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  Foreword


  By


  Roz Clarke & Joanne Hall


Welcome to another Wiz Duo – the third in our new series and the first one to feature stories from open submissions. We’re absolutely delighted to bring you these stories from Ruthanna Emrys and Andrew Knighton.

The stories share the themes of landscape and the magic that can be found in the familiar and the homely, and the friendships that can become found family. Both explore the ways in which people and places are sources both of grief and conflict, and the comfort we can find. In very different ways, they both tackle themes of freedom and control, how the open hand and the open way can bind us in community when those with power seek to parcel up land and lives for sale.

Ruthanna's story is an uplifting adventure in which a diverse group of friends finds they've bought a house with a history, and a set of obligations that start with hospitality to a teenager betrayed by her parents, and eventually throw them into conflict with an ancient power of the land.

In Andrew's poignant, moving tale, a young man returns to the home of his teenage years, and, through attempting to reconnect with lost friends, discovers that he must use his connection to the land to protect it from ruination.

It's difficult to say much more about the delicious way these stories complement one another without spoiling the plots, so we'll just say that as soon as we had read them both we could see that they were a perfect fit for each other, and for the Wiz Duos format, and we hope you will enjoy them as much as we did.


  


  The Sheltering Flame


  By


  Ruthanna Emrys


The Sheltering Flame

The house isn’t haunted, exactly. It is, I’m starting to think, awake. It was cheap, anyway, a half-fixed fixer-upper with its pedigree lost to a town records fire several decades ago, its more recent history a mess of zoning violations, informal frathouse property damage, and sketchy medical offices.

Ours, now.

We are also sketchy: three college friends who fantasized about starting an intentional community together before we surrendered to the sacrifices demanded by academia. Del, who tried to make a commuting marriage work for a decade, stuttering along the tenure track at a tiny ag school in upstate New York before losing both the marriage and the tenure review—who called me at 2am having given up on love, gender, and teaching, but not art, and with no idea what to do next. Candace, who jumped from yearly contract to yearly contract, spiraling down the dead end of adjunct teaching until she decided it was saner and more profitable to be an unemployed folklorist. And me. I’m the success story of the lot—the one who slid helplessly and thoughtlessly all the way to my tenure offer at an esteemed psych department, only to realize that my chronic nausea stemmed from the simple fact that I hated my job. That I was only really happy working with my hands, fixing up the shitty little house I’d been able to sort-of-afford on an assistant professor’s salary.

And here we all are, together again in a crumbling, right-angle-free Victorian on a back road outside Amherst. The mountain views are gorgeous, the land is affordable, and the economy is non-existent.

We’ve gotten some insulation into the walls, fixed the windowpanes that were actually broken, and varnished the floors with the ridiculous stuff meant for sailboats that Candace’s family gifted us. It still stinks, though bearably with windows open to the late-summer breeze. A whiff of chemical solidity, another sacrifice. This afternoon I’m making my way through the doorknobs. Doorknobs are simple, but Del got stuck in their bedroom last night, and we spent a stupid half-hour trying various tricks with wires and credit cards before we got them free. This morning they threatened to route treehouse-style rope ladders out of their window and over the still-rickety porch roof, so: doorknobs. Brass, because it’s pretty and antibacterial and the local construction surplus co-op had a set of a dozen for two bucks each. Ropelike designs circle each one, naval loops and knots enticing the hand that grasps.

I unscrew the old knob from the door to my attic bedroom, work the rusty latch bolt out of its slot. The house complains and tugs against me, like when I try to comb a nasty tangle out of my niece’s hair. I still don’t know what to make of these moments, aside from the probability that my hold on reality is growing iffy. Clinical psych’s not my area, but I figure that as long as your delusions don’t encourage anything maladaptive, you may as well live with them. I pet the doorframe, like I would a nervous dog, and the feeling subsides.

I get the new knob in place, check that the mechanism actually works and that turning the handle consistently turns the bolt, and someone knocks on our front door.

“What the hell?” We don’t know anyone here—all our friends from school have moved away, because see economy, and we haven’t had the chance to introduce ourselves to the neighbors yet, let alone find out exactly how old our once-favorite queer bookshop makes us feel these days.

