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      Every tale in Storyteller is a gem—lush, dreamy, delicately strange. Together, they make a compelling argument: Tanith Lee should be on every shelf, writer and reader alike.

      
        
        –Cadwell Turnbull, award-winning author of

        The Lesson and the Convergence Saga.

      

      

      “. . . contributors mirror her [Tanith Lee] in literary strength and the ability to spin a compelling, epic story...Each story is emotionally and atmospherically charged...Each pays tribute to the inspiration and gifts of Tanith Lee...[and yet] they are as diverse as Lee’s landscapes.

      Packed with diversity, supercharged with emotional and philosophical revelation, and full of surprises and power, Storyteller is a special ‘must have’ acquisition for readers and libraries who have felt the power of Tanith Lee’s voice and will be delighted to find it mirrored by her most ardent fellow writers.”

      
        
        –Midwest Review of Books

      

      

      “This anthology is a community's celebration of a light that lit their own flames. Each story is a gem, each voice is a force. So much love and admiration is in this book, reminding us that where we come from is a kind place, and those who came before us never depart."

      
        
        –J.R. Dawson, award-winning author of The First Bright Thing. 

      

      

      “Storyteller is a brilliant tapestry of tales, elegantly illuminating and excavating fantastical worlds. The same fire – profoundly profane, yet almost holy – that lit Tanith Lee’s stories burns brightly here. A fitting tribute to the Queen of Word Witches.”

      
        
        –Angela “A.G.” Slatter, award-winning author of The Crimson Road.

      

      

      

      “Sixteen authors, including big names like Martha Wells, Andy Duncan, and Nisi Shawl, celebrate the late World Fantasy Lifetime Achievement Award winner Tanith Lee in this passionate and playful anthology of stories inspired by her work…The result is both a fitting tribute to a master and an enchanting compendium in its own right.”

      
        
        —Publishers Weekly
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      Though we come and go, and pass into the shadows, where we leave behind us stories told—on paper, on the wings of butterflies, on the wind, on the hearts of others—there we are remembered, there we work magic and great change—passing on the fire like a torch—forever and forever. Till the sky falls, and all things are flawless and need no words at all.

      

      —Tanith Lee (1947-2015)
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            Foreword

          

          JOHN KAIINE

        

      

    

    
      Tanith’s parents named her after a goddess, some sort of prescience on their part. She was powerful. Though some considered her flighty or “away with the fairies,” they missed the mark. She was incredibly grounded. Her heritage was half Irish and half Jewish, in a way that created the first secret world she was exposed to, the first world beneath the world. Like many of her generation, as a child, she was told not to admit to either heritage. As an adult, she celebrated both. Stories were always within her, but she struggled with dyslexia and wasn’t able to read or write until she was eight. But she fought her way forward, no doubt in that determined way that was so very Tanith, and once she did, the words never stopped—not until two days before she died, and only then because she didn’t have the physical strength to hold the pen. The last thing she ever wrote was a dirty little ditty about a duck. It rhymed. You can guess the rest.

      I met Tanith on the evening of August 15, 1987 at a Forbidden Planet signing party in London. It was magic. When we met again, it was on a rainy Friday evening at a lovely little, family-run, Italian restaurant in Soho. She looked fantastic in a sheer, light green dress and towering, dark green high heels. I was wearing a black, bat-winged shirt and—at six foot-six inches—was much taller than her, even in her five-inch heels.

      The food was great, and so was the conversation. We were sitting at the front window, giving us an amazing view as the drizzling rain turned into a terrific thunderstorm. On our second bottle of wine, I leaned over to refill her glass, and the romantic candle in the middle of the table caught my sleeve on fire. Engrossed in our conversation, Tanith didn’t notice, and I put out the errant flame with a judicious splash of merlot. Later, after our long walk to the station, she told me her feet bled through blisters in those fancy high heels, but she hadn’t noticed the pain until she tried to pry them off. I think she slept in them.

      Our first date was thunder and lightning, fire and blood.

      The ending came twenty-eight years later on a warm, early birdsong filled morning.

      Tanith died on May 24, 2015. I held her in my arms on our big bed. She pointed at something out the window. Her lips and fingernails had turned blue—peacock blue. The curtains were wide open, dawn beginning to break. And then she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Tanith wrote every day. She wrote on our wedding morning and on Christmas and during radiation treatments. She only ever wanted to write and tell tales. It’s what she was—a storyteller. She burned with creativity and from that flame, she worked true magic.

      When I met Tanith in 1987, she had already been writing for thirty-two years. She poured decades of passion into her craft. Any sort of romantic relationship would need to mesh with her life’s work. Tanith had just been contracted to write what would become The Blood of Roses, a classic Tanith novel in her dark epic fantasy mode. Sometime after our first date, we were walking through Richmond Park, picking our way through downed branches and debris left from an unprecedented storm, and we began talking about her new project. The ideas sparked, building off one another as we walked through that park, and somehow, we never stopped. We moved in together and later married. (She obviously wore black.) We honeymooned in Amsterdam and moved to Hastings soon after. She loved the sea and our long walks along the lengthy promenade. She loved having a partner to play pretend with. We were both stupidly happy.
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        * * *

      

      There was Tanith Lee the writer and Tanith the person. As a writer she would be writing about the fall of kingdoms and godhoods, the slaying of ancient dragons and lands wracked by deluge and fire. Then she would come down for lunch and eat baked beans on toast. To me you can’t have one without the other.

