
		
			[image: Cover of The Language of Knives: Stories by Haralambi Markov]
		

		

			
	




			There comes a time in every reader’s experience when you come across a writer who is fearless. One who writes with such power and intensity that you can’t imagine where they get the courage to put such words on paper. Haralambi Markov is this writer. Their work challenges us to face our fears, our insecurities, and not look away. Because even in our deepest worries, we can find beauty, we can find peace, revelation, and possibly even freedom. 

			I am reminded of The Books of Blood by Clive Barker, with both the visceral and transgressive nature of his stories. When I first read Barker’s fiction, I didn’t know that fiction could do this, and I was in awe of that energy. And when I read Markov’s stories, I have the same feeling, even after years of reading and editing dark fiction. It’s a delight for me to encounter such formidable prose and storytelling just when I thought I had seen it all. While Barker’s work concerned itself mostly with the modern world and mundane activities, Markov’s work explores other worlds and other times, in addition to current issues.

			Many of Markov’s stories deal with love and death, loss and grief, but not in such a way as to bring us down. Instead, we marvel at their ability to bring humanity into every paragraph, even when their characters may not be human. For those of us who have ever experienced the loss of a loved one (and that’s probably all of us), whether through death or divorce, the pain and sorrow are great and sometimes feel unbearable. Markov seems to attack these feelings head-on with a fever that runs so hot. They don’t shy away from the difficult emotions that accompany such tragedies. And we find solace in their prose.

			Markov enjoys playing with well-loved fairy tales and mythology in such a way that we may not even recognize what they’re doing, or where it came from. But the end result provides us with a new way of looking at the old sagas. And this is one of their strengths in storytelling. They rip apart rituals, curses, and family legacies. And yes, I use the words “rip apart” because Markov’s stories have that kind of fury and force. This is how they knock us out of our day-to-day. Since they’re willing to journey outside their own comfort zone in their work, why shouldn’t we join them there? We see them study the tried and true and turn it on its head, forcing us to re-examine our own beliefs, histories, and prejudices.  

			For example, in the title story, “The Language of Knives,” we are introduced to a strange death ritual brought about to appease the gods in a secondary world. Although the daughter is distraught over the loss of her favorite parent, she shows an inner strength as she practices the motions of the death rites. The details of this ritual are painfully and specifically recounted as both the father and the daughter walk slowly and methodically through their holy actions. Each cut of the knife is described in great detail. Again, as Markov (and the reader) doesn’t, or can’t, look away.

			In addition, they scrutinize what a monster is; taking a closer look to determine if our prejudices against them are based on personal experience or perhaps from the stories we’ve heard since we were very young. It’s refreshing to read a new take on familiar tales. It allows us to ponder what we think we know, and then we can see these creatures with new eyes.

			In “Nine Tongues Tell of” we are introduced to a different side of the Bulgarian demon known as a hala, who can bring forth hail, lightning, and bad weather. But when an overworked, tired young woman encounters her, the conversations they have show us another aspect of this supernatural creature. Indeed, as Damyana remarks, “There’s such beauty to your nature. There’s a sense of freedom. It’s as if we call you a monster, because we envy you.” And even in the midst of these conversations, Damyana is still feeling guilty when having to deal with her grandfather, the lone relative left to her. She questions her abilities to keep on going. “It was the loving caretaker part that hurt her the most, because she had no idea how to be that.” Perhaps this is why she is so drawn to the hala. And the incredible way that Markov ends this tale will bring even the coldest person to tears. It almost broke my heart. This is the purpose of great fiction, to evoke those emotions.

			We see the binding force of families. Even when someone runs from their family history, there is no escape. Just as the daughter in “The Language of Knives” must complete the death ritual for her father, so too must Reinhart in “The Drowning Line” deal head-on with his family’s curse as he tries to keep it from his own daughter. And in “Swallow,” David follows in the footsteps of his father to become a medium who is doomed, even though he recognizes that this path leads to unimaginable loss, both physical and emotional. As David says to himself, “You’re compelled to take a bite of death.”

