its magic mirror.

Standing there in the Sakristan’s Garden, in front of an actual hero of the Pætheon, I felt mortally ashamed. The Sæven were even more famous than the Dog Pæcks. Culkin had restored the Restless Dead to the Pit; and Mykas, the leader of the Sæven, had ended the centuries-long tyranny of the Katéchuon. My fantasies of epic heroism seemed frivolous in comparison. Silly. I felt like a fraud in Culkin’s eyes. A liar. The worst kind of storyteller.

A tale is mortal. It dies when it’s not told. Which makes silence a kind of murder. I felt like a killer that Tschuzday afternoon in the Sakristan’s Garden. And I arrested murderers.

––––––––
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“Hugo? My son?”

Culkin woke me from my reverie. His hand was on my shoulder.

“Your Lordship?”

“You looked like you were in another world there for a moment.”

“Fantasy is not really my area of expertise. I deal with facts.”

But the Sakristan, he forgave sinners. “Then I have a crime to report.”

“The evidence?”

“Rather compelling.” He took a different letter out of his pocket.

I swallowed. “Of what?”

“A mistake made too often in the Pætheon. Self-harm.”

“Suicide?”

“Placing stumbling blocks in his own path. Stopping him from becoming the man the Lord needs him to be.”

Those big open eyes, I realized, were looking at me. “Your Lordship?”

He began walking along the path that led through the Garden. “I don’t devote enough of my life to the truth,” he confessed. 

I followed him. “Which truth is that?”

“The only truth. The truth of self-sacrifice. The truth of salvation.” His feathered wings, as bright as ivory, stretched out behind his muscular back like he was yawning. “‘You cannot know the Lord,’ he quoted, ‘if you do not know love. For Yvain is love.’”

“The Logoi of the Lord.”

“As preached by Yokhan.” He smiled generously. “I’m glad you recognized it.”

“But the crime –.”

“Tell me, my son. Do you serve the Lord Yvain in all your ways?” His eyes were wide, like a child’s. I’d heard that, from a perch like this, high above, an angelika could see the movement of a mouse on the shore many miles away.

I felt those keen eyes inspecting me. They wanted to see the best in me. I wanted them to believe what they saw. “I cannot say that I was raised with a strong faith in any of the gods.”

“Were there no family idols in your parents’ home?”

“The Twins were a source of comfort for Maman.”

“Taheir and Bahir. Daughters of Growth and Healing.”

“My father died at a young age.”

“How difficult for you both. And today?”

“I try to treat others as I would want to be treated myself.”

“The Logoi according to Matit! So you do try to be a speaker of truth.”

“An officer of the law has a duty to describe what really happened. Objectively. Empirically.”

“Quite right. We can’t get too invested, much as we might wish to. A Lord Sakristan is also forced to deal with many falsehoods.” He hunched over to smell a daffodil.

He still held the folded parchment in his hand. The evidence of the scandal must be there, I inferred. I decided to open a door for him, should he wish to enter. “At Court?”

“Falsehoods have a way of creating their own truths.”

The path led through a pergola that encircled a sitting area with a fountain. Several birds were cleaning themselves in the water.

“Consider this scenario, Constable. As civilized people, we decry cannibalism as heresy.”

“Cannibalism? I would hope so.”

“But chaos monsters adhere to these falsehoods as if they were truths.”

“Many mortals hold onto false beliefs.” The pergola was covered in lingonberry vines that would bloom small pink flowers within a month or two. It was cool underneath. Secluded.

“Agreed. Now what if those false beliefs were to inspire thousands of those monsters to attack the civilized kingdoms of the Empire? Would we then not be obliged to concern ourselves with their myths?”

I stopped where the pergola opened towards the center. “Wait a moment. Am I to understand that the Emperor has evidence of –.” I was nervous to even speak of it “– an invasion from the Forgotten Lands?”

“Even færi tales have some grain of truth to them.”

I looked at the parchment in his hand. It now felt like a warning. Foretelling some impending tragedy. “Then I would expect the Imperial Council to plan for all eventualities. Most certainly!”

He poked me in the chest again, this time with his finger. “Just as a good detective investigates all leads.” He arched his nails, like a claw.

“A detective?” I repeated.

He presented me with the parchment like a warrant for my arrest. “You come highly recommended, Constable Rank. ‘An intuitive understanding of human nature, both the evil and the good.’ I value that highly in my officers. To also recognize the good in people, even though they’ve done horrible things.”

The parchment, I realized, was a letter of reference. For me. “Thank you, your Lordship, though I dare say I don’t deserve it.”