      Our best and most favourite time for coming up with ideas was over lunch or dinner, especially when we were eating out. Knife, fork, pen. We would always have a notebook, but there were a few times when we ran out of paper, and I started scribbling down the notes on the tablecloth. (I still have a big, old, ornamental biscuit tin filled with hundreds of scraps of notes, sketches, and obscure words written down on the backs of receipts, menus, train tickets, and a couple of blank cheques.) At home, I did all the cooking, and in the same way I loved feeding her ideas. It was like dishing her up a gorgeous meal every time.

      During the day, when Tanith was writing, I would handle all the mail. She liked getting letters (and later emails) from readers who had discovered her work during the difficult times of their lives: abuse, divorce, prison. She loved knowing that her words had touched people who needed help, that her stories had changed their lives and given them hope.

      It was a good life.

      In 2000, Tanith found a lump in her breast. The diagnosis was very aggressive breast cancer, which was treated with a lumpectomy and six months of chemotherapy followed by radiotherapy. This wasn’t her first medical challenge. She’d already been through the ringer with osteoporosis, which had resulted in a broken ankle and major surgery, but she stayed stoical, brave, funny, and creative through it all. To me she always seemed strong.

      But then the recession hit, and a movie deal for The Silver Metal Lover fell through. On top of that, I was triggered by childhood trauma and decompartmentalised. (Believe me, it’s difficult living with a goddess when you’ve got devils living inside of you.) Sessions in marriage guidance followed with dinner afterward in an excellent Italian restaurant. Over food we laughed and got on with things. We both wanted it—us—this wild creative life—to work. In short order, it was all good again. If only everything could be healed so easily and lovingly.

      When the breast cancer came back, it had gotten into her bones.

      Tanith was driven by innate kindness, goodness, and a sense of justice. We laughed and loved. We held on through the maelstroms and kept on creating. Tanith was the true love of my life. I still talk to her, and I miss her every day. I miss our words and our laughter, our secret language and songs. It can be an awfully lonely life being a writer. Sometimes a warm shadow falling over you can be a great comfort and inspiration. There is love. There is always love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

          JULIE C. DAY

        

      

    

    
      We need the expressive arts, the ancient scribes, the storytellers, the priests. And that’s where I put myself: as a storyteller . . .

      —Tanith Lee, Locus

      

      The title of this tribute anthology was obvious from the earliest planning stages, as was the reason for this book. Perhaps you’ve heard Tanith Lee was a fantasy writer? Perhaps a horror writer or a master of science fiction? Or perhaps you’ve heard readers who focus on other aspects of Tanith Lee’s work: her YA, gothic, erotic, queer, or feminist fiction? Any and all of those labels apply. Tanith Lee’s oeuvre is both extensive (with over three hundred short stories and ninety books) and expansive (tackling and often blending multiple genres). In truth, more than any other label, Tanith Lee was a storyteller. And for much of her career, before social media and—earlier still—before the internet, she was a storyteller who spoke to those who were isolated, offering up worlds that made their private truest selves feel seen.

      Tanith Lee’s influence on contemporary fiction is an often-hidden strand that connects writers across the landscape of genre: N.K. Jemisin, Martha Wells, Holly Black, C.S.E. Cooney, Nisi Shawl, China Miéville, Jo Walton, Alaya Dawn Johnson, Theodora Goss, and Terri Windling are just a few of the authors who cite Tanith as deeply influential to their own work. Could there be a more obvious example of a canonical author in genre fiction? And yet on the eve of the tenth anniversary of Tanith Lee’s passing, she is half-forgotten; in fact, many are unfamiliar with both her creative legacy and her fiction.

      Readers hold onto the authors they love, and the stories that move them, hard. (Just take a look at the author remembrances in the Contributor section of this book.) This project has introduced me to so many people: Tanith’s friends and contemporaries, both writers and editors; her widower; her longtime fans and admirers; and those who have just come across her work for the first time. I’ve talked with groups that have been quietly connecting online for years and individuals who have been proclaiming her unique power for just as long (which is how I met Craig Laurance Gidney, one of the editors I invited to join this project), as well as readers who have spent decades believing they were her only remaining fan. There are so many ways to encounter an author whose work spans a six-decade career. As a pre-internet kid who spent much of their childhood in the Bible Belt, Tanith Lee was one of the science fiction and fantasy authors who reflected back to me a way of viewing the world that felt far more authentic than what I experienced in real life. But I’ve also met authors who first discovered Tanith through her later twenty-first century novels, such as Lousia the Poisoner or Piratica: Being a Daring Tale of a Singular Girl’s Adventure Upon the High Seas.

