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In my Father's house are many
mansions: if it were not so, I
would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you.
– John 14:2

Where I go, you cannot follow Me
now; but you shall follow later. – John
13:36











Prologue: The Panel






Urszula's fingernails scraped
against the hard, slick wall of her cell as she slid like slime in
a bucket to the drain hole at the center of the sloping floor.
There would be no sitting or leaning or finding any comfortable
position in this friction-less space.

Roots had just retrieved her from
her latest foray in the living world, extracting her from a choice
sleeping nook under a bridge in the middle of Czechoslovakia.
Transport. Food. Comfort. All the elements that made up a good day
had come together. It had been the kind of day that usually
precluded their visitations.

She had made fifty kilometers on
the back of a flatbed truck hauling tractors, sequestered under
loose plastic. She had food—a box of crackers and a jar of herring
shoplifted from a supermarket in Ostrava. And it had not rained.
The first time in three days her clothes stayed dry.

Why the roots? Because her inner
climates did not always match the external. Moods swept in like
thunderstorms, drenching her with downpours of futility, flashes of
despair. No matter how fleeting these dips in confidence could be,
the roots were quick to pounce and drag her off to her other
reality.

The bright and shiny cell made her
feel like a white mouse in a cancer lab, the ones who had horrible
things done to them without a qualm by well-meaning but callous
souls. The Pennies, with their perfunctory, nonchalant manner
seemed little different.

Slippery walls of light gray
porcelain rose higher than any human was able to climb or jump. The
floor was rounded like the bottom of a test tube, with a two inch
wide drain hole at the lowest point. Judging from the foul smells
emanating from within, she presumed it was meant to serve as her
toilet. The entire cell may as well have been a giant latrine with
her soul but a turd ready for flushing.

She huddled as far from the hole as
possible, leaning against the curve where the floor reared up to
become a wall. The rim high opened to a miniature arena ringed with
several tiers of benches.

Four Hashmallim wearing a queer
translucent armor that seemed more for show than for protection
idled about, chatting in a language that she didn't understand or
even recognize. One man carried a long-handled tool with a
large-curved blade at the end, less a medieval weapon of war than
one of those flensing knives the whalers had used to carve the
blubber off their catch. Their conversation ceased abruptly when an
unseen door creaked open and an oddly dressed coterie of men and
women came and occupied spots on the benches.

Seven sets of inquisitive eyes
peered down at her, four men, three women. One of the women, who
seemed to have an obsession with everything purple from makeup to
hair to accessories, pointed her finger and spoke something in
French to her. Urszula just glared back, not understanding a word
beyond 'vous.'

“Try Spanish or better yet,
English,” said a man with whiskers emerging from parts of his face
where no whisker had a right to grow. “These days, one of those
languages rarely fails to elicit at least some
comprehension.”

“Alright, let’s give it a shoot,”
said the purple woman, leaning over the rim of her cell.

“Shot,” corrected the bewhiskered
man,

“Hello down there! May I presume
you to be the trespasser our people recently apprehended over the
marshes of Baluch? Is that correct?”

Urszula sneered.
“Trespasser?”

“She understands,” said a trim,
bald man with silver studs lining his lips and nostrils. He nodded
at the others. “English it is. Go with that.”

“Yes, that is right, dear heart.
You are being accused of second order trespassing and as an
accessory to sabotage. What is your name?”

“What do you care?”

“We don’t. I just thought it would
be more pleasant for all if we addressed you by your given
name.”

“Let us get on with it,” said the
bald man. “How do you plead?”

“What is this? Some kind of court?”
said Urszula.

“This is the Temple of Justice,”
said the man with the weird whiskers. “We are the judgment panel
for your particular case.”

Urszula smirked. “If this is court,
then where is my lawyer? I want lawyer.”

“I'm afraid that's not how things
work here, dearie,” said the purple woman. Trespassers are not
allowed representation beyond this panel. You are to be given a
fair review of your crimes and then we as a panel shall decide your
outcome. We only wish to be fair.”

“This is play. You are only playing
at justice. You are not the boss of me.”

A large-framed woman in ruffled
leggings gave a hearty laugh that echoed across the chambers. “You
have it wrong, darling. Captives do not get to decide whether their
captors have authority.”

“First question. Why did you come
to Penult?”

“To destroy you,” said Urszula,
without a pause. “To destroy as many of you and as much of your
land as we can.”

“I would say that is fairly
incriminating,” said the bald man, chuckling.

The woman in ruffles laughed along.
“No holding back with this one. I love it!”

“And destroy you did,” said the
bewhiskered man. “Three settlements in the southwest sector
received severe and extensive damage. Twenty-seven souls lost
beyond recovery in collapses. Eighty-three bodies damaged but
recoverable. The roadways alone will take weeks to
repair.”

“But this one did not necessarily
have anything to do with any of all that,” said a thin man in
un-died muslin pajamas. “She was nowhere near the column when it
was deployed.”

A supporter? Urszula whipped her
head around to get a better view of her sympathizer.

“She was spotted among the
saboteurs when they came ashore,” said the purple woman. “And a
soul matching her description was observed on the galley that was
hijacked.”

“That's good enough for me,” said
the woman in ruffles. “She was a collaborator. And an accessory to
a crime is subject to same punishment as the perpetrators. That is
the law of trespass.”

“But how do we know this is the
same woman who was seen with the other trespassers?” said the thin
man.

“Look at her hair, obviously,” said
woman in ruffles. “How can anyone mistake hair like that? Who else
have you ever seen with such hair? Her head looks as if it has been
frozen in mid-explosion.”

“More like a nest of snakes, I was
thinking,” said the bald man.

“Is your name Medusa, perchance?”
said the ruffled woman, chuckling.

“Quickly!” said the purple woman,
clenching both fists, her eyebrows raised in alarm. “She is getting
those spots again.”

“So soon? How is that possible?”
said the ruffled woman.

“Guards, prepare your
blades!”

“But we've only just begun
deliberations,” said the thin man.

“What more do we need to know?”
said the purple woman. “This is as obvious a case of second order
trespassing with accessory to sabotage as there ever was. And that
is just what is superficially clear. I can't imagine what we would
discover if we pried.”

“Too late. She is fading,” said the
bald man.

A chorus of groans spilled from the
benches, but Urszula gloried in the blotches of blankness
spattering her arms and legs. Whether by the mercy of the Makers of
these after lands or through some mistake in their constructs, she
was about to be granted another spell of freedom. If only she could
maintain a positive outlook a little bit longer this time, maybe
she could finally get somewhere.


Chapter 1: A False
Hope






 I dashed across the gravel bed along the creek, so
exhilarated I could barely control my feet, splashing through muddy
pools, stomping over bramble patches that I normally would have
taken pains to avoid.