“Your Chief of Police disagrees. He was enthusiastic about his former Constable.”

“Former?”

“I’m in need of an excellent investigator, Hugo.”

“I can certainly suggest some men to you.”

“Watch out, Detective! You nearly stumbled over yourself again. I’m recruiting you for the Holy Inquest, Hugo Rank.”

“You want me to be a Crusader?”

“A Justicar. I want you to investigate political crimes against the Restoration; but you will be helping the Crusaders on the front lines when you do. Join the Holy Inquest, Hugo Rank. Help me fight against the forces of chaos.”
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I conceived of many dangers, on that 1° Tschuzday of the Rabbit, should I assume the role of detective for the Holy Inquest. I never imagined meeting the champions of freedom who would bring an end to the 8° age of the Pætheon. I am at last entrusting their stories to parchment from my home in Champ-des-Cerfs.

But with caveats. Narrators don’t always know what really happened. They can never stay truly objective. Or even on the sidelines.
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I chased after Culkin, who began walking again as if we’d settled the matter. “I’m no warrior, your Lordship. I’m certainly not a priest. And I’ve only ever arrested ordinary kinds of criminals. Not –.” Monsters, I wanted to say.

The Lord Sakristan kept walking past the Chapel, as if he had something else to attend to. “Organized crime has infiltrated our northern frontier. Smuggling. Bribery. Extortion. It threatens to undermine our society. Which makes them into political crimes.”

“But I have no training for –.”

“You’ll learn everything you need from your new commander. The most important quality in a detective,” Culkin insisted, “is not courage but wisdom.”

“I cannot claim to be blessed with either.”

“So curious,” he looked back at me with those big eyes. “The detective reads criminals like a book but never the story of his own spirit.”

“I guess I do have a knack for getting suspects to talk. But,” I admitted, still feeling like a character thrust into the wrong story, “it usually makes me sad.”

He smiled as he took my arm in his and guided me down the path. “Compassion is undervalued in an officer of the law.”

“It’s certainly not the reputation of the Inquest.”

“Well done, Detective.” He squeezed my arm. “You’ve come to the heart of the matter.”

“Have I?”

We arrived back again at the stone patio, and he stopped at the center of the compass. “Tell me. Should we punish people? Or crimes?”

“There’s an inclination to do good in everyone. Even the most hardened criminal.”

“See. My hunch was right. You believe in the possibility of Yvain’s redemption.”

I pulled back my arm. “I wouldn’t know enough to say, your Lordship. People who make mistakes should be allowed to reform their ways, if they have the strength.”

“‘The joy of Yvain is my strength,’” Culkin quoted.

“I guess that’s why I like working with young people. I feel like I can still make a difference.”

Click. Click. I could hear footsteps on the stone staircase.

Culkin picked up the Rod that was resting on the wall against the arched gate to his Garden. “Your empathy is your greatest strength, Detective. Let it guide you in all your labors. You’ll need it when working with your new commander.”

Click.

On the 2° Moonday of the Elk 9376 I. R.
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​Hugo & the Tableau Vivant
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​​HE LOOMS OVER ME frozen in time. Blood pools in my throat. My screams gurgle.

“Bestake! Bestake! Your words to me!”

The winged orek holds my tongue in his hands. It twists and turns like a fat worm. A swarm of hot maggots consumes it from the inside out. Steam mushrooms out of it, engulfing me in a tornado of hammering wind and fog.

The twister sucks me up, out of the Vast Wood. Out of these mortal fields. Then I’m descending. Down. Down. Falling forever. Lost in the Abyss. Consumed by the Raven King. My tongue dissolves into dust.

“Revealed! Hiṇom! Revealed!”

He is unharmed. I am destroyed.

“Your tongue is my tongue now. Your hands my hands. Your words to me.”

I am him. But he is me.

“Detective.” A knock at my door. It was my landlady’s voice.

“What day–?” I managed, my tongue stiff with maggots.

“Why, it’s the 2° Moonday of the Elk,” her voice concerned. “The 8° gong has rung.”

I was dripping with sweat. My body felt strangely disentangled. Each organ, each sinew pulled apart. The Battle of Pánhù has wrecked me. Only fragments remain.

Like a clumsy marionette, I stumbled ever forward, my parts clunking together. I tried to tighten my strings. Put myself right. I have a job to do, I told myself. And the Inspector is waiting.
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Sergeant Koepenick was already delivering his report. “We’ve got seven fastbreakers in detention this morning, sir.” He filled the door to the Inspector’s office, my jovial, barrel-chested colleague from the lands of Næj.