      Those who first read Tanith Lee at the height of her career, in the ’80s and ’90s, often remember Tanith for her classic science fiction romance, The Silver Metal Lover, or for her feminist take on sword-and-sorcery, The Birthgrave. And then there’s the gender fluidity found in her Four-BEE science  fiction novels—Don't Bite the Sun and Drinking Sapphire Wine—not to mention her decadent and erotic tales-within-tales sequence called The Flat Earth. Floating above it all is the power of her short fiction in magazines such as Weird Tales, Amazing Stories, Asimov’s, and Fantasy Magazine, along with Clockwork Phoenix and a host of other anthologies. The collections Red as Blood, or Tales from the Sisters Grimmer and The Gorgon and Other Beastly Tales both contain stories that are considered genre classics, retellings of fairy tales and myths with a strongly feminist, strongly Tanith slant. This is the Tanith Lee that another editor on this project, Carina Bissett, first encountered.

      Perhaps that was part of the issue. Tanith Lee was never just one kind of author. She constructed strong, intricate plots and had a seemingly instinctive understanding of the power of dream logic in story. Her imagery was memorable and her prose beautiful. Her deeply felt characters drew in readers. But her work followed the story, not the genre. And yet, as you start to look over the body of her work, one other fact also becomes clear: Tanith Lee’s stories always focused on the damaged, the forgotten, the cast off, and the power she saw within them, both for dark and for light.

      Tanith started publishing her work in 1968 and didn’t stop until her death in 2015. She embraced strong women and queer characters as a natural part of her worlds decades before it was the norm in our own, and yet despite the many ways in which her work didn’t quite fit, Tanith Lee won the World Fantasy Award, back-to-back, in 1983 and 1984. In fact, she was the first woman to win the British Fantasy Award for best novel in 1980. Over the course of her career, she won numerous awards and was nominated for even more. Toward the end, she received both the World Fantasy and the Bram Stoker Lifetime Achievement Award (in 2013 and 2014 respectively). Finally, in 2024, she received the posthumous Science Fiction and Fantasy Association (SFWA) Infinity Award. And yet many readers and writers are unfamiliar with both her fiction and her legacy.

      It is clearly more than time (past time) that this disconnect is sorted, and those involved in this project are definitely not the only ones who think so. In addition to the 2024 Infinity Award from SFWA, an homage championed by those who want to help solidify her place in the history of genre fiction, we’ve been thrilled by the interest in this Tanith Lee-inspired anthology, and by the discussions we’ve seen concerning Tanith’s legacy online.

      The stories in this anthology are an entry point into the expansive reach of Tanith Lee. I purposefully created a book that included an equal mix of invited authors (known to be influenced by Tanith Lee) and authors selected from a blind, open submissions call. As you’ll see in their biographies, these writers come from varied backgrounds, nationalities, ethnicities, sexualities, and gender presentations. And the stories they’ve written are as eclectic as Tanith Lee’s own body of work.

      There’s horror, dark fantasy, science fiction, contemporary fables, and retold fairy tales and stories that, like much of Tanith’s own fiction, blur all the lines. You’ll find women, queer folk, and BIPOC spilling from these pages, along with unicorns, fairytale geese, and more than one god-like visionary. These stories travel from madcap to melancholy, from joyous faith to bleak nihilism along with many other points on the emotional map. Some are lush, stylistic homages that link directly to particular worlds or works, while others are more subtle. For those already familiar with Tanith Lee’s fiction, it’s easy to see her influence in even the most disparate stories. For those who are encountering the aesthetic of Tanith Lee for the first time (like my assistant editor, Julia DeRidder, when she first started on this project), these stories give a taste of both the breadth and depth of her influence.

      Stumbling across the creative grandparent of your favorite novelist or the literary parent of a particular subgenre is like discovering a beloved friend you somehow just met for the first time. We invite you to explore the worlds and characters you’ll find within this book and to revel in the deep well of creativity that only exists because of Tanith Lee.

      
        
        —Julie C. Day

        With assistance from Craig Laurance Gidney, Julia DeRidder, and Carina Bissett

      

      

      

      *If you want to explore further, the Essential Dreams Press YouTube channel includes interviews with authors, editors, and friends of Tanith Lee.
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            Makers

          

          CL HELLISEN

        

      

    

    
      There was no room in the Dunver family for an ugly daughter. Not when dowries were thin and Ru had three younger and prettier sisters. Why squander what little cattle the Dunvers’ owned on a bride price for Ru, when the others had a better chance of it?

      “A waste of good stock,” Ru’s father said, and Ru could never be sure if he meant them or the cattle. 

      There were three older brothers, all wiry and strong like Ru from farmwork. Seven living children, a blessing. And seven dead, which was not.

      Their mother did not argue when Ru’s father decided it would be best if their objectionable middle child was sent to the big town and to the nunnery of the bear. There, at least, the bear god had a place for women who were useless or ugly or mad or just didn’t fit into the space the world had for them.

      Ru left the Dunver farm on the first day after harvest, when all the bulk of the hardest labour had been done and the hired men were released from their contracts. Ru carried a battered, grubby canvas satchel that had once belonged to their oldest brother and wore layers of long, heavy tunics that made them sweat despite the chill. Their feet slipped in hobnail boots a fraction too loose. The boots had once been their brother’s, just as their tunics were once Ma’s and Tante’s.

      The seasonal workers moved faster than Ru, and though they left at the same dawn, by midday Ru walked in their dust, and eventually even the sounds of their songs and laughter faded until Ru was alone with the wind in the dry grass, the calls of birds winging northwards.