I start downstairs, and Del pokes their head out from their bedroom. “Are you getting that, Leah? If it’s door-to-door religious salesmen, holler and I won’t put on clothes.”

I roll my eyes. “If it’s door-to-door religious sales-kids, we let them in and feed them and show them that we’re not terrifying monsters. And if it’s, like, an actual terrifying monster, I’d rather you already had clothes on.”

Del comes out, revealing that they are, in fact, wearing a really excellent tunic printed with spiraling words: EVERY TIME YOU GET DRESSED REMEMBER, IF YOU DIE, THAT’S YOUR GHOST OUTFIT FOREVER. They’ve also dyed their buzz-cut hair with leopard print, something I didn’t even know you could do at home. But I’m not surprised: I was there for Del’s getting-my-PhD celebration concert where the girl in front of us had that dye job, have heard them swear often enough to do the same just as soon as tenure obviated the need for professionalism. “You look fabulous, and the vampire at the door better think so too.”

The knock comes again. We troop downstairs and find Candace already there, turning to raise a practiced eyebrow before opening the door.

The kid clinging to the knocker isn’t selling religion. Girl scout cookies, maybe—she looks like a younger-every-year freshman at best, the kind taking a deep breath before begging for a much-needed extension, the kind that wait until semester’s end before admitting to poorly-treated depression, or sick kids, or whatever they’ve always been told is a terrible excuse for skin-of-the-teeth work. This one—white, lapis-haired, decked in jeans and an ill-fitting leather jacket—stares wide-eyed and takes that breath, then blurts out: “I’m Chloe Davis and I beg the protection of the house!”

This is not an entirely unfamiliar situation. It’s weirder here than in an office with a big rainbow Safe Space sign on the door, but we’ve been taking in strays since the injured flying squirrel we rehabbed in my sophomore dorm room; even during plague years, when guests were forbidden, we all volunteered for hotlines or comforted students remotely or, in Candace’s case, hosted one who couldn’t safely go home. Reflex takes over. Candace pulls her inside, checking behind for unwanted exes or parents (none visible), and I bring out tea and soda and leftover banana bread, and Del sits the kid at the dining room table and asks, “What do you need?”

Chloe sniffs, obviously trying to hold back tears, and repeats, miserably, “The protection of the house. Please.”

It seems weirdly formal—but I can also feel, real or not, the house perking up around me. “We offer the house’s protection,” I say slowly, not sure where the words spring from beyond my own varnish-addled imagination, “as you join in providing it.”

Chloe gasps, whimpering not like she hates the response but like she didn’t really expect it, and asks in a small voice, “What terms?”

“Suppose you start by telling us who you’re hiding from?” suggests Candace. “And why you came here?”

The kid’s eyes widen, and I can see her taking in the piles of still-packed boxes, the paint cans, tools lying under the window. She whimpers again. “You’re not the keepers of the hearth.”

My gaze darts to the fireplace dominating the end of the room, brickwork repair a project still to come. It’s probably not what she means. “We’re the people who bought the house,” I offer. Apologetically: “There aren’t a lot of good records of what it was before we bought it from the bank. It’s been empty for a while.”

“Oh, fuck capitalism!” she exclaims, and I shrug and say, “With you there.”

Candace, ever practical, prods. “But you need help?”

“From the keepers of the hearth. If you don’t know what you’ve got, how do I even know the house still works?”

That sense again, stronger, of something waking and eager for work. “I can feel it,” I say slowly. Is that maladaptive? Candace’s eyes narrow, but neither she nor Del acts like I’m being completely absurd. I trust the feeling, even if I shouldn’t. I’ve had my hands in the house’s guts and bones, architecturally intimate. “But I don’t know what I’m feeling. Why don’t you tell us?”

Chloe sighs theatrically, the trailing remnant of a teenager’s conviction that all adults are stupid. “It’s magic. You understand magic?”

Candace shrugs and says, “I’m Neopagan.”

“I’m an atheist,” says Del. “But I like rituals.”