			In “Spring Is Violence, Spring Seeks Blood,” the inhabitants of a dying world must satisfy the gods that demand a sacrifice in order to survive. This may seem like a well-worn trope, but let me assure you, in Markov’s capable hands you will encounter something completely brand new. Spring makes one think of rebirth and growth, beauty and hope. All of these things do exist in this story, but in unique and exceptional ways. 

			But not all of their stories deal with death and loss. In “The Mall on the Hill by the Horizon,” we are given a short, sweet commentary on materialism and commercialism of the modern day. The biting language and the way the main character nonchalantly decides, against the wishes of his parents, to go to the Mall, a place that signals almost instant death (ok, so maybe this story does deal with death, but not in the usual way), gives us a skewed look at the contemporary world. The Mall is an ominous place, and yet it is calling to our protagonist to come. Reminiscent of fairy tales that beckon us, tempt us, to come, much like Hansel and Gretel being tempted to enter the witch’s candy house. 

			Markov’s stories tempt us to seek more, perhaps to come to an understanding of the human condition, even when it looks grotesque. But we can see the beauty in this darkness. Markov shows us the way.
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			“Before we begin with the important questions, I think the first thing our listeners would like to know is: how does it feel to fly?”

				[There’s an echo and multiple growls synchronize into a wave of vibrations. The choir speaks as one with a rumble.]

				“You always dream of flying, don’t you? I have seen it in the way you look at me and how I have been watched when riding the horizon. You’re wrong though. I do not fly, because I am flight. I wear my wings and my tails so that you can make sense of me; know the power of gales and hail that I bring. Most importantly, you need to understand I am awe. I demand deference. You try to conquer the heavens and you’ve accomplished it. The clouds are loud with your airplanes. I should be asking you: how does it feel to fly?”

				[Silence. The host clears her throat, embarrassed.]

				“I wouldn’t know … I’ve never been on a plane before.”

				“Then you’ve stayed true to your nature.”

			Nine Tongues Tell of—Conversations with a Hala

			Episode 1 

			On Flight
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			The night Damyana first saw the hala, it was 3 a.m. and fog had submerged Varna in gray. It was early in the year for fog, but that didn’t stop the sea from extending its maw onto the shore. Struggling to keep awake, Damyana chain-smoked on the route home through the Sea Garden, her attention divided between the horror podcast pouring out of her earbud and her surroundings. The damp air clung to her canvas jacket and chilled her to the bone. A cigarette burned in her hand and she couldn’t see where smoke met fog. 


				Two years and she’d not become used to the burn in her lungs. She’d only started smoking to get away from the tedious chats and emails at her call-center job. It wasn’t even her shift tonight, yet here she was again, on her way from work. She was too bone-tired to remain mad. Her rage, half-hearted and drowsy, flinched awake only at the draw of the cigarette.

				As she headed towards the Pantheon, she arranged and rearranged her itinerary … Food prep, sort Grandpa’s pills, shower, fix my hair, hang up the laundry … The list went on and on, and no matter how she added them up, it all came down to virtually no sleep before her job interview in the morning. Her life had become bailing water out of a sinking boat. Not a matter of “if” she’d drown, but a matter of “when,” and on these walks home, when all her tasks clotted her mind, she capitulated every time. Just let me drown. 

				Damyana was supposed to be somebody else: graduate in Stockholm, be embraced in Sweden with her roots here severed, her home forgotten, as her parents had intended. She wasn’t supposed to become an orphan, but then again, nobody aspired to orphanhood. No one sought to identify with the word, itself a tragedy to speak, or to hear the gossip of the grannies in her block whispered behind her back but always within earshot. The word would ride the elevators or flap up in a gust of wind through the kitchen window, carried on the oily smell of sizzling pork. 

				The cigarette butt singed her fingertips. She yelped in surprise, extinguished the butt with her sneaker and proceeded to suck on them. She hadn’t realized how fast she’d smoked it and her chest smarted, breathless, familiar. A foretaste of nausea twirled fingers in her guts, but that didn’t stop her from lighting another and gazing at the monolithic statue of the fallen soldier whose eyes were cast towards the sea. He drowned in the fog and she spotted only fragments of him in the yellow park light. It spurred her imagination into a high drive; she pictured all sorts of hideous things in his place. In her ear bud, a woman described a gruesome murder. Damyana calmed—that kind of horror always soothed her, distracting her from the real one. 