      When the sun began to dip and Ru’s stomach was tight with hunger, they sat under the shade of a small tree that stood near the bridge that crossed the little river Ire, and took off their hand-me-down boots, unpeeled their darned socks, and let the cool air soothe their blistered feet. Ru dug a lump of ochre soil free, rolled the clay between their palms until it started to grow shiny and smooth under their fingers.

      There was no one near, just the yellow empty fields stacked with the soft hills of hay drying under the thin sun.

      A pinch and pull, rolling extrusions between their fingers until they had created a cat-like shape, simple and blunt-featured.

      Idols were forbidden. Objects were made plain, square, unadorned. If a knot in wood resembled a face, it would be cut out. If a line of script in gall ink was too serpentine, it would be obliterated. Only men plucked from good families for their natural power were trained and bound to become makers.

      Ru had been making things in secret since they were small, but their work was raw and primitive, their tools and materials limited. They felt a certain kinship with the things they made—ugly and unfinished, awkward and clandestine.

      “I’m done,” Ru told the shape and blew across its back.

      The cat thing stirred in Ru’s palm, flicked its tail, and tried to walk on four pointed legs. Blind, noseless, the creature wobbled, shook piteously. Ru had given it a slit of a mouth with their thumbnail, and the cat thing mewled.

      Ru let it play across their hand, its red skin drying and turning ashen. Gently, they set it down, and it scurried off into the grass, burrowing under the first of the fallen leaves.

      Guilt stirred in their chest. They were a sinner, a wrong thing, and they had watched women burn for lesser crimes.

      But as long as Ru was hidden from the eyes of men, the gods never seemed to find out. They had made small things first: just little fat rolled worms of red earth that nosed and coiled before the rain turned them back to mud. Later, they’d made ugly little birds, then blunt beasts, all smaller than a child’s closed fist.

      The creatures soon wore away or reverted back to earth. Ru had no skill with carving or painting and had never learned to write. It would be an odd thing indeed for a farmer’s child to beg to learn such skills. All they had was mud and water. What did it matter if they made these brief things—they did not change the world.
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        * * *

      

      Back home, they had a goat god, with dead, yellow eyes and crooked horns. He had the run of the temple, and he ate well from their offerings. The high sister sold his shit to farmers to sprinkle over ailing fields, for promises of better crops. A cantankerous and stinking god, known to strip trees and bruise children.

      If their parents had sent Ru off to the temple when they were five, and could be trained to read and write, to commune with the gods, then perhaps they’d have had some kind of future.

      But the fate for an illiterate, potato-faced wretch from the farms was to be a servant—sweeping temples and washing habits, emptying latrine pans and spoon feeding the senile nuns on their deathbeds.

      Eventually Ru found themself outside the temple gates, shivering in moonlight. They rang the bells and a tall, spiky, pale girl in a saffron wimple and loose habit let them in, showed them to a straw-stuffed bed in a dormitory with three other servant women. As welcomes went, it was as thin as winter-end gruel.
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        * * *

      

      Temple life was all toil and prayers, their knees raw from it. There was a bear god in a cage, but it was mangey and irritable and stunk worse than the goat.

      They learned nothing new. Ru was still unseen, unheard, unwanted. The temple had given them a plain smock and snood to wear and cut their hair short. Ru had watched their thick, black curls fall to the ground, and been surprised to find they did not mourn the loss.

      They slept on a narrow, lumpy bed, breathed in the must and mould smell of old straw, old ticking. Once a week, they bathed in a pail of cold water, always grey and greasy by the time their turn came.

      The only slender shaft of light in this new world was the girl from the gate: Olen, who was like Ru, ugly, but unlike Ru, had come from a wealthy family. She could write and sing and memorise the books of power. Olen, who with her woollen habits dyed yarrow yellow was as prickly looking as a stick insect, her limbs too long and thin, her elbows and face too sharp.

      Ru liked listening to Olen when she took her turn to sing the histories or recite the prayers she had memorised in the locked temple library.

      Olen’s voice was at odds with her stick-insect body, rich and deep as a mud-brown river. Throaty, it promised things no sister should promise, and at night Ru dreamed of a faceless lover who rasped their name in Olen’s voice, who called them beautiful and clever.

      Ru’s interactions with Olen were brief and moth-like: passing in hallways, or murmuring the prayer of thanks when some small task was done. Mostly, Ru assumed Olen barely saw them, and that was easier. It was safe to fall quietly and painfully in love with someone who was as much a ghost to you as you were to them.

      Dreaming of Olen’s searing mouth and her smooth, waxen hands was a garden walled away from thorns and fires.

      Until the day Ru found Olen weeping.

      The girl turned her face away when Ru asked what was wrong. “It’s not your business, drab,” she said, and her beautiful clear voice turned to a black current in a winter river.

      This was why it was better to only dream people as you wanted them to be, Ru thought.

      Three days later they found out why, when the makers cut off Olen’s hands and burned out her tongue.