“I’ve warned you, Sergeant. It’s bad enough that you permit Vicaire to use such language.”

Vicaire was a man of the andras, but he didn’t share my interest in the social causes of criminality. He liked to mock our suspects. He called them fastbreakers, because he resented having to serve them their morning meal.

I tried to slip past.

“Welcome back, Detective.” Koepenick slapped me on the back. “Glad to see you in one piece.”

“Glad to be back,” I replied, since I wasn’t in one piece.

“You’re late.” Javos hovered behind his desk over a criminal file.

“Apologies, Inspector.” A feeling of panic struck me. “Where is –?”

“Detective Lǐ returned to work this morning. Promptly at the 7° gong,” he chided.

I ignored the dig. “Is she –?”

“Fact finding. There was an incident.”

So soon? I struggled to remember the many cases we’d been investigating before leaving for the Vast Wood.

Javos dropped a heavy file on his desk. “He’s been sighted again. Out of prison.”

The file was worn with age but still legible. “He can’t have escaped,” I said, compliantly reopening the file. “The Central Carceral Complex is a maximum-security prison.”

“That convict did not escape. But he’s not who he said he is.”

Javos had been obsessed with Jonah son of Jonas since we’d arrived in Decision more than three years ago. An ex-con from the Bagne. But an arrest had been made six months before. Despite this little person’s impassioned pleas that he was not that little person, Javos appeared at the trial to ensure a long sentence. Jumping parole, he insisted, attested to a pathological disdain for the law.

“Are you saying we convicted the wrong man?” I looked to Koepenick, but the Sergeant knew better than to get involved.

“That’s what I sent Detective Lǐ to investigate,” Javos replied.

A rookie? Javos doesn’t trust me anymore?

“Look.” Javos threw another file at me. “The profiles are the same.”

I almost laughed. I found a wide range of reports relating to the mysterious leader of the korupoguru, the nikaniki word for a legendary fæfolk. “Are you saying that Jonah’s hiding behind the Mayor’s persona?”

“The son of Jonas has always been delusional.”

“Jonah jumped parole in the lands of Nad, thousands of leagues from Schermer Jail.”

“He fled the jurisdiction.”

“And he traveled all the way to Decision?” I asked sarcastically. “Because he longed to live in the same town as his archnemesis?” 

Javos grew insistent. “No one can do what he has done.”

“Live under rocks? Hide under butternut plants?” I was being facetious.

“Criminals do not change their character.”

I closed the file of færi tales. “I’ll wait for the evidence.”

Javos turned away in a huff. He hated nothing more than loose ends. It was all a little much for my first day back.

“Why don’t we see what Detective Lǐ discovers at the crime scene.” All I really wanted was to see her again. Make sure that she’s recovered. Untroubled by nightmares.

“You’ll figure it out, Inspector.” Koepenick still lingered at the door.

“You were dismissed, Sergeant.”

“Then I’ll leave you to your fastbreakers.” He handed me the daily ledger and bowed out gladly.
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Koepenick wasn’t vicious, like Vicaire. He used the label fastbreakers as a humorous kind of mashup. It recalled a famous feel-good story of youthful self-discovery, “The Fastbreak Club.” This he combined in his head with an offensive strategy used in sporting competitions, a fast break. It refers to a surprising comeback from a bad position to win the game.

People like Koepenick enjoyed these forms of popular culture. Light entertainment made them like themselves, without making them think too much. And both made sense to him, in the way that Koepenick understood the world. Schermer Jail had once been a school and the inmates in our detention would like nothing better than to break out of it too.

Javos detested the phrase. You see: The Schermer compound had originally been built by a molok, an evil wizard who ruled as a tyrant. Javos took fastbreakers as a personal insult, as if the label implied that the Holy Inquest was somehow illegitimate and despotic. It certainly played into the claims of the tǐerén patriots who viewed the Northern Initiative as a kind of foreign occupation. 
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Javos sat at his oak desk. He was a young man in a position of considerable authority. Legal codes lined the wall behind him like the background to a judge’s portrait. There was a waiting silence.

“The Vast Wood –,” I began. “My report –. It’s not –.” I hadn’t even started writing.

“Why don’t you tell me,” he said, taking out a quill and ink, “in your own words.” It was uncharacteristically generous of him. I wasn’t the first soldier to find himself thinking all the time about his experiences on the front – and yet incapable of putting them into words. I mustered my courage.