				She liked to have these minutes on her own, between her job, where she was a faux American, and her apartment, where she was a loving caretaker, but never herself. She thought of her grandfather, he’d probably fallen asleep in front of the TV again. It was the loving caretaker part that hurt her the most, because she had no idea how to be that. She’d never gotten over being cheated of her life. 

				Lost in self-pity, Damyana had only absentmindedly noticed the drunken pair walking from the opposite direction, when a man yelled something about tits and started laughing. Men were, at best, suspicious during daytime but at night turned predator. Damyana retreated out of sight, circling the base of the monument, now reminded how precarious it was to be a woman alone at night.

				“Come on, not much further,” a woman spoke, and all the muscles in Damyana’s body relaxed. “I know a bench where no one can see us.”

				“You’re such a whore! Can’t wait to spread your legs … I’ll make you bleat like a sheep,” he slurred. A profound disgust rolled through Damyana. 

				“In a bit, I promise.” The woman tried for alluring, but sounded exasperated. Damyana should leave … Just step away into the fog. She hesitated. What if the woman needed help? She should witness if it came to that.

				“Show me your tits, bitch!” he yelled then neighed in laughter, barely on his feet, swaying two steps left, then a step back. 

				That was when it happened. 

				“This isn’t worth it,” the woman said and pushed the man onto the ground. He hit his head and moaned in pain. In the same breath, she expanded. 

				Her body burst into wings and tails. A silent explosion.

				The black mass snatched the man in its claws and flew towards the sea. 

				It all took place in mere seconds. Damyana wasn’t even sure it had happened at all. Wide-eyed, she stood staring at the now-empty spot, paralyzed, though she knew she had to move. 

				She must have, because she came to when the apartment door clicked behind her. 

				The TV in the living room energetically walked her sleeping grandfather through the steps of baking the perfect quiche. On the couch, propped on pillows and under the thickest of blankets, he had receded into himself and his body. His body seemed far too small for his head now, it appeared shriveled in his cocoon. Damyana pried the remote from his hand, kissed him on the forehead as he’d done hers when she was little, and turned off the TV, before meeting dawn at the end of her chore list. 

				Sleep never did come.
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			“When researching you, I’ve discovered there are a lot of stories and songs about hali robbing fields and vines bare before harvest. I’ve tried to make sense of this, because obviously hail is a devastating natural disaster. It makes absolute sense that people back then would arraign the weather phenomenon on charges of theft. It’s just … you do exist, so it stands to reason that you and your sisters do in fact rob people of their crops, if we’re going by folktale logic. I want to ask—why?”

				[Deep growling distorts the quality of the recording.]

				“ …Why what? Why do I steal?”

				“Yes.” 

				“How can I steal from myself? I am of the earth and the heights that make your crops. It’s not the role of a thief I perform but that of a treasurer. Treasures are mine to keep. I remind that the wealth you harvest is not yours by right, but by grace. I am so that you do not gorge yourselves until there are only husks and pits picked clean at your feet. A thing becomes valuable only when it is lost and I’m the one who births loss. I keep your feet to the ground, listening and revering. It is a service I provide—forcing you to appreciate what you’re allowed to make.”


				[The interviewer makes a dissatisfied noise, then clears her throat.]

				“I can’t whole-heartedly agree. There are things that, once lost, you can’t get back. When you lose them, it’s final and they can’t be appreciated anymore. I can’t at the very least.”

				“What have you lost?”

				[A long pause.]

				“My parents.”

			Nine Tongues Tell of—Conversations with a Hala

			Episode 3  

			On Theft and Loss
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			Damyana often returned to the stone monument after her shift to stare at the spot where the woman—beast?—took the man. She’d sit on the concrete steps and smoke. Sometimes up to an hour before standing up, stiff from the cold. Fuck sleep. It didn’t matter anyway. 