      Sister Olen left the chapel in an unadorned carriage, but Ru heard the whispers, the name of her family, and imagined the name like a clay cat in her mind: alive and real. Desjardins, a name they had heard even out in the farmlands.
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        * * *

      

      Every fortnight, temple servants were given a half day to themselves. Previously, Ru had used these rare moments to see the bawdy shows, or buy themself a pie or glass of brown beer. They had bought a single pair of men’s trousers and a rope belt, which they wore with their hand-me-down boots, their chemise covered with a loose waistcoat.

      Like this, it was easy for Ru to walk Duirbrek undisturbed. The first time out in the city by day, they had been hissed at, and men had shouted mocking remarks. A young man, drunk and richer than a temple servant, had approached them in the market and told them that they could earn a little coin, but only a little, and as long as the man could cover their face with a sack while they did.

      The man had found this funny, as had his companions. But after that, Ru had dressed as a man, and found it made them a better kind of invisible.

      Now, dressed in their comfortable armour, Ru headed towards the rich houses along the upper slopes. In the temple, the women would be preparing for evening prayers, and the sound of bells wove up from the lower city, reaching even these pale towers.

      They walked through the network of streets, until they found one that wound behind the rows of stately homes and clambered over a stone wall. Ru stood in the garden and watched the windows, not knowing what they looked for or expected to find, until she passed a window, her ivory face like a star. Olen lived, and when she opened the window to lean out into the night air, Ru saw that they had given her stiff wooden hands as dark as their own.

      The Desjardins were not only wealthy, but they must have had the emperor’s ear, to be allowed the use of a maker for their ugly daughter.

      Ru stood, and tossed a pebble toward the open window, striking the ledge. Olen’s eyes widened, and she frowned. “Oh,” she said after a moment, and it was her voice, a little hoarse and soft, but hers. The maker must have given her a wooden tongue. “It’s you. The servant girl.”

      “Ru.”

      “And dressed like a thief.”

      “I’m not one.” Ru’s face burned. It had been stupid to come here—what had they really shared beyond a common world through which they moved? Their dreams of Olen had always been only dreams.

      “It suits you,” Olen said. “Why are you here, drab?” Then before Ru could answer, “Come to mock me. That’s a fair trek to get your drollery.”

      “I didn’t. Not that.” Ru shook their head. “Are you stupid? Why would I come here to point at you and laugh.” It was idiotic to have thought there was more to their dreams than the edges of wings clipping as they passed. “I came to see if you lived.”

      “Oh.” Olen seemed nonplussed. She wore no habit, no coif or wimple or scapular, no belted chain showing her connection to the bear god. Instead, her mouse brown hair fell over a loose shift, and Ru could see her breasts move under the linen.

      Ru sucked in a breath, leaned against the tree as though they often broke into the gardens of wealthy families to ogle their daughters. “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Are you—” Ru gestured. “I see they gave you new hands, a new tongue.”

      Olen flushed red.

      “What did you do anyway?”

      “I did nothing.” Olen paused. “Wait there.” She disappeared.

      Ru slid down and sat under the tree with a sigh. By the time they got back to the temple, the gates would be locked, and they were guaranteed a beating and week of hunger.

      Olen appeared around the corner of the stone house, dressed in white nightclothes like a ghost under moonlight. She walked to where Ru sat cross-legged and was silent for a long moment.

      “I made something,” she said. “In the library. I wrote a creature and spoke it into existence.”

      The girl was a maker. Ru swallowed. “How did they find out?”

      “I was an idiot,” Olen said. “I should have killed it, but I didn’t, too in love with my own cleverness, and it was found, and so was I, and this—” She held up her hands, darker than the rest of her body, the fingers slow and stiff. “I can barely hold a pen, and though I know they shouldn’t hurt . . .”

      “If you’d been born with a prick, you would be a maker now in the emperor’s court.” Ru had heard of islands where makers were simply people—artists and musicians, scribes and craftspeople. What would it be like to live in a world that saw you as human?

      Olen only stared. Ru sighed, dug up a gobbet of black earth. It was good soil for planting, but useless for making. Ru pressed the earth between their palms, squashing and moulding it until it held a shape. Something easy—a little ball, a mouth, round eyes, the nub of a nose. They whispered to it when they were done, blowing against its raw mouth. Magic pushed through Ru’s palms and the mouth opened and said, “Olen, Olen of the gardens, I dream of you and you and you and the gardens.”

      “How?”

      Ru offered up the little head balanced on their palm. It had begun whispering of the way it would kiss Olen’s soft mouth, drown in her river voice, and Ru rather wished they had made something without a face. “It won’t last long,” Ru said. “They never do.”

      “And does it think?”

      “No.” The heat was back, and Ru was glad for the darkness. “It can only speak with its master’s voice.”

      “Ah,” said Olen, and she sank to her knees on the black earth and kissed Ru under the moon white magnolia, her wooden tongue smooth and hard.
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        * * *

      

      Ru took their beating when they came to the nunnery gates in the morning, their men’s clothes bundled under their skirts, their fingers and mouth still smelling and tasting like Olen. They didn’t care. Each smack of the switch across their shoulders brought magic to the surface of their skin, collecting bruised and purple in the welts.

      It would be another fortnight before they could steal away again and earn another beating for the wages of their sins. So many beautiful screaming sins.

      “And what are you smiling about?” the old nun who had beaten them said. “You won’t be grinning when you pay penance.”