She can see my Magen David nose stud just fine, so all I say is, “The world’s a weird place.”

The kid rolls her eyes. “Not magic like religion. Magic like—okay, there are two kinds. The older kind is magic you do with yourself or a community. You say what you are, what you want, where your boundaries are, and you convince the universe to believe it. Like drawing bison and berry bushes on a cave wall, and becoming the people who provide for your tribe through the winter. Or you can define those things for something else—not another human, they’ve got their own selves—and it wakes up to be that thing.”

I’m not sure if I believe her, or rather I’m not sure I’m willing to admit that I believe, but I say, “Like the house?”

She nods, eyes still narrow with suspicion. She takes a bite of banana bread and chews thoughtfully. “Sometime in the 1800s, the first keepers of the hearth made this place a haven, probably for the Underground Railroad. All the workers in the Valley know it’s here, even if they don’t use it much any more. The keepers have to offer hospitality to anyone who asks. And once you accept the house’s hospitality, no one can hurt you or insult you or make you leave against your will, as long as you follow those rules for everyone else.”

“Wait,” says Del. “You’re saying we have to let anyone into the house.”

Candace snorts. “I heard you two. You were arguing about whether to welcome wandering missionaries naked or fully dressed.”

“What if we don’t?” persisted Del. “What if my ex shows up and I tell him to get lost because I don’t feel like arguing about whether my art is too commercial?”

Chloe sighs dramatically. “I don’t know. This is literally something my parents explained when I was ten and they were running through safety drills. I assume turning someone away would either make the house into a supernaturally-useless stack of rooms, or just make it easier for a bank to repossess your ass. But if your ex insults your art, that’s a violation of hospitality and you can do whatever you like after that.”

Candace gets up and locks the door, demonstrating a distinct lack of faith in supernatural protection. “You still haven’t answered my question. What are we protecting you from?”

She sighs again. “My parents.”

“Okay,” I say; this part, at least, I know. Kids sobbing in my office because coming out hit the limits of parental understanding, or because those limits were broken long ago and they’re just now realizing that other options exist. Or kids trying to pretend everything is fine and breaking slowly under loving pressure to do more, do better, color inside the right lines. “Want to tell us about it?”

Chloe hunches small. “Actually, it’s not exactly… So the other kind of magic, the newer kind, is the magic of bargains. And that can be good, learning to be all diplomatic and live with other people and not-exactly-people, and you can get things done that way that you can’t just by knowing yourself—but bargaining can also be as fucked-up as late-stage capitalism.”

“Dealing with demons,” Del suggests, sounding more like they’re playing along than believing—or like they’re trying to sound like that. When do we start taking the magic part seriously, and how does that look different from just taking seriously the worried kid flinging herself on our doorstep?

“I guess? None of the things that make deals are actually a great fit for the names humans put on them. But—I don’t think it’s that I was dating girls, you know. They’d’ve been fine if I’d just found girls they approved of, people who were part of their world and understood the way they do things. But workers, magicians, are kind of a small group, and it gets incestuous pretty fast, so I was just—dating. It felt out of control to them, and they don’t like feeling out of control. And then I had a bad breakup, and I guess it really freaked them out and they were afraid I’d get hurt again.”

“So they did what?” I ask. Magic to make the universe listen to your own ideas about your identity, your own desires, doesn’t sound ideal for controlling other people. She’d said you couldn’t control other people’s identities. Who does it make me, how do I have to think, if I’m the sort of person who takes this seriously?

“So they went up to the Notch,” says Chloe, and right away I know this is going to be bad. Because every time I’ve driven by the old mining cut at the top of the mountain, I’ve felt like something was chasing me, maybe even trying to force me off the road. And for the ten minutes that it takes to drive through, I’ve always believed in magic.

“They made a deal and set me up with something for which the closest wrong word is ‘succubus’ or maybe ‘faerie.’ Inhumanly hot, and once you’ve been with them you won’t want anything else, ever. And I can’t believe my parents would even think of that, but I guess they decided it’s safer and more predictable than just dealing with the hot mess of other humans, and if they set the terms then I’d have someone who could never run out on me.”