The tale came out broken at first, and my eyes sought refuge among the titles on the bindings. A modern paper edition of the Revised Imperial Code helped me wander, incoherently, through my account of Detective Lǐ’s training, as we rode north along the Great Trunk Road.

Newly minted copies of The Municipal Code for the Town and County of Juédìng got me through the story of the crime scene, this time with more precision. The attack on our caravan had taken place between Èrláng and Pánhù, our outposts in the Vast Wood. “It was in fact the Animancipator.” That notorious forest bandit who freed beasts from their owners.

A rare parchment edition of The Canons of Law brought me to the untouchable I’d met at Pánhù. Originally written in the 3° age, at the founding of the Empire, this edition dated from the 7°. Javos found it in the library of the Schermer School and salvaged it during the remodeling. I described how settlers, hoping to cash in on the high ransom, had attempted to convince us that this cayote was the Animancipator. All I saw was a starving girl in a cage.

I stumbled when I got to the complete first edition of the Codex Gorgreanus, written shortly after the Restoration of Order. Long Neck sticks his head around Javos’ chair, holding my tongue in his hand. Javos owned all thirty-six volumes, I saw. The prize of his collection, the set was locked behind glass, like an artifact or a relic. I couldn’t find the words to describe the carnage I’d witnessed at the hands of the oreki, neither their cannibal hordes nor their dark shaman.

Long Neck sees it too. “Your words to me.”

Turning away, I skipped over so much. I began again once we were saved by Prince Claudio. My friend, Captain Huáng Qiānfān, was so glad to see me; but the ahrimos lingered, waiting.

So I complied. I repeated the warning Long Neck had issued at Pánhù. “‘The Stonemarque knows,’” is what he’d said from the outpost’s destroyed battlements. “‘And she will not soon forget.’”

Only then did the oreki shaman of the Raven King pull his giraffe neck back behind Javos’ chair and recede into memory.

Javos noted the facts in his report. “As we suspected.” He meant that Duke Elyas was dead, along with the entire Expeditionary Force to the Forgotten Lands. The Northern Initiative had failed.

“And the Lady Ariana?” I swallowed, my tongue thick.

Javos dotted his i’s and crossed his t’s. “The Prince is escorting the Lady of Worms back to Star Island.”

“There were four of us left – in the end.” Jiāwěi. Fukujū. Quinton. I named them silently. My fellow cowards.

“The Corporals arrived last night with Captain Huáng,” Javos replied absent-mindedly. “I reassigned them to Detective Lǐ this morning.” 

“And the untouchable?”

Javos tapped the report. “I told you, Rank, he’s escalating. He murdered our officers in cold blood.”

I didn’t know what to say. A horde of oreki had slaughtered an entire company of Crusaders, devouring them before my eyes. Yet the Inspector obsessed over the Mayor and the Animancipator. I crossed to the window. “He could be beyond the Three Sisters by now.”

A heavy book lay on the sill. Nimmer’s Guide to Copyright Law. It seemed out of place among the Inspector’s library of criminal law. Yet it captured how I felt since Pánhù. A poorly disguised copy. An original transformed beyond recognition. A satire without enduring social value. A parody of an authentic character, scared to become who he really is.

Nimmer meant never in the brusi dialect of Sergeant Koepenick. I took words as a kind of truth about these mortal fields, a code granted to us by the Author of the Pætheon to help us decipher the meaning of our lives. The word never spoke volumes to me in the shatter zone of my spirit. Never was the past that determined my future. The thread of my Faites. The pattern of my weave. I was a detective arrested in etymologies.

I returned the book back to the Inspector’s shelf, where it belonged, and myself to the seat.
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“There was an incident yesterday.” Javos mentioned while adding some final notes to my report. “A street performance in front of the House of Fortunes, with wild animals no less. It turned into a riot.”

“For animal rights?”

“Two officers were assaulted. A porch destroyed. Several beasts were set free.” 

“The Animancipator?” I opened the ledger.

Javos almost laughed. “A girl.”

“Please tell me that Vicaire wasn’t involved.”

“Regrettably.”

“Twins preserve us,” I replied. “The last time Vicaire arrested a young lady –.”

“A real Lady,” Javos interrupted, “would be incapable of theft. And murder.” He blew on the parchment to dry the ink. “Your discovery of the sad truth about the Expeditionary Force – excellent work. Very professional.”

“Now there can be no more doubt.” I meant about me.

He ignored my confession. “Nothing else to report?”

There was all too much. Lǐ and the cayote. Bǎozhāi on the ladder. Zhāng on the parapet. My cowardice revealed. My tongue consumed.
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