      “What penance?”

      “You’ll be scrubbing out the bear pit.” The nun ran her gnarled fingers over the springy green switch. “And at least pretend to look chastised, girl, or they’ll do worse.”

      Ru shrugged. They were as strong as any man, and they had grown up on a farm, clearing the barns and styes.

      When the bear was tightly chained, Ru went into the pit with a spade and buckets, scraping up stinking brown shit and small bones and old straw. They swept the packed earth, refilled the water trough and brought the offerings for the god to eat. The air was filled with the heavy buzzing of huge red-and-black flies, whose bites were sharp and left swollen lumps on any exposed skin.

      The bear watched silently. It lay where it had been chained, the iron collar about its neck. The chains ran through loops on the walls, and the bear god was always a prisoner. The only thing that ever changed was the length of the chains.

      Its fur was harsh, staring, the brown tipped silver as though with hoar. There was something doglike about it, and it stank powerfully. Ru squatted down and stared at the bear god. “Do you truly hear prayers?” they asked.

      The bear raised its wide head and flicked its round ears forward. 

      “I mean,” continued Ru, “if you were truly powerful, why let them chain you?” They wiped sweat off their brow with their arm, smearing more dirt across their face. Their back stung and ached from the beating.

      The bear got slowly to its four paws, the great talons scraping against the ground, and Ru shuffled back. “Ru,” it growled, and the air turned hot, musky, as though a storm were about to break.

      They had never heard of gods actually talking. Certainly, the goat at home had never bleated out answers to prayers, and neither had any of its replacements.

      “Come closer,” the bear god said, and Ru found themselves standing, walking forward, and the bear raised itself on its hind legs so it could look into their eyes. “Closer.”

      Ru was nose to muzzle with the god, with the overwhelming piss and musk and meat and magic reek of them. Close enough to smell carrion and decay when they opened their jaws wide, yellow teeth clotted black at the gums and stained. “If you were truly powerful,” the god said, “why let them chain you?”

      The bear roared, and Ru found themself on the ground, across the pit. They blinked. The bear god was lying down as though it had never moved, looking tragic and pathetic in its collar. “Ah,” Ru said, and got slowly to their feet. “Understood.”

      When they left the pit to empty the buckets, they tipped the contents of one pail behind a clump of browning stinging nettles.
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        * * *

      

      Clay was not easy to obtain in the nunnery—but Ru was able to steal a brick of cold, red clay from the potter’s room, where those nuns who knew how to work a wheel and kiln would make the necessary earthenware. Their theft went unnoticed, and in the evening, Ru snuck out where they had hidden the bear shit, pockets filled with stolen cutlery.

      Working the tarry black mess into the clay proved slow, revolting work, but eventually the clay had grown softer, the red slightly marbled with darker shades. Under their fingers and palms, the clay hummed, warm with the power flowing through them.

      Ru pulled and tweaked, rolled and divided and added, until the ball began to take on a new and distinct shape. A bear cub, the muzzle long, the ears round, the shoulders high and powerful. Ru cut it a mouth and pulled tiny teeth into shape, they used straw to shape eyes, nose, to wave lines of fur along its body.

      “I’m done,” they said, and breathed out.

      The bear cub twitched, shook its shoulders, and took a few paces forward. Then, seemingly satisfied, it bowed to Ru, and walked off into the darkness.

      Ru began to shiver, the motion uncontrollable and feverish. If anyone saw the clay bear and traced it back to them, they would die screaming. There would be no emperor’s maker come to give them hands and a tongue after. They wrapped their arms around themself and closed their eyes, pictured Olen in her garden, a moon wraith in ivory gowns, who kissed too hard and slow.

      When they opened their eyes again, there was no sign of the clay thing they had made.
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        * * *

      

      The day proceeded like every other before it: with prayers and cleaning, and a cup of black tea for breakfast. Those who lived in the nunnery of the bear only had their first meal at noon, a fact which still annoyed Ru, who was used to the hearty meal at dawn.

      The bear god remained a tired prisoner in a dull little pit, and the sister who spoke to the worshippers on the bear god’s behalf still stood just out of reach of its black claws. Of the clay thing, there was no sign, and Ru had begun to wonder if they hadn’t conjured the entire fiction out of exhaustion and exhilaration and pain.

      The welts on their back burned constantly, every movement and scrape sharp, as the wool of their shirt pulled across their skin.

      Two sevendays—that was all they needed to get through before they could see Olen again. That was all that mattered—perhaps their world was constrained by the walls and the rules of the empire, but they could still have this one bright thing.

      All changed a few mornings later, when they heard the panicked wail of the young sister who had been tasked with giving the bear god fresh water and grains and meats. Ru stopped their work and hurried to the pit.

      “We are dead,” said Sister Jorek. “All of us. Dead.”

      Ru pushed forward to find the bear god gone. In its place lay a clay effigy, its skin turning brittle and ashy, though it still tried to move, creating a latticework of fine cracks all over its body. It raised its head and roared feebly.

      “Word of this will reach the makers,” said Sister Jorek. “They will come here, and they will put all of us to the thumbscrew and rack; they will burn us until we confess.”