Suddenly, I didn’t care about being
dead again, because here was Urszula, like a miracle, winging back
from Penult on the back of her giant dragonfly Lalibela. I was all
done feeling sorry for myself. Everyone had been wrong, those who
had insisted that the Pennies had probably slaughtered her by now,
because that’s what they do to infiltrators. Here she was, proving
everyone wrong, the irrepressible Duster girl I had once
reincarnated by accident, much to her chagrin.

The plains were no longer smooth
but undulant now that the exposed roots were converting themselves
to stone and soil, repairing the damage wrought by the Pennies and
their root quakes. Networks of gullies now traced the former routes
of collapsed tunnels, converging on bowls that had been hubs of the
old subsurface tunnel network.

I made for a high point in the
outwash plain, seeking a place where I could get Urszula’s
attention before she disappeared over the foothills. I needn’t have
worried, because Tigger’s natural territoriality accomplished the
task for me. My wayward dragonfly zoomed out to challenge the
intruder the way he did for any winged visitor. He was a bit like a
guard dog that way. A guard dog with a territory that spanned miles
in every direction.

Lalibela diverted her course to
buzz a few circles around Tigger. I climbed a pile of boulders and
stripped off my hoodie to wave like a flag.

The giant dragonfly came spiraling
down towards me. She seemed to have trouble controlling her descent
with those tattered wings. I feared she might crash, but she
managed to pull up and stall, dropping heavily onto her five
remaining legs. She must have lost one of the middle ones in
battle.

I reached up to help Urszula down.
Her head was wrapped in a bloody scarf with only slits for eyes.
There was something off about her physique.

The hand that took mine was heavy
and calloused; the face looking down mangled and monstrous. Those
eyes belonged to Mikal, the scout who had volunteered to seek out
targets to the west when Urszula had gone eastward along the shore
of Penult. Somewhere he had lost his robber fly and had flown
across the narrow sea with Lalibela.

“What the hell? What happened to
Urszula?”

Mikal could barely manage to speak.
He mumbled something but I couldn’t make out a word of what he was
trying to say. His jaw was horribly swollen and likely broken. He
could manage a shrug, and the slow, pained lift of his shoulders
told me all that I needed to know about Urszula’s likely
fate.

“Fuck!”

I kicked at a rock and nearly
sprained my big toe.

***

Back at the house, I whipped up
some broth from some bits of roots I scrounged from my cupboard. I
was aiming for chicken noodle, but it came out tasting like some
kind of weird fish soup.

I poured the stuff between a gap in
Mikal's broken teeth, waiting between each spoonful for him to
choke it down. Most of it ended up dribbling down his chin. The guy
was famished and kept moaning for more, so when he was done with
the first bowl, I made him another.

I helped patch him up a little bit
better than he could do on his own, but his jaw was really smashed.
He was going to need help from someone who knew what they were
doing.

I didn’t dare mess with people’s
bodies beyond a little first aid. Flesh weaving required precision.
If I tried, I would only muck things up worse, maybe seal up his
nostrils or make him cry out his ear holes.

Bugs though, I could handle.
Patching dragonfly wings was way simpler than trying to restore
someone’s airway. Lalibela’s wing had been fixed so many times
before, its surface was a mess of misaligned veins and superimposed
bracing supporting a patchwork of membranes tinted every shade
between yellow and brown. While her original wings had probably
been entirely transparent, they now reminded me of stained
glass.

The end result of my handiwork
wasn’t exactly pretty, but it did the trick. She took to the air
the instant I took my hands off her, and her maneuverability and
speed were immensely improved. She seemed thrilled to have her
wings back together as she buzzed around the hollow with Tigger on
her tail.

I knew better than to let my
success with bugs go to my head. So I made ready to take Mikal
someplace where a real healer could mend his ghastly
injury.

I had to admit I had ulterior
motives. I wanted to get Mikal talking again so I could find out
what the hell had happened to Urszula. Getting him to scratch
answers to my questions in the mud, hadn’t worked out too well.
Maybe I was asking the wrong questions, but I would hand him the
stick and he would just stare back at me with lost and vacant
eyes.

I managed to get a saddle onto
Tigger after luring him down with an aphid carcass, and Mikal and I
flew up the valley to find the nearest settlement large enough to
have a decent healer. I strapped Mikal in behind me while Lalibela
trailed after us without a rider. I figured she needed a break
after coming all that way from Penult with those battered
wings.

This was the first time I had been
up in the air in a long while. I was amazed to see how much of the
damage inflicted by the root quakes had healed. The roots just came
back together and filled in the rifts and rents.

It was an entirely different
landscape now, almost unrecognizable. The mesas were gone forever.
But at least the place no longer looked like a mess of open pit
mines.

The nearest large settlement was on
the massif that had once harbored Frelsi. Folks there had rebuilt
right next to the remains of the old city. For whatever reason,
they chose not to disturb the original site.

The new place looked like a classic
frontier town, all single story structures and hastily erected. It
was telling that no one had yet tried to replicate the slender and
elegant towers that had housed the elite on the Inner Sanctuary. No
one had even bothered to erect a wall around or between anything.
It was just one big homogenous mish-mash of shanties and
shelters.

The Reaper pens were back. Many of
the domesticated breeds had gone feral during the war, feeding on
corpses on the battlefields. These days the ranks of abandoned
Cherubim, dormant and awaiting orders that would never come, served
as their main source of nutriment. Some of the breeders had been
experimenting with feeding them insect meat, but the Makers had
instilled in them a taste for human flesh that was tough to
break.

We landed smack in the middle of
the new settlement, in a clearing surrounded by a dense cluster of
dwellings. People were busy with this and that and pretty much
ignored us. They were not at all unfriendly, though. It just took a
little asking around to find someone us to point us to the best
healer in town, some guy named Doc Henry who had a place near the
ruins of the old city.

Doc Henry’s shop turned out to be
in one of the larger and fancier structures of the settlement, a
sturdy post and beam villa built on a slope with a huge deck
overlooking the valley. The deck was wide enough to land a squadron
of mantids.

The doc was consulting with one of
his female clients about a foot problem when we walked into a
waiting area with the décor and ambience of a wine bar. One look at
Mikal’s mangled face and he blanched.

“Jeez. What the hell happened to
him?” said Henry.

“He was in the raid on Penult. He
just got back.”

“No shit? Penult?”

He excused himself and bustled us
straight into his examination room. The round chamber was ringed
with skylights and mirrors that concentrated the natural light into
the center of the room, occupied by a swiveling barber’s
chair.

Doc Henry had fat cheeks and bags
under his eyes which was odd for a flesh weaver, who tended to look
like A-list movie stars. They did so because they could and because
it was good advertising.

Who knows? Maybe he went for a
different look every day and we caught him trying to look ordinary.
Tomorrow he might be a girl. The next day a troll. Morphing one’s
face through all the possibilities was also probably good for
business.

He examined Mikal’s wounds
carefully, if not gently, prodding his thumb into his fractured jaw
bones till they crunched, though I think I winced even more than
Mikal, who remained stoic as ever.