				She didn’t get the job and she didn’t blame them. She had arrived at the interview looking like microwaved death, and she knew the score when the interviewer parted with “we’ll be in touch.” That had been weeks ago, though it didn’t feel like it, because the fog arrived every sunset now without fault. 

				She stood, about to leave one Thursday night, when the woman reappeared. It was a woman, Damyana thanked God for the small mercy because she didn’t know what she’d do if she met the other form. 

				“Back again.” The woman spoke from a distance, far enough to give Damyana the false impression she could run, if she wanted to. She didn’t. 

				“I’m always here after work.” Damyana feigned ignorance. 

				She had wanted sorely to prove to herself she hadn’t cracked. The monstrous woman had to be material, but then what? What follows such a confirmation? She hadn’t thought that far. No, she lied. She had wondered what it would feel like to be eaten—it would be such a way to go, and Damyana often considered her own death at her bleakest lows. The logistics of dying pulled at her brain and until tonight, that region of her brain had urged her to do it—get devoured. But now, facing the certainty of her death, her death wish was chased out by a choking deep terror. 


				“I know,” the woman said and stepped closer, cutting down the distance. It was over. No exit—not even an illusionary one. “You don’t stop here for long and I knew someone watched me on my last hunt.”

				“So that’s it then?” Damyana asked. Not that she needed the confirmation. Death would come and after the initial tide of terror, she suddenly felt oddly at peace with it. 

				The woman nodded slowly. “It’ll be dumb to leave anyone alive who’s seen me.”

				“Fair enough. Want one?” Damyana extended the cigarette pack to the woman, who scoffed but still obliged. 

				 “Sure.” 

				As she came close, Damyana saw a plain face: young, hair flat and braided limply. The glow of the lighter illuminated dark circles under her eyes. She recognized the look of thorough exhaustion. This woman-beast could be a co-worker from a different company branch for all Damyana knew.

				“I won’t be easy to kill,” Damyana said, not so much confident in her ability to fight the woman off, but because resisting death felt appropriate in the moment.

				“Wonderful. I’ve slept a long time and need the effort. Show me why.”

				Damyana took out her Taser and gave a couple of warning buzzes. In response the woman pointed her hand towards the sky and lightning licked the horizon with forked tongues.

				“You’re so beautiful,” Damyana murmured, in awe at this display.

				And to Damyana, this creature in all its raw power was truly beautiful. She stubbed her cigarette on the stone step and put the Taser in her bag. 

				The woman dragged at the last of her cigarette in contemplation, then said, “I think I like you. I want to talk more. Find me. If you dare. I’ll leave you with a clue.”


				The woman tossed her butt and changed. Her eyes blazed a predatory yellow and as she grew, her head spliced into seven, each growling, and her neck into nine. Fast as a thought, the whirlwind of wings spirited her bulk away. Shortly, ice chunks pelted Damyana on the face. 

				By the time she made it home, the city was at the mercy of the biggest hailstorm in recent years. She shivered even after a scalding shower, and sat wrapped in blankets in front of the TV, watching the early morning news about restaurant kitchens in Varna robbed of all produce. She kissed her grandfather and held his hand, though he hardly stirred, and welcomed dawn once again.
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			“I  have to say. Talking with you has been one of the most surreal experiences of my life. I should fear you. All the tales I’ve read and heard about you tell me to. Fear the monster! And it’s like—you’re not a hideous beast. There’s such beauty to your nature. There’s a sense of freedom. It’s as if we call you a monster, because we envy you.”

				[Polyphonous laughter]

				“You’re wrong and I don’t know how you can be so sure of yourself. You’ve only met me a handful of times. What can you possibly comprehend about my nature? Whether I’m a monster or not.”

				“But it’s true.”

				“A monster is what you call any living thing that opposes your ambition, your hunger and your self-assured knowledge of what is right and what is wrong. You will recognize a monster when the last of us leave. Then what will you scare each other with? Where will your teeth point and sink, and what will be left when all that is there has been bitten and gnawed at?”

