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Past, present, and future, the alternate forms of Salu and Kia shift to adapt to worlds where peace is a fragile thing often shattered, and we, the observers, chronicle their struggle.
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This story is created by a human. No AI was used in any part of its planning, creation, or production.
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This is for all those who believed in me enough that, eventually, I had the courage to believe in myself.

Thank you.
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Created in 1991, A Window on Salukia is one of my earliest experimental pieces of writing, and my very first attempt at trying to write in what appeared to be the ‘accepted’ style of most science-fiction magazines at the time.

It was first submitted to a magazine market in 1996, and I definitely didn’t hit the nail on the head for that market, and I find my natural style doesn’t seem to suit many markets...and does worse when I try to match those styles. In the end, I think I’m better off just writing in my own voice, as the story comes, and submitting it only if I think it’s a relatively close match for what a particular market usually ‘likes.’

A Window on Salukia comes from a time when I played with many different ways of writing story. In this case I was curious about how a series of reflective vignettes set in different genres or time zones would work to examine the motivations of characters raised against a backdrop of war...set against a backdrop that reflected the cyclical nature of many conflicts.

I’ve set a portion of it in a medieval ‘past’ fantasy setting, one in a contemporary setting (although the late nineties, early 2000’s probably isn’t ‘contemporary,’ now), and a third in a futuristic setting and linked it with one word...or syllabic combinations thereof. It was one of my earliest experiments in playing with setting variation on a single theme, as well as taking a scene from one story and using it as a minor picture in another.

If you’ve read ‘A Vignette for Rashkah,’ (found in A Collection of Battle and its Aftermath) you’ll see its reflection in A Window on Salukia. The initial revision of this story gave rise to ideas for a roleplaying setting and a young adult fantasy series, both of which are still waiting for me to get to them, while this revision has me thinking of the ways in which stories intersect and interconnect...and once again contemplating how every story is, in reality, a vignette in its characters’ lives.

Welcome to the shifting worlds of Salu, and Kia, and one of my earliest experiments in story structure, and word combination.

Contents

––––––––

Author’s Forward

Author Notes

A Window on Salukia

Other Work by C.M. Simpson

About C.M. Simpson

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​A Window on Salukia


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


We have been watching for centuries, observing many worlds, many ages, many times. We have been watching, trying to learn and understand, trying to avoid the mistakes of other civilizations.

Our observations are directed by a force greater than ourselves, and it is this force that takes us through the window of our observatory to the windows and the skies of other places and their eras of trouble.

It comes as a breeze and carries us away. The lesson of the moment concerns the hazards of war. Stand beside me. Watch. We will let the breeze carry us where it will.

*   *   *
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The breeze becomes cold as if it has flowed across a polar ice cap. I feel shrouded by a fine veneer of frost, or as though I have been encrusted in tiny shards of glass. You look like a cake with too much icing.

The window we are blown through has lost its shutters to a sudden burst of opening magic, forcing itself past the protective wards hanging over the palace.

I do not know how we are sure we stand in a palace, but I am certain of it, and so, judging from your expression, are you. There are two armed and armored guards, and an armorless man in a tunic and breeches in the room. There is also a woman and two children, a boy and a girl. The boy is the eldest, but not by more than two years.

Another wave of hostile magic washes over us, and the wizard, for such is the armorless man, continues the murmuring chant shielding his Lady and her children from the enemy that hunts them.

We sense the lower halls have already fallen, although there are some that still resist. The Lady must have her chance to escape, but her eyes glisten with tears at the lives lost on her behalf.

She pushes the second of her children through the hole in the stonework, and whispers instructions and a firm last goodbye, before they disappear into the dark. I see the wizard turn as she straightens and pulls the lever that slides the granite block over the opening behind them. This was not part of the plan. She was not meant to stay.

There is nothing he can do. The door is closed, and already the hunters have found them. We can hear their foes trying to break down the door. Her Ladyship takes the wizard's hand for she has magic of her own, and the soldiers guarding them prepare to make one final defense. I find our position beside the shutterless window suddenly too exposed.

There is another surge in the magic attacking the palace, and an exultant roar from the army outside. We feel the tattered remains of the protective wards blasted to wind-tossed fragments as the last defenses fall.

The wizard drops to his knees, only the hand of his Lady preventing him falling further. She draws him back to his feet, and we sense the power she pushes into him.