“Here, hold this.”

He shoved a mirror into my hand and
proceeded to pry Mikal’s mouth open wide. Mikal made this awful
gagging sound as I swiveled the mirror to shine the concentrated
light down his maw.

Doc Henry made a face. “Fuck me!
This man has no larynx. His voice box. It’s been ripped away. This
ain’t fine surgery we’re talking about. It’s butchery.”

“Why would they do
that?”

“Maybe they didn’t want him to
talk.”

“But there are other ways he can
communicate.”

“You’re asking me to tell you how
Pennies think? You can’t explain them. Sometimes, they’re just
twisted.”

He snapped his fingers in front of
each of Mikal’s ears.

“I think they fucked with his
brain, too. He’s not reacting like a normal person.”

“You can fix him,
right?”

He shook his head. “I ain’t that
kind of doc. I can stabilize it some it doesn’t grind as much, but
to tell you the truth, beautification is my bailiwick. You need
someone with technical chops to knit him a new voice box. Someone
who knows his way around a throat, with actual medical training.
What do they call them? Otolaryngolgists?”

“So you’re not actually a
doctor?”

“Nope. Back in the day, I was an
architect. Modeler, mostly. I made tiny, little houses.”

“So where do we find a real
doctor?


Doc Henry shrugged. “Not here.”


Chapter 2:
Woodson






“New Axum,” said Henry. “That’s
where you’ll find the best technicians. I’m talking serious
practitioners, not just dabblers like me. When Frelsi fell, a lot
of the good ones went back underground with Mr. Luther, but not
all. New Axum is where you’ll find the best tech these
days.”

I thanked him for his help and led
Mikal back through the neighborhood, heading for the open hillside
where we had left Tigger. Mikal walked in a wobbly stagger, sort of
like a zombie. But I shouldn’t complain. At least he was
mobile.

I could tell this New Frelsi place
was going to be a happening settlement real soon. Houses were
popping up as quickly as folks could get a bundle of roots to dance
into place.

Just below the outermost ring of
dwellings, along a trail leading into the valley, we came across a
swarm of bees tending to a group of human workers who had paused to
rest. Their pack frames were loaded high with bundles of lively
roots. A trail of stray escapees marked the way they had come up
from the gullies below.

Once nice side effect of the root
quakes was how they have churned up a lot of malleable,
undifferentiated root stock, bringing it much closer to the
surface. Not having to mine the stuff from deep pits surely made
the rebuilding go quicker.

Liveliness marked the best root
stock. While sluggish roots resisted conversion, the squirmy ones
could be coaxed into almost any form, even by souls who weren’t
particularly good at weaving. They could be resized, recolored,
retextured into every imaginable manifestation of matter including,
if you had the knack, some very tasty edibles.

The root haulers were a mixed
crowd, mostly Dusters but with a few Frelsians and under-worlders
sprinkled in. A Duster fellow saw me ogling the bees and waved us
over with a hand that was missing several digits. He sat with a
woman and another man, both Dusters, sharing a shallow bowl of
golden nectar that one of the bees had regurgitated.

I trickled some onto Mikal’s lips
and he was able to suck in some through his damaged mouth. I think
he was appreciative. Bee nectar was the perfect nutriment, packed
with energy and so intoxicating and invigorating I had to believe
it contained some kind of psychoactive agent.

The second man had calluses on his
cheekbones and forehead, a feature common with the most recent
generation of Dusters to cross the rift and whose bodies had yet to
heal from the coarse weathering wrought by the frigid and gritty
winds of the Deeps.

“Have some pollen,” said the man
who was short his pinky and ring finger. He tossed a hunk of
brownish-yellow cake he had pulled from the femur spines of a
bee.

I sat down on a root bundle and
nibbled at the pollen cake. It had a weird texture. The grains
popped in my mouth like something between quinoa and cheap caviar.
If I closed my eyes the flavor could almost pass for
bread.

“What’s wrong with your
friend?”

“War injury. Trying to get him some
help.”

“Know anyone who can make me a new
hand?”

“No, but we’re about to head over
to New Axum.”

“Was it not destroyed in the
siege?” said the woman.

I felt something wiggle under the
seat of my pants and hopped up to my feet.

“Dang things goosed me.”

“That’s a frisky bunch for sure,”
said the woman, giggling.

I spotted Tigger sunning himself on
a ledge up slope a ways.

“Guess we’d better get going.
Thanks for sharing.”

“Don’t thank us. Thank the
bees.”

“Yeah. You know, I never understood
what the bees get out of this whole relationship with us. Not that
I’m complaining.”

The Dusters looked at me like I was
a dunce.

“We build and defend their hives,”
said three fingers.

“We tend their foraging grounds,”
said the woman.

“As long as there have been souls
on the surface,” said the other man. “The bees have been with
us.”

“Since the Old Ones
came.”

“So the bees were here first?” I
asked.

That prompted more incredulous
staring.

“I mean, these bugs, why are they
so big?”

“Either an accident of the Makers …
or a prank,” said the man with the callused face. “Those are the
standard theories.”

“If it was a joke, the joke is on
them,” said the few-fingered man. “These bugs are a
godsend.”

“Truth is, no one knows,” said the
woman. “Just be glad they are here for us.”

“Hear, hear!” said three fingers,
raising a bowl of nectar.

Something glinted in the sky. A
shaggy tear drop-shaped object was outlined against the glaciered
peaks in the distance and then, just like that, it was gone. This
was no bug. It was not like anything I had ever seen in this
realm.

“What the heck?” I had started to
point but it was already gone. “Did y’all see that?”

“I see nothing,” said the callused
man, his eyes panning the sky.

“It was all shiny and
floating.”

“Probably just a watcher,” said the
woman. “Souls from other realms come to spy, but they never seem to
mingle.”

“You have to admit, we put on quite
a show down here,” said a red-haired Frelsian, sidling over from
the other group and butting into the conversation.

“Probably bloody boring in their
native realm,” said another Frelsian, hefting a load of roots onto
his back.

“And what realm would that
be?”

The men shrugged or stared, eyes
blank.

“Loom,” said the woman.

***

Tigger, remarkably, had stayed put
on the sun-washed ledges not far from where we had left him on the
hillside, saddle still in place. He had a terrible habit of shaking
off his saddles when he was unattended.

He had rampaged through a batch of
dog-sized fly larvae. All that was left were their tethers and bits
of leathery chitin. My dragonfly had feasted well. I could only
hope that they hadn’t been someone’s livestock or pets.

His stubby antennae rose
inquisitively as we approached, mirrored in the facets of his
compound eyes. The three extra eyes—ocelli—in the center of his
forehead complicated the act of making eye contact. Which one do
you look at first?

I patted his side out of habit. It
was not quite the same as patting a horse or dog. Bugs sensed touch
mainly through pits and bristles, and Tigger’s cuticle was a good
inch thick or more at the sides of his thorax. But it was just a
ritual, really, more for my benefit than his.