				“So the monstrous is relative. Everything and everyone can be a monster to anyone, which means there are no true monsters altogether.”

				[There’s multiple growling. The recording crackles. There’s silence.]

				“You’ve seen me take a man from the street and you’ve asked nothing of his fate. His bones snap under your boots. Do you tell yourself something different to forget? Isn’t that worse than what I did?”


				“Honestly, I don’t know. In that sense—yes, saying nothing makes me a monster. Who would believe me if I did, though? No one and that won’t do any good either. At the same time, you have to eat, don’t you? Foxes eat hares. Owls eat mice.”

				“So you justify me to your kind with nary a thought.”

				[The host raises her voice.] 

				“No, don’t put words in my mouth! Understanding and excuse are two very different things. I can accept why you’ve done this—we can’t avoid predation. There’s always a larger set of jaws somewhere. Of course, I have my own feelings about what happened.”

				“And does that help you sleep at night?”

				“I don’t sleep at night.”

			Nine Tongues Tell of—Conversations with a Hala

			Episode 2

			On the Nature of Being
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			“Grandpa, what can you tell me about the hala?” Damyana asked as she plated plastic dishes with sweet semolina, wafers, Turkish delight, tea biscuits—all goodies expected by the grannies to be handed out on her parents’ death anniversary. 

				It had been eleven years. A senseless death—mowed down by a SUV at the bus stop, going on a day trip, that day in April. One moment they’re there, the next they’re not. Just as easily as the hala had plucked the man in the park. Damyana still saw the car around town and with time she had learned several life lessons: how to plate offerings to honor the dead; what flowers were best; what obituary design was best; which pictures to select; which neighbors had to be invited. Most important of all, Damyana’d learned how to curse the driver, who had received no punishment. 

				“Huh?” her grandfather grunted from where he wrestled with the electric kettle, so she repeated it, louder. Damyana had figured out the identity of the woman easily enough—not many creatures summoned hailstorms in Bulgarian folklore.


				“You have nothing better to think about?” he ribbed her, not without mirth. 

				“Hala,” he repeated to himself, shoveling overfilled spoons of instant coffee in a mug. “I heard my grandmother once say, “‘May the hala blow you away!’ That’s it.”

				“But what about the hala herself? What stories did you hear growing up?”

				He huffed and squared his shoulders slightly, which always prefaced a monologue. “As if we had time for stories, rebuilding the country. Everyone worked for the Party. This apartment, I built with my own hands. Saw my house get torn down, then built this complex using the same stone.” 

				Damyana doubted the details of his tales. Her grandfather was prone to bouts of embellishment, and he took pride in being the first generation to create a new version of their homeland right after September 9th. Even after the bitter end of the Party, he still smiled fondly at his past, just like he did now with a steaming coffee in his hand. 

				“If you say so.”

				“Listen to me. You should be building your future like I did. I’ve lived long enough. You can’t stay here taking care of me. You are healthy and alive. Find a man. Have children.”

				“Not this again.” 

				Marriage. It always slithered into their conversations. To love a man—the prospect elicited nothing in her. She’d tried, of course. But Damyana had never restarted her love for life, even though she clung to her grandfather as he did to her. Him no longer a father, she no longer a daughter, the markers long obsolete. It was a kind of a half-love. 

				“I am not leaving you,” she said. 

				He protested, of course, but the tilted corner of his mouth betrayed his pleasure. For all his posturing, he didn’t want to be alone. 

				“It’s not right. It’s just not right. This family is cursed. There has to be more than this.” He continued the effort to lament, because mourning their fate was all they had. He prattled on and Damyana slipped into the automatic performance of hearing, nodding and humming where appropriate. But her eyes focused on the new obituaries she had to hang around the neighborhood. 


				Her parents stared back at her, tight-lipped, from their passport photos—the decision of pictures a choice she hated, but it had become inevitable. If she had never met her parents and these were the only pictures to go by, Damyana would never imagine that her father turned beet-red when he laughed, or that her mother’s eyebrows jumped comically high when presented with marvelous news.