Now, we become aware of the battle raging in the palace grounds. Now, we feel the distance between this tower eyrie and the earth below. The palace, castle, if you will, is built into, and from, the natural face of the cliff, and this is its highest reach, the last stretch before the pinnacle.

The breeze carries the inevitable clash of arms, the ringing tones of metal on metal, the cries of men dying, or charging or fighting, the smell of smoke from a myriad of fires. Already, the sounds of battle fade to aftermath.

The queen is pale as she pulls more magic to her hands. She draws it from deep within herself, as well as from the air around her. She gathers the fragmented wards, and reshapes them. She taps into the very lives of the men who stand ready to protect her.

One takes the time to nod in her direction, his expression grim. He, at least, is aware of her plan. His companion grants her a brief smile, and dips his chin in assent, his eyes never leaving the door, which shakes under the assault from without. He, too, has accepted his fate, and seems glad to meet it.

The wizard offers his mistress a line into himself, using the last of the power she gave him to bolster the door, and she takes it. She is more than a mere ‘Lady,’  queen takes that line, weaving it into the magic she prepares. Whatever she has planned, we sense, it means the impossibility of anyone following her children.

There is another surge of magic. The soldiers raise their blades and we can sense their knowledge, their resignation, that they will only have one chance to strike at those outside. The lady puts the final shaping to her garnering of power.

All that remains is ...

The door bursts inwards.

And the breeze sweeps us away as the tower implodes.

*   *   *
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After a brief flurry, we stop tumbling long enough to find ourselves floating in the air of a warmer clime. War's hand isn't far away. The grass-thatched village below stands within its grasp.

A glassless window lets in the carrion breeze. Its barren opening frees the sound of a woman sobbing, from the room beyond. The villagers hear her, but carry on with their work. They will all have their own turns at mourning before the season is through.

Our breeze carries us through the window, and into the hut’s single, bare room. We alight, unheard and unseen, voyeurs to the private griefs of war.

The woman, spreading herself prostrate over her son's body, does not see us. Her son is long gone, his body stiff in the stillness of death, and his eyes mercifully close. He does not observe our arrival. Only the child, sitting wedged against the back wall of the hut, had a chance of noticing.

She does not. She is bored. You can see by the way she shifts restlessly against the bamboo of the wall, and scratches her name into the wooden floor beside her. Salukia.

Her mother sobs as she traces the outline of the badge on the chest of her son's uniform, and the girl lets her head roll back so she is staring at the thatched underside of the roof. Her mother wails and bends across the body once more.

The harsh rattle of gunfire sounds in the hills that surround the village. The echoes of it bounce off the mountains beyond and are brought into the hut by the breeze.

The gunfire rattles once more. Salukia turns her head towards the sound. It is closer now. Below us, beneath the hut, the villagers begin to run. Bullets tear holes in the thin timber walls.

Again, the breeze carries us away.

*   *   *
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Another glassless window pinpoints our arrival. The breeze whisks us through it, and sets us, feet-first, on the floor.

You have noticed that all the windows it takes us through are paneless, although the most recent still contains the jagged remnants of glass. I do not know how we avoided such sharp edges. The street we see outside displays the feet of skyscrapers, torn and bent.

The room is cold, and made of some sort of plascrete. The floor beneath our feet is plascrete, also. The breeze deposits us just inside the window's edge and scampers away. We are alone.

The scene that greets us contains the same elements as the last.

This time, the mother is pulling a blanket over the face of a young woman. Hesitating, she flips the cover back and takes the bolter that lies at her daughter's side. Decision made, she collects the energy clips to feed the gun, from the woman's belt, and then the knife from her boot.

She is about to cover her again when she pauses and looks at the blanket. Her daughter would understand. Tears pool in the corners of her eyes as she removes it and folds it carefully before tucking it into a small daypack beside the bed.

Something makes a scraping sound, and the woman glances down. A small, pinched face, crowned by a mop of unruly dark hair, appears from under the bed. She smiles at it, and the face disappears.

Small hands push a metal chest towards her, the origin of the scraping made clear, the chest concealing the child behind it.

"Thank you, Salu," the woman whispers.

The chest jerks forward, and we hear a small grunt of effort. It is her youngest child’s only reply, and she bends forward, reaching for the treasure he has found.

Neither seem aware of us. The breeze picks up, and we hear bootsteps in the street. Something hurtles past us, canister or ball, I cannot say. Neither can you. The breeze does not give us time to see.

It jerks us out of the room. The sudden orange fire silhouettes the soldiers outside the window we have left.

There
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