      “Confess to what?” said Ru. “None of us could have done this.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Sister Jorek’s face had gone grey. “There will always be someone who will say yes, yes, it was me, just to make the pain stop.”

      “And then?” Ru asked softly.

      “Then they will burn us all for harbouring a false maker.”
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        * * *

      

      Ru rarely left the nunnery in daylight. Before, their secret sojourns into the city had been hidden by shadow and night, but while the sisters and servants were distracted, Ru gathered their meagre belongings, scrambled the pear tree next to the wall, and left the nunnery.

      They dressed in their men’s trousers and waistcoat, pulled a flat cap over their short hair, and went whistling through Duirbrek like they hadn’t a care. The empire was no place for a maker like them, and if they stayed, they would burn. At least if they struck out alone, the sisters could claim ignorance—after all, Ru had been nothing more than a servant, an illiterate farmhand.

      They had freed a god, but what had the god given them in return?

      There was no going home. The farm was too small a world, and too easy for them to be tracked back there, for their family to be taught a lesson for giving them a hole to hide in.

      Ru took the long road out of the city, heading towards the harbour city of Fallin. On the way, they stopped at a great house on the upper reaches and asked the kitchen maid to tell her mistress that there was an idiot wanting to see them.

      Olen looked furious when she came to the kitchen door, as out of place as a slender white cat in a slaughterhouse. She stared at Ru. “Oh,” her brow wrinkled. “It’s you. The drab. And you’re a boy today.”

      Ru grinned with a boldness they did not feel. “I’m whatever I want to be.” They shifted the weight of the pack on their back, their few items they were going to trade. Perhaps across the sea there were makers who would teach them how to keep dirt alive, and to free chained gods and bitter nuns. “I’m going to Fallin.”

      “And what do you expect to do there?” The words were slurred slightly by the stiffness of her tongue.

      “Buy passage on one of the ships from the islands, the ones with the carved prows, those fabulous painted beasts that call the way to their masters.”

      Olen swallowed, looked down at her carved hands.

      “And I’m going to march to the first maker I find, and apprentice myself, and so are you.”

      “Will I now.”

      Ru thought of kisses under magnolias and the singing of the clay head, and the bear god asking Ru why they stayed in a cage if they were so powerful. They held out their hand. “Yes. Because if you decide not to go, I will stay here with you, and in the morning the makers will come for me, and I will burn in the city square.”

      Olen was so still for so long that Ru began to sweat, their rush of confidence spattered out. The former nun’s expression was candle wax, lit from within, but showing nothing. “Cruelty,” said Olen softly, “is not a cloak that suits you well.”

      They flushed. “I have freed a god.”

      “And what good did it do?” Olen cocked her head slightly, then sighed. “Eventually, little drab, you must learn that we make our own cages, and we prefer the safety of the bars we carved. You will do what you want with your freedom, and I will do the same with mine.”

      “What—what would you have me do?” Ru asked. Anything, anything to have this girl by their side on a ship plunging across the deep cold sea to a land where they could both be free, be themselves.

      “Burn,” Olen said, and turned away.
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        * * *

      

      Ru Dunver left Fallin on a ship with a figurehead on the prow carved like a mer-tailed goat with a single horn erupting from its head. The goat head was friendlier than others, calling out to Ru as they had walked the docks, staring at the foreign ships and their profane magic. They had liked the name painted on the side—No Gods, No Masters, a sailor had told them—and bought themself cheap passage across the bright jade waters to Eske.

      Staring back across the bay at the receding stacks and spires of the harbour, the low smudge of yellow cloud hanging across her roofs, Ru had felt a raw pull in their heart, a yearning to be reeled back to the temple in Duirbrek, to the hard comfort of knowing their damned place. To Olen and her wooden tongue and cold heart. To staying on their knees in a nunnery, pretending to worship a god they could not name.

      Perhaps it would have been better to be lorded over by goats and bears and the men who called them gods. To remain an ugly daughter, hide and grow small, to make nothing, to dwindle and be only Ru, the drab.

      The sea air slapped their cheeks, like a man striking a drunkard sober.

      They would not weep or be weak again. Their dream of Olen had been nothing more than that: a one-sided affair, a single night under moonlight. They were wretched and alone, but they were unfettered.

      The future seemed strange and lonely, open and unbounded, and Ru would need to learn new skills—to carve wood and paint with bright colours, to mould clay so that it did not turn back to rain and mud. To reinvent themself in a place that did not know their meagre and pitiable histories.

      Ru walked to the prow where the goat head grinned into the spray and wind. “Do you ever wish you had never been made?” Ru asked, and the goat head turned, pointed its wicked horn at Ru and laughed in fierce and wild joy, as the sun kissed them gold and red.

      “No one made me. We spring into the heads and hands of people, tell them the shape we need to be, and they free us from the air, from the ether.”

      Ru’s hands appeared large and rough against the grained wood, and they flexed their fingers tighter, wondering what lay beyond for them in the rain, in the earth, what lives would choose them.

      “What if you could speak only the thoughts your maker gave you?” Ru asked, thinking of the clay head they had fashioned, that had spilled their secret heart to Olen in the garden. “What if you lasted only as long as your maker allowed?”