				Something more. That was what she chewed on: how to find something more. Her thoughts drifted back to the hailstorm and the hala’s invitation to talk again. 
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			[A succession of snorting pistons quickly. It’s only one rough voice that speaks.]

				“This kind of loss is unfamiliar to me. It’s not why I exist. I don’t have parents, not as you would understand it.”

				[The host sighs.]

				“Oh god … How do I explain this?”

				[Silence]

				“You’ve never put this into words for yourself.”

				“I don’t have to … We all understand what it means.”

				“Then you’ll not answer the question.”

				“No, I want to. It’s …” [A short pause.] “It’s like with your heads. You have nine heads, but you’ve lost two, right? I would say a family is like multiple heads that grow out of the same body. We are all autonomous, but we come from the same place. My parents were like the two heads cut off from your body. They’re gone, but not missing. They’ll never grow back, and you’ll never be whole again.”

				 “I think I understand this better now. My siblings are gone. Their bones have become wind and their blood ground water. They call me from the Lower Lands to return. I am alone, since there’s no place for us here anymore. You have usurped our duties without a conscience. I taste it in the air; there’s no home here. It’s vanished, but not missing as you said, and I am not who I used to be. My lungs are clogged and where are my gales? My language? All that’s left are these human tongues in dogs’ heads. That is not the truth of me.”


			Nine Tongues Tell of—Conversations with a Hala

			Episode 2 continued

			On Loneliness
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			Damyana tracked the hala down in the abandoned tunnels at the edge of the city—the only viable home, however temporary, for a creature associated with the underworld. Beyond her flashlight’s reach she felt a presence trail her; a thickness to the darkness that belied awareness. Immediately, she chose the first move so the hala couldn’t decide for her. 

				“I’ve come as you requested,” she said.

				Sudden winds converged at the intersection of tunnels ahead and willed their bodies into the passage where she stood. The gale scoured her face and tore at her cap, hair and scarf, pulled back by greedy, invisible hands. 

				“You’re more stupid than I thought, coming here all alone.” A single voice rolled out from the darkness, resinous and layered as if spoken by a choir. 

				“You invited me to find you.”

				“I invited you to die.” 

				The words had their desired effect. Damyana’s body tightened and her heart thundered on, the rational part in her railing against this lapse of judgement. She could die but she had decided. She couldn’t forget the hala. Her encounters in the park had set her off on an unknown trajectory, one where forgetting was not an option. So she swallowed her fears and dug into her jacket with her other hand. 

				“Before that, I brought you a gift,” she said and held out a watch.

				Her mother had worn it and the metal, gleaming in the flashlight’s path, carried the worn-off spots where her mother had rubbed the chain. Since her death, Damyana had worn it every day. The hala had a taste for treasures but Damyana had only this to give—a treasured memory. 

			

				The dark mass ahead quivered and yellow eyes blinked behind slits in the material of reality. Around these orbs, dog heads solidified and thick necks unwound, surrounding Damyana in a semi-circle. A set of exaggerated, scaly paws clinked their claws at the concrete where tunnel met floor. The hala was colossal, and yet, Damyana sensed that the rest of the hala’s body somehow existed beyond the dimensions of the tunnel, expanding through shadows where Damyana could not go.

				The hala’s eyes considered the thin watch and the moment hung heavy as neither spoke. Something had to happen, Damyana thought, and finally it did. Needle-thin teeth snapped shut over her hand with the watch, and she yelped, dropping the flashlight. She stared into the yellow eyes right before her, their piercing light illuminating the hala’s muzzle. Blood dripped from Damyana’s hand onto the concrete, but she made no effort to pull free. Instead she let the muscular tongue explore the watch, running over her closed fingers. 

				They maintained eye contact throughout this curious process and Damyana couldn’t help herself but to touch the hala’s head. Careful not to provoke the hala, Damyana placed her other hand over the muzzle, fascinated by the sheer size of the dog’s head. Its fur felt soft, imbued with heat, which surprised her most of all as she expected reptilian coldness. The head snorted at the touch, but otherwise did not