Mikal kept several paces behind me
all the way up, but he never flagged. The wound in his jaw was all
weepy despite Doc Henry’s best efforts. His shirt was a
mess.

“How you doing?”

He nodded and forced a kind of
smile but he had that haunted look people get when they’re in
constant, unabated pain. Bodies were different here and could tune
out a lot of unpleasant feelings, but there were limits to how much
discomfort could be ignored.

I hoisted him up onto the saddle
and got him all tucked and strapped. We got back into the air with
a minimum of fuss and glided down the slopes a bit before leveling
off over the river valley, where more ranks of abandoned Cherubim
stood neatly in columns and rows, awaiting orders I hoped would
never come.

The Hashmallim and Seraphim had
left plenty behind to wage a decent war. The Reaper-handlers
couldn’t harvest them and the Reapers couldn't gobble them up fast
enough as far as I was concerned.

The route we were following should
have been familiar. I had gone up and down this valley several
times already by land and by air, but I couldn’t recognize much.
Every wash and bend of canyon looked just like the next. There
wasn’t much down there for a memory to latch onto.

We overflew many groups of
refugees, most on foot carrying their own belongings. A few lucky
bands used Reapers as pack animals.

I found it awful brave of them to
be filing their way past those multitudes of dormant Cherubim. I’m
not sure I would have been comfortable camping out beside those
silent hordes.

When the badlands and canyons
suddenly gave way to the great basin fronting the bluffs of New
Axum, it took me by surprise. Tigger had gotten us up the valley in
record time. The city looked stunning, its cliffs and bulwarks
ablaze with the slanting light of the setting sun.

Tigger was consistently strong and
swift on the wing, but I suspected he had turned it up a notch once
he had caught on where we were headed, spurred on no doubt by the
memory of the fine hunting in the viny lower terraces of New Axum.
There, leafhoppers and aphids were as abundant as
leaves.

As we circled down, I could see
that the ruins on upper tiers had been extensively restored. All of
the temporary shelters the refugees had put up were gone and the
population of the city seemed a tiny fraction of had been during
the siege.

As we homed in on the main plaza, I
could see scads of Old Ones scattered about, many occupying prime
spots on stone benches, all fallen back into their long sleep. They
could have doubled as statues or war memorials. Many still bore
weapons and armor.

As soon as we touched down, a unit
of soldiers came swarming up. I worried that we might have broken
some new ordinance against landing bugs on the plaza, but the faces
surrounding us were all eager and friendly. They crowded around
Tigger and helped me and Mikal dismount.

“Good to have you back, Mr. Moody,”
said a guy I had never seen before, as his buddies gawked at me
like I was Lebron James in a mall.

I could tell from the rough hands
and weathered faces that many were new generation Dusters. With
that crowd, I was something of a celebrity. In truth, opening the
rift from the Deeps had been all Olivier’s doing, but somehow I got
to claim some of the popular credit. The raid on Penult only added
to my ‘legend.’ It reminded me why I had chosen to seclude myself
in that hollow.

Mikal was all groggy and could
barely stand under his own power, but he had plenty of helping
hands.

“We take you in … to see him,” said
the soldier who knew my name.

“See who?”

“Our commander.”

“Listen. I’m kind of in a rush. I
came here to find my friend a good flesh weaver. Tell your
commander we said hi and thanks for the nice reception.”

“Your attendance is mandatory,”
said this super gnarled guy with brows like tree roots. He had no
rank insignia. None of them did, as was the Duster way, but his
demeanor suggested he was in charge of things. “Follow me to the
command bunker.”

I knew better than to argue with a
bunch of Dusters. The Deeps had a way of making folks extremely
stubborn and excessively patient, a losing combination when you
were on the opposite end of a disagreement.

“Alright. I suppose we can poke our
head in for a sec. This won’t take long, will it?”

“Follow this one, she will take
you,” said the gnarled one, indicating a slender Frelsian woman who
looked out of place among the weathered and burly Duster men, like
a unicorn among rhinos. Dirty, blond ringlets spilled out from
under a crudely woven watch cap. Her face was smudged, her eyes
sharp and inquisitive.

My priority was to get Mikal some
rest and find someone to help him as soon as possible. I was pretty
tuckered out myself after a long day. Hopefully, they would keep
short whatever formalities they wanted us to go through.

We started across the plaza towards
a complex of stone buildings. Walls had been patched, roofs added
or repaired since my last time here.

“So … uh … who exactly are we going
to see?”

“The command duty
officer.”

“What’s your name, by the
way?”

“Clarissa. Clarissa
Moore.”

“I’m James.”

She laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“Everyone knows you.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

We entered a ramp slanting down
into the bunker. Mikal’s breathing kept locking up and he had to
struggle to clear an airway. His tortured snorts echoed down the
side passages. I felt bad. We should have left him back with
Tigger.

“We almost there?”

“Almost.”

We turned a corner and things began
to look familiar. This was the command bunker where Yaqob and Zhang
had once argued over how to handle the siege.

The chamber was vacant apart from a
small group of men and women gathered under some root glow around a
low table. They were sharing a platter of fritters, dipping them in
a bowl of some brown paste. An Old One sat in the shadows behind
them, watching or sleeping, I couldn’t tell.

As we clattered down the steps,
they all turned to look at us and I spotted a familiar
face.

Ubaldo rose all wide-eyed, as
amazed to see me as I was to see him. He rushed over and grabbed
me, hugging me a little too hard for my health.

Mikal looked on with heavy rimmed
eyes, wobbling like a tree in the wind. Doc Henry’s cosmetic
repairs had smoothed most of the damage to his face, but it still
took a while for Ubaldo to recognize him.

“You! You are the scout who went
off with Urszula! When did you return?”

“He can’t speak,” I said. “The
Pennies fucked him up. He showed up at my place the other day on
Urszula’s bug.”

“Was she with him?”

“No.”

“Where is she? Is she
okay?”

“He doesn’t seem to know. He can’t
write in any language I can figure out. Yes and no questions only
get us so far. We came here to find a doctor.”

Ubaldo’s skewed his lips. “This man
carries valuable intelligence.” Ubaldo turned to the others at the
table. “Who is our best flesh weaver?”

His companions responded in near
unison.

“Woodson!”


Chapter 3:
Crickets






Clarissa volunteered to escort
Mikal and I to the clinic of Dr. Derek Woodson, a former thoracic
surgeon who apparently now was now a master of all flesh in the
afterlife. I had been hoping for an actual throat specialist, but
beggars can’t be choosers. Woodson was by all accounts the most
skilled manipulator of afterlife physiology and anatomy outside of
Penult.

We left the bunker and headed for
the uplands behind the old city, where Woodson kept his clinic.
Canopied booths indicated the presence of a market of sorts on the
edge of the plaza. A wheezy little band was playing. People were
dancing.