“That sounds kind of terrifying.” I can’t think of anything else to say.

“Yeah. I felt pretty miserable about Addison, and I probably said something stupid and dramatic, but I’d rather go through that a thousand times than be safe with someone where neither of us has the choice to leave.”

Candace stretches. “So what have you done with them so far?”

“Candace!” I do not want to hear about teenage succubus shenanigans; but if this is real (I need to stop that, I keep saying “if” but something real is happening) I probably do need to hear.

Chloe straightens and glares, and I like her particularly in this moment, that she goes for defiance where I’d hunch over in shame or embarrassment. “There was a stranger at the table at breakfast, and my parents told them ‘now you kiss her,’ and I ran out and kept going till I saw a bus, and then stayed on buses till I thought of this place and found the nearest stop and started walking, and I came here. I don’t want to get all my hormones pulled sideways like a giant magnet! I want to date pretty girls who’re embarrassed to have acne on their backs, and who wake up with their hair all messy, and who say stupid things when they’re turned on, and who talk about anime or weird-ass cheeses or football! And who—” She runs up against the end of her words in a hiccupping sob, as imperfect and un-cinematic as the girl of her dreams.

I give her an awkward hug. “Let’s figure out where the air mattress got packed and find a spare toothbrush, and we can sort the details out after.”

Feelings are squishy and hard to deal with. Possibly-delusional occult systems raise an overwhelming set of questions about the nature of the universe, and whether I’m still basically on the side of empirical evidence even if I’m no longer gathering it professionally. But logistics, solving problems you can touch, that’s safe. I can patch roofs that keep out wind and fascists; I can gather food and pour drinks and tuck in blankets. I can make a warm place in a cold world, and invite people in. That’s all that makes sense right now, and really, most of what’s ever made sense.

Candace heads for her room to dig out the air mattress from wherever she stashed it after we got her a bed. I go to look for spare toothbrushes, which are probably in a box that is probably in one of the bathrooms (this house has an absurd number of bathrooms, clearly added somewhere in the late 20th century by someone who never wanted to wait in the hall for a shower, ever).

Del catches up with me on the second floor. “What is happening?”

I shrug, elbow-deep in a box of washcloths and miscellaneous half-full organic toothpaste tubes. “Kid’s parents are screwed up. Trying to force her into a relationship she doesn’t want, and she’s scared. Beyond that, if you’re asking me what to believe, I don’t know.”

“I’m up for not knowing and playing it by ear. I haven’t known what world I was in since the divorce, and you’re the one who convinced me to be okay taking my time to figure it out. This is just more of the same.” They kneel to tear open another box, finding it full of tessellated gift soaps that I’ve been dragging across state lines, never using, for over a decade. “I’m asking what you believe. You look pretty upset, and I know you suck at taking your own advice.”

I sigh, sitting back on my heels. “It’s not even the not-knowing, honestly. It’s the… not knowing how to know. I’m a scientist, or I was, and I have no idea what it says that I mostly do believe her. Weird intuitions about the house don’t meet any reasonable evidentiary standard. I worry that I’m going to turn into an, an architecture whisperer.” I sniff hard, dig fingers into my jeans so I won’t have an entirely irrational breakdown that this is absolutely not the time for.

“What’s wrong with being an Architecture Whisperer?” asks Del, making it sound like the tagline to a reality show.

“You tell me.” I hug my arms, hunching in exactly the way Chloe didn’t. “Am I still someone whose advice you care about, if I’m also the sort of person who thinks she can tell what a house is feeling?”

Del rolls their eyes and scoots over to hug me. “I don’t love you for your evidentiary standards, you know. You like protecting people. If this turns out to be a giant prank or a kid with her reality tunnel turned inside out, we’ll deal with it. And if it turns out that the world isn’t what we thought it was, we’ll deal with that too.” After a moment they add. “I do believe at least part of it is true, though. If you describe yourself clearly enough, the world has to listen. It doesn’t have to be nice about it, but it has to let you be yourself.”

That’s the part—I don’t say





















































































































































































































































































































































































































































  


  Walking a Wounded Land


  By


  Andrew Knighton
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