      “Then I would be incomplete, an echo instead of a truth.” The goat bared goatish teeth. “You are young, little maker, and it’s not your fault you grew up in a world where your art was a crime, and where you could not control your workings.”

      Ru bit down on the things they wanted to say, listened without arguing.

      “But when you get to Eske, you will go to the house of the woman who pulled me out of a tree, who painted my dream colours real. And she will teach you if you have the brain to learn.”

      “And what if I don’t?”

      “Then you will find another path to walk. Listen,” the goat said, “only open yourself to the world without longing, and you will find yourself complete, your truth no longer an echo.” The ship rocked and rode high on the waves, wind blowing fresh and bright and smelling of salt and clouds, ruffling the waves and Ru’s short curls, full of the whispering voices of things waiting to be pulled into being.

      Under their palms, the magic of wood and sea thrummed, told them stories of the forms they had chosen, of their seeding and growing and waking. Ru saw themselves as if in a dream, their skin split open like a dry husk, and a new self walk free into a world that made a place for them as they were.

      “After today,” the figurehead told them, “you will shed your past, the dust of your birth, remake yourself into the shape you need to be.”

      Darkness fell, and behind them the lights of Duirbrek faded as if they had never existed. Behind them, a nunnery burned to the ground. Behind them, a bear god went to the woods and slept. Behind them, a girl with a wooden tongue and wooden hands cried silently in her open cage.

      Ahead, the world was a singing blackness full of promise, calling them on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            On Her Head a Crown of Twelve Stars

          

          ROCÍO RINCÓN FERNÁNDEZ

        

      

    

    
      As gold leaf streams from her raised hands and black salamanders come forth to be trampled beneath her feet, I confirm my suspicion: my best friend is becoming an incarnation of the Stella Maris, Our Lady of the Sea, patroness of the fishermen. I am sure she has never been this tall, iconic, and imposing. Haloed and hallowed, Eulàlia looks like a medieval painting, bleached brows and all. I try to put on a comforting smile as I look up, shielding my eyes from her radiance. I can’t stop thinking, It should have been me.
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        * * *

      

      On the day of her transfiguration, Eulàlia and I met on our usual promenade bench during our lunch break. This particular bench is close to our respective workplaces (her library and my office near the hospital), but far apart from the fountain, so we can be spared from seeing people awkwardly washing their feet—if we are lucky, or genitals if we aren’t—under a faucet that a dog has enthusiastically licked just a few minutes earlier.

      Working by the beach awakens my nostalgia. I come from an Andalusian fishing family on my mother’s side. Soon after getting her pregnant, my father left his landlocked farming town and ended up on a fishing boat about a thousand kilometers up north. I was brought as a baby to la Barceloneta, Marcelona’s fishermen’s quarter, sometime between the worst of the HIV crisis and the kaleidoscopic 1992 Summer Olympics, just after Mercury and Caballé sang their hearts out and many cranes towered over construction sites. The three of us picked shells on the long walks the pediatrician had recommended to my mother when I was a toddler. I was carefully guarded, because they feared that I could get pricked by the needles left by the very young drug addicts that shivered by the sea at dawn. In those early days, I ate whitebait drenched in lemon juice. I didn’t exactly notice I was a foreigner since everybody was; when we fishermen’s kids played by the nets—ignoring the scoldings from older seamen—we copied each other’s accents. Much later, the tourists flocked in to gorge on prawns in disreputable restaurants that we neighbors avoided. Their cruise ships flocked in from Venus and Marcheval. The sunburnt were followed by so-called expats and retired blond couples, who subtly kicked everybody else out of the neighborhood. The oily scent of the cheap sunscreen and the green chemical glow from the fishing rod lights in the sand became childhood memories. By the time the Stain haunted our shores, and the tourists started avoiding the area, la Barceloneta was no longer my home. Dad left the boat when Mom got pregnant again, and the four of us moved to another neighborhood, away from the narrow streets and the tiny flats where the kitchen doubled as living room, dining room, foyer, bathing room for babies, and guest room if somebody lent you a folding bed—a place you would not have called “cozy” nor “quaint” until the real state agencies did. I stopped seeing the sea every day.

      What I am trying to say is that, on that particular day, I was feeling homesick. I deserved a miracle. Does this make sense? I hope it doesn’t. Imagine what it would say about me if it did.
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        * * *

      

      Eulàlia and I traded ingredients from our salads—her cubist diced feta for my black olives, her dried tomatoes for some of my croutons—sharing grievances and high school memories. As we scoured the plastic packages, the conversation stopped from time to time to compliment any dog passing by for being tiny, huge, old, or dorky.

      We did not hear the creature arrive. Though fair, it was not Death’s pale horse, but a sort of stocky borzois with a feathery tail and hooves that made no sound. As in a beloved book from my childhood, the unicorn’s coat was the color of sea foam, but the pinkish hue of the snout brought viler things to my mind: a frothing maw, veins that come too close to the surface of the skin, the cracking enamel over a rotting tooth.

      I saw it place the point of the horn on its forehead over the waistband of Eulàlia’s jeans, touching the soft mound of flesh that the crop top revealed. The unicorn pushed against the skin with a sickening motion, slithering the horn gut-deep inside her
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