“Whoa! Way different vibe here from
the last time I visited.”

“That was the time of the siege. I
can imagine.”

“But I was here even before this
place was settled. Or I mean, re-settled. The Old Ones have been
here for ages.”

“Yes. I am aware of your
history.”

“My … history?”

“Your story has been told. It has
been written.”

“By whom?”

“Oh, different versions exist.
Various storytellers and troubadours have told it. In camps and
villages.”

“What the heck are you talking
about?”

“I know who you are, James
Moody.”

Too weird. I didn’t know if I could
handle having a public image. When I was done here, I was slinking
back to my hollow. I looked back at the setting sun, all fuzzy and
greenish on dusty horizon. We only had another hour or so of
light.

Clarissa walked ahead with Mikal,
keeping him steady. I hung back as I had no clue where we were
going.

Occasionally, Mikal would pause and
teeter a bit before regaining his balance. I worried we might have
to improvise a stretcher and recruit some bearers. But Mikal was a
tough kid. He kept plodding on.

Out of the corner of my eye I
caught a glassy glint over the valley, just like the one I had seen
over the ruins of Frelsi. I stopped to stare, but it was already
gone.

“Did you see that?”

“See what?”

I didn’t waste my breath
explaining. Maybe we were being watched but I didn’t buy that
‘watchers from another realm’ hypothesis. More likely they were
Pennies using some kind of stealth lighter than air technology to
spy on us. I had half a mind to jump on Tigger and go chasing, but
the thing had disappeared the instant I caught my
glimpse.

The plaza guards had unsaddled
Tigger and had tethered him to a stone post beside a fountain. He
drummed his forelegs, excited to see us. Probably thought we had
come to take him hunting. But I bit my lip and walked right on
past, lacking the heart to look him in the eyes. I owed him a romp
when this was done.

Clarissa kept sneaking glances at
me. I smoothed back my hair, thinking I had a giant cowlick or
something.

“Dr. Woodson is a genius with
flesh,” she said. “During the war he was known for his ability to
put the most shattered bodies back together.”

“Cool.”

“He makes ordinary faces beautiful.
And the beautiful … sublime.”

“Hear that Mikal? You’re gonna be
sublime.”

“But he’s more than a surgeon. He
sculpts psyches. Does emotional repair. Memory restoration and
removal.”

“Got a few I’d like extracted.
Don’t we all?”

“And not only does he reverse
disfigurement and restore function. He makes things better than
they were. Hearts that beat more efficiently. Lungs that take in
extra oxygen.”

“Has he ever worked on
you?”

“Oh no. He only takes on special
cases.”

“You’re not special
enough?”

“No. It’s just … there’s a high
demand his work. He can’t just see anybody.”

“But we qualify?”

“I would think so. Yes.”

Something about Clarissa told me
that not only was she a young soul, she was a newbie in the
afterlands.

“Pardon me for asking, but are you
a Hemi?”

“No. I am a Freesoul, like you. I
used to be in Frelsi. I was a Reaper handler and trainer in the
Sanctuary.”

“Reapers, huh? Jeez. Better you
than me.”

“Oh, they’re not so bad. A little
smelly, maybe. But not much different from a horse.”

“Horses don’t eat
people.”

“What are we but protein and fat
and bone?”

I wasn’t going to argue with
her.

“So what happened? Frelsi used to
be swarming with Reapers.”

“The war was hard on them. The
Pennies slaughtered them by the thousands. Some of the old fighting
breeds are now extinct. We’re working to create some resistant
strains.”

“Resistant to what?”

“Sonic disruption. That was how the
Pennies killed them. Devices that stopped their hearts and fried
their little brains.”

I sighed.

“Never was a big fan of Reapers. I
appreciate what you guys do with them, but….”

“I understand. First encounters can
be traumatic. But I think they have their charms.”

“Charms. That’s not a word I would
use with Reapers.”

“Do you not have a relationship
with a giant bug?”

“Fair enough.”

Mikal remained a trooper up the
slope, climbing flight after flight of stairs, sucking air through
his swollen and constricted passages. Doc Henry might have made him
look pretty on the outside, but on the inside he was still a mess.
Flecks of pink foam bubbled out of his nostrils and tumbled down
his chin. A steady trickle of blood seeped into his
collar.

The path leveled off atop a wooded
terrace. Structures of wattle and stucco overhung the slope, quite
a contrast from the brick and stone that dominated the main
city.

She led us down a path flanked by
cultivated fields. Seed heads heavy with some kind of rye or barley
wafted in the breeze. As the twilight diminished, hundreds of
phosphorescent footlights illuminated our way.

“Almost there,” said
Clarissa.

We passed through a woodlot into a
clearing with a two-story wood-framed structure with a thatched
roof. Lights flickered in several of the windows. Someone was in
there plinking on what sounded like a ukulele.

We paused at the door, peering in
to find a very large man strumming on a tiny instrument that seemed
ridiculously dainty in his meaty hands.

Truncating a jaunty little melody,
his eyes went straight to Mikal.

“What happened to him?”

“You’re Doctor Woodson?”

“Yeah.”

“He … uh … had his larynx torn out.
Among other things.”

“Bring him here.”

He put down his tiny instrument and
patted an examination table covered with a tattered and stained
sheet.

A pipe with a hole in the side ran
up one corner of the room. On first glance I took it for plumbing,
but then the doc pressed his face close to one of the openings and
shouted into it.

“Agnetha? You might not want to
change quite yet. We have a customer.”

***

Woodson and his assistant used no
anesthesia, but seemed able to numb whatever needed numbing by will
alone. Their methods were invasive and ghastly, peeling flesh down
to the bone, replacing damaged tissue with woolly balls of
ultrafine root fluff they wove into Mikal’s own flesh, prying and
probing and undoing Doc Henry’s temporary patchwork.

I had to leave the room. I couldn’t
stand to sit there and see Mikal’s neck all flayed wide
open.

Clarissa helped them out for a bit,
handing them instruments from a case, disposing of bits that
Woodson had cut away, washing whatever needed washing. I felt bad
for not offering to help as well, but I just didn’t have the
stomach for this line of work.

I wandered over to a rock garden
with a natural cascade and pool fed by a spring and took a seat on
a large flat boulder that was shaped something like a chaise. The
stone was still warm to the touch after having been exposed to the
sun all day.

I sat back and marveled at scale of
the ruckus erupting from the forests surrounding us. If you think
tree crickets are noisy you’ve never heard the racket those the
size of goats can make. It was enough to wake an Old One from a
hundred year nap.

Clarissa snuck out after a few
minutes and found me.

“How’s it going in
there?”

She smiled. “Good. They’re wrapping
up right now. Doctor Woodson said you might not recognize your
friend’s voice when he’s done. But he may be able to adjust it with
some guidance.”

“As long as he can speak. That’s
what matters.”

“So, they want to keep him
overnight, make sure everything is stable. Do you need a place to
stay?”

“No worries. I can crash just about
anywhere.”

“I can find you a bed at my
barracks. When patrols are away there is always a spare. My
comrades would greatly enjoy a chance to meet you.”

“Um, thanks. But I think I’d rather
hang out up here.”

A spark of boldness flared in her
eyes.

“We can also … share.”

“Um. Rain check on that. Okay? It’s
been a really long day and I need some alone time. Nothing
personal.”

She pursed her lips.

“The nights get pretty cool up
here. How about I fetch you some bedding.”

“I’m … good. Thanks.”

Her eyes snared me with an
intensity that was like staring at the sun. I was sure I would melt
or crumble if she kept looking at me like that.

“Least I can do … for a
hero.”

“Meh. I was just doing my
part.”

“You made them break off the
invasion.”

“Pfft. They’re a bunch of weenies
if that’s all it took. Not that I’m complaining.”

She smiled.

“I’ll check back with you in the
morning.” She lunged forward and kissed me, right on the lips. And
then, with a pirouette she stride off into the shadows leaving me
all jangly and unsettled.

No girl had ever come onto me that
quick, not even Karla. I was going to have a hard time getting used
this fame thing. I’m not sure I was cut out for it.

Maybe that was something Dr.
Woodson could do for me: a nice, gentle lobotomy to take the edge
off my self-loathing, smooth out my personality a bit and clear
some of the more jagged shards from my memory.

An unearthly dying monkey screech
came peeling out of the clinic, cutting through the din of the tree
crickets. I scrambled to my feet and bustled down to the examining
room.

“Is everything okay? What the fuck
was that?” I hovered outside the door, reluctant to
enter.

“No worries,” said Woodson’s
assistant, stepping out in her blood spattered smock. Your friend
is just trying out his new voice. It may need some
adjustment.”


Chapter 4: Mikal
Speaks.






It got cold that night, just as
Clarissa said it would. That bed or even the bedding she had
offered sure would have been nice not to have turned down,
especially now that the clinic was buttoned up for the night,
windows shuttered, doors locked. I had assumed I might be able to
hang out in Mikal’s room, maybe crash on some furniture or an empty
bed, but there I was, stuck out in the garden.

There was a time when no matter how
bad things got, I could hope for a sudden fade to whisk me away
from this place. But those days were over. There was no physical
escape from this realm anymore, no respite from its
deprivations.

As I sat there feeling sorry for
myself, I sensed a disturbance in the shadows. Someone was passing
down the path through the grain fields. I thought it might be
Clarissa coming back to save me from my stupidity, but there was a
hitch in this person’s gait and something about that hitch was
familiar.

When the glow-light atop a post
struck the visitor’s face, I had to pinch myself.

“Bern?” I surged to my feet and
rushed over to engulf him in a hug, forgetting that he was not too
crazy about public displays of affection.

He just stood there all stiffly,
nodding and smiling uncomfortably.

“Hello James. How have you
been?”

“How did you find me?” I said. “How
did you know I was here?”

“Silly boy. Everyone in New Axum
knows you’re here. You are the talk of the town. Pardon Lille.
She’s leading a literary reconstruction group tonight, otherwise
she would have come. They’re restoring famous novels from memory,
can you believe it?”

“Books. Wow. That’s
great.”

“I couldn’t wait till morning and
take the risk that you might run off again to your little hideaway.
You do have a reputation for slinking away.”

I couldn’t get over how good Bern
looked. Younger. Fitter.

“You’re … taller.”

Bern grinned sheepishly. “So I am.
Maybe an inch or two. I was getting the bad leg worked on and I
figured, well, why not? Funny, I still limp. Out of habit I
suppose.”

“Your hair. There’s like more of
it.”

“Just a tad. Remember, Lille and I
are Freesouls now. The both of us! Once you’re in it for the long
haul it changes your perspective. Who wants to go through to
eternity in a shabby vessel? Oh, and you should see Lille. She’s
even more gorgeous than before.”

“Did you get it done here? With
Woodson?”

“Heavens no. He wouldn’t deal with
the likes of us.” Bern glanced towards the house and whispered.
“Truth be told, he’s a little bit of a prima donna, that one. But
he does so much charity work, one can’t really fault him. But there
is no shortage of really decent flesh weaving in New Axum these
days. You can find a practitioner on almost every corner. And their
technique! The stability is astounding! No more shaggy ends after a
week the way it was with the hacks down below.”

“How long have you guys been back
in New Axum?”

“Oh, well we left the bogs right
just we saw you last. Lille couldn’t stand it there. She really
couldn’t. All that dankness really got to her. And so we came back
by land, if you can believe it. Such a slog. But flying bugs are at
a premium these days. The war really ate into their stock.
Decimated them! But you might have noticed they are starting to
stage a comeback. Lille and I are considering adopting a damselfly
of our own. A nice, sleek wasp is more my speed, but you know
Lille.”

He could have gone on and on and I
could have let him. I just liked hearing him talk.

“You know, it’s really good to see
you,” I said, and my voice cracked a bit. I realized just then that
I was tearing up. I wiped away the dew on the sly, pretending to
scratch my nose.

“Something wrong, James?” Bern
leaned in, brow crinkled.

“Nah. I’m just … I’m just
exhausted.”

“It’s late. I should leave you be.
Join us for breakfast tomorrow? You and your friend? Lille does it
up full and proper these days. Beans and bacon and the whole
lot.”

“Yeah sure. Maybe. Have to see how
Mikal is doing. What time?”

“You tell us. Or just come over
whenever you can. It’s not like we actually have to cook the
stuff.”

“Same place you were
before?”

“Oh Heavens no. We gave up that
shack when we fled to the marshes. No, we’re staying in a proper
country villa now. Quite a step up from our usual accommodations.
There’s no shortage of magnificent dwellings here. Squatter’s
rights. There’s a beautiful place right next door to us. Missing a
roof and a few walls, but move in and it’s yours. We could be
neighbors!”

“Yeah, maybe. So how do we get
there?”

“It’s a little bit hard to explain.
How about I meet you on the plaza?”

“Okay.”

“Just come down whenever you can.
Find me at the market. I’ll be there.”

“Will do.”

“Lille was truly sorry she couldn’t
come tonight. But she would love to see you. These sessions of hers
really mean a lot to her. She used to be a librarian, you
know.”

“I understand.”

“Best of luck to your friend. I’m
sure he’s going to be fine. Body by Woodson. How could he
not?”

I moved in, ready to hug him,
before I remembered who I was dealing with. I thrust out my
hand.

“Thanks for stopping by. It was
really great to see you.”

He winked and was off. I sat back
down on my stony chaise and watched him pass into the darkness
beyond the garden.

***

As the night dragged on, I fought a
losing battle with gravity, slumping lower and lower until I was
lying on the ground snuggled up on the soft grass at the base of
the boulder.

I slept the sleep of the dead,
devoid of dreams and walled off from the Singularity. I slept right
through a visit from some anonymous angel of mercy who had come to
drape a thick, fleecy blanket over me and prop my head on a limp
pillow that smelled of unwashed hair. My body craved rest. It
didn’t take long for me to nod off again.

When I next awoke, the grain fields
were misty and dripping with dew. I draped the blanket over my
shoulders like a cape and crawled over to the spring to splash some
cold water onto my face. Raking my fingers through my cowlicks to
tame them down into a slightly less grotesque configuration, I got
up and strolled over to the clinic door, finding it locked, the
windows shuttered. There was no sign of activity
anywhere.

A flight of dragonflies bearing
riders came zipping by overhead, heading out on patrol into the
foothills. I wandered through a cluster of outbuildings hoping to
find someone else awake.

I didn’t have to go far. When I
rounded the corner of the main house I came across Mikal himself
sitting at a small, round table with a half-finished glass of
something green and gloopy before him. He smiled when he saw me,
revealing a full set of actual and intact teeth, and raised his cup
of goo to me.

“Cheers,” he said, in a voice at
least an octave lower than the high and lonesome reediness I
remembered.

“Holy shit!” I said. “You look
great. How do you feel?”

“Super,” he said, sustaining his
grin. “Little bit … how you say? Itchy. But not so bad.”

His hair was sticking up every
which way, but his face and throat no longer showed any sign of
injury. Not only that, his cheeks now had dimples and his jaw had a
cleft. The only evidence of the procedure was a slight mismatch of
skin tone and porosity between the repaired sections and the rest
of his face.

“Whoa! I have to say, you look way
hotter than you did before the Pennies messed you up. I should have
had them mess me up. Did it hurt?”

“Um … yes. A lot. He say he make no
feel, but I feel. Is like little bit of Novocain.”

“What’s that stuff you’re
drinking?”

“I don’t know. Is filling. You want
some?”

“Dude. Listen to you! You sound
like Darth Vader now.”

He smiled. “Is good. I like
it.”

I pulled up a chair and joined him
at the table. He pushed the glass towards me.

“You finish. The doctor say it help
make calm the roots in my face, but I can drink no more. It taste
like squashed bug.”

“Um. No thanks. It probably is
squashed bug parts. We’re actually invited for breakfast, if you’re
up for it.”

Mikal made a face. “No. My stomach.
It is bad.”

“Let’s see how you feel later.
There’s no set time.”

“Thank you, James. For take care of
me. For bring me here. It is good place.”

“Not a problem. Listen. I’m dying
to know what happened out there in Penult. What took you so long to
get back here? And how’d you end up riding Lalibela?”

Mikal shrugged. “They kill my fly.
Shoot it out from under me with one those gun they got. The one
that look like it shoot nothing until it hit you? I was flying low
over thick bush, so I am lucky. The fall did not hurt me too
bad.”

“Were you with Urszula?”

Mikal’s eyes lingered on mine for a
long moment before he answered.

“She come. Later. She find me. I
was hide in small forest. I see her flying when is getting dark. I
climb a tree and she find me. We hide for some days in the forest.
We keep Lalibela on tether under trees and let her hunt only at
dusk.”

“But why didn’t you guys just come
back here? I mean all you had to do was cross the
channel.”

He stared, eyes penetrating,
overpowering me.

“She want for stay and look for
you,” he said. “She was worry. Maybe they catch you or maybe you
are trap, hiding too. So she want first look for you. Make sure
before we go. Make sure you are okay. Make sure you not still in
Penult. So we wait until we think Pennies stop hunt for us. They
were come every day, two, three times a day for while. Then they
stop. And so we take Lalibela and we fly in the dark, back to
rendezvous point. But they smart, the expect us to do this. So it
is trap. We get ambush, and I take shot from guns that don’t shoot
nothing, square in my face.”

“And … Urszula?”

Mikal looked anguished.

“They took her.”


Chapter 5:
Solitude






Urszula could have easily saved
herself and Mikal. Instead, she had waited for days to make sure I
was okay and in doing so, got herself caught by a bunch of
torturers.

And what had I done in the same
position, not knowing what had happened to her? I had booked it
across the channel the instant things got a little hairy. How was
that for loyalty and reciprocity?

My already modest self-worth took a
nosedive. What kind of friend was I compared to her? No, she was
not my girlfriends but she had held no illusions about me either.
We were colleagues, and she had cared enough about me to risk her
soul.

Yeah, the whole being assassinated
by Pennies, slow death by poison thing could have been looked upon
as an extenuating circumstance. But Urszula hadn’t thought twice
about the threat to her own soul. I guess we had different
priorities. In short—mine sucked.

I was no longer in the mood for
breakfast. In fact I could not handle seeing Lille or Bern or any
familiar face right now. I wanted to crawl in a hole and have a
pity party.

“Hey Mikal. You okay hanging out
here on your own?”

“Here? No. I think I go back to the
marsh. Be with my friends. I has a girl.”

“You do that. Listen, I think I’m
gonna go back home. I’m glad you’re back together in one piece.
Your buds are gonna love that new voice of yours.”

“Thank you, James.”

He rose up and grabbed me. This guy
had no taboos against hugging.

“Tell Woodson thanks for me. I’ll
look him up when I need a new brain. Which … might be
soon.”

I lurched off, pounding down the
trail across the fields, engulfed with shame for having abandoned
Urszula to the Pennies. There were people on the path, hauling
stuff to town but I zipped right by, looking no one in the
face.

***

New Axum was the worst place for me
to be right now. Way too many souls for comfort. Too many prying
eyes. Too many questions. I needed time and space to process
things. To mourn or plan or whatever I had to do to deal with the
news about Urszula.

I felt terrible about ditching Bern
and Lille after promising we would show up for breakfast, but I
couldn’t handle any intimate social encounters right now. I hoped
she would understand.

I barreled headlong down the slope,
ignoring all who stopped to gape—strangers who had heard my name
mentioned in war stories and thought that gave them the right to be
my friend.

The smoke of a thousand cook fires
was rising over the city. Why the fuck did the people here even
bother with fire? Food could be warmed and favored by will. Was it
strictly nostalgia?

Tigger pranced and buzzed his wings
when he caught sight of me. I knew better than to think he was
happy to see me. More likely he was anticipating the freedom about
to come his way. He was not a bug who could stand being tethered
for long.

When I saddled him up, he took off
straight for the lower terrace. I sat back and let him do what he
wanted, jousting with other dragonflies, hunting leaf hoppers until
he got his fill, before taking the reins and setting a course over
the cliffs and back down the valleys.

The farther we got from New Axum,
the more I relaxed. This was good. I could handle being
alone.

Halfway home, we landed in a rocky
flat by the river and took a nice, long break. I washed up in the
rapids, scrubbing myself and my clothes clean with fistfuls of tiny
round pebbles. The water here was way colder than what ran in the
creek in the hollow. Bracing. It woke me up and cleared my fuzzy
head.

When we arrived back at the hollow,
I immediately cleared all the gear from his thorax and set him
free. He zipped away to hunt and sun himself and whatever else
dragonflies do with their free time.

I went straight to my porch and
plopped down in my favorite rocker. Some of my weaving was fraying
and coming apart in the arm rests so I had to smooth the damned
roots back into shape with my will. A real weaver never had to
worry about their work coming undone.

My stomach was growling for food,
but it would have to wait. My head still needed sorting. I just
wanted to sit in that chair and watch the hills turn purple as the
sun sank low over the plains.

Something translucent and
teardrop-shaped rose from a cleft in the hills. It was barely
discernible, its shape defined mainly by reflections and just as
quickly it appeared, it was gone.

I had assumed that their appearance
over New Frelsi and New Axum simply meant that these watchers had a
thing for large settlements. But now it was becoming clear. The
common denominator in these sightings was me.


Chapter 6: Death
Sucks






In case you’re wondering, being
dead is overrated. Freesouls brag about their status like they’ve
achieved some kind of second tier immortality. But they’re just
fooling themselves.

The bennies are few and it’s a ton
of work. If you want something nice in the Liminality you have to
make it yourself. Keeping yourself entertained and comfortable is a
constant struggle.

Unlike them, I had only sought to
free my soul as a last resort, when I was in danger of being sucked
off into a nasty lower realm. I had been fine with the prospect of
staying alive and dying a natural death. Even the yo-yo existence
of a Hemisoul was way better than what I have now.

If it wasn’t for the Singularity,
my existence in the after lands would truly be hellish. It offered
my only means of escape, letting me go back and sneak a few peeks
of the life I left behind.

The Singularity allows a
consciousness to jump from soul to soul in almost every realm,
living or dead. It was my Netflix and YouTube, all in high-def and
with as many channels as there have ever been people.

It used to be that I had to commune
with a long sleeper or be deep into my own dream state for the flow
to find me. These days, I could just clear my head and tap in just
by wishing it. All I had to do was reach outward with my will and
the flow would come and snag my soul and take it for a
ride.

If I tried too hard, sometimes it
was like fishing in a dead pond. I would try and try and not even
get a nibble. It worked better to put myself in a receptive state
of mind, lay back and trust the flow. Sitting here in my rocker,
feeling wistful and pained and existentially nauseous was as good
as it gets for the getting the Singularity’s attention.

This time, the instant I spread my
will, it took me, whisking me off into its flow like a kite
catching the wind. Once you're in, it can get pretty confusing,
flitting about from soul the soul. The web of human relationships
can get wildly convoluted. But there are no limits to where you can
go, and what you can see. I go anywhere and everywhere there are
people, sharing the senses of the wakeful and the dreams of the
sleeping.

But not only that, there exist
avatars of the dead at large in the living world that can be tapped
into and ridden. These agents of the dead, usually little bits of
detritus animated by the will of the deceased, usually take the
form of inconspicuous little animals like katydids and moths, bats
and hummingbirds.

Some make no pretense at
mimicry—abstract clumps with no visible means of locomotion that
usually baffled and terrified any living souls unlucky enough to
spot one on the wing. Faeries, some call them.

I set my heart and my hope for the
Singularity to take me to Urszula in Penult, to see if she is still
alive, or at least extant here in the Lim. As I burst through an
interface, I realized that my will had been defied. The Singularity
has dragged me into the living realm.

***

I hop heads across the countryside.
Glimpses of the signage reveal English and Welsh place names, the
trend clearly northward.

For fuck’s sake, my soul is somehow
being shanghaied up to Scotland, which can only mean one thing.
Karla's soul is still entangled with mine.

I find myself riding a sleek little
avatar that cuts through the wind like a bullet. I can tell it
belongs to some hotshot weaver. I sense a bit of resistance when I
first tap in, but they quickly ease back and let me take over the
reins. I feel another will sweep over mine to check my
credentials.

How gracious of them! Such nice
souls here in the Singularity! I wonder if that is a prerequisite
for admission.

This thing I ride is a real hot
rod. I think for sure it must be some kind of hawk or falcon. When
it lands beside a puddle (for pretense not thirst, because avatars
need no nourishment) I catch a glimpse of it in the mirrored sheen
before it takes again to the wind.

I am just a little bird. A
chickadee or sparrow or some such thing. Don’t ask me what. I’m no
birdwatcher. And the bird isn’t even real, just some reconstruction
or composite from someone’s memory. I suppose I could ask its
creator. She is right there with me in that avatar, watching over
my virtual shoulder. Not that it matters. A little bird is a little
bird.

And I suppose it makes sense.
Little birds are inconspicuous. They don’t worry people or make
them flinch when they land close by. They’re just harmless little
curiosities. Just imagine how Karla might react if I flew up as a
full grown raven with a beak that could crack a squirrel’s skull
and claws built for raking through carrion.

Because there I am, circling over
that old lady’s farm just north of Loch Ness. And Karla is down
there, on her knees, digging in a flower bed, planting bulbs. A
pinch of bone meal, drop in a scaly bulb, cover with a swipe of
dirt. Tap, tap. I land a few feet away. She smiles and tosses a
pinch of bone meal my way.

That smile! Oh my God! It’s like
the clouds parting and letting down a beam from Heaven after a week
of solid rain.

I peck at the bone meal just for
show, trying my best to act like a real bird. I don’t have to work
hard. This avatar has a lot of birdie routines already programmed
into it.

Karla keeps at her work while I hop
around and ogle her. She’s put on a little weight, but she carries
it well. That’s a good thing. She’s been scarily thin most of the
time I have known her. Now the hollows below her cheek bones have
filled in and she carries more muscle on her arms and legs. The old
lady must be working her hard and feeding her well. She is fit and
toned, wiry but buff.

She looks great! And some of those
old feelings stir back up in me. Feelings that I thought were gone
for good, torn apart and blown away by the scheme that had dragged
me back to the Liminality just when I thought I had broken away for
good. But here they come, surging back.

I still love her. And I miss
her.

But I can see why she doesn’t make
it back to the Lim as much anymore. She is happy here. And I am
happy for her. And if I am jealous of her happiness just a little
bit, I keep it squashed like a flea trapped under my thumb. I don’t
let it ruin my buzz.

But then the residue of her smile
vanishes. She must have noticed that my feathers were actually only
bits of leaf stuck together. She must have noticed the bark scaling
off the twigs that form my legs.

She freaks! Screams and throws the
trowel at me and takes off running into the house. There is no way
she can know it is me. How could she? She only sees some anonymous
avatar. She might think I am an agent of the Pennies or one of
Wendell's assassins, spying in advance of a hit.

The sudden disappointment that
falls over me breaks my link with the avatar and sends my will
spinning back into the afterlands. My head slams back against my
rocker. My body jerks and I slip from the chair onto the floor of
the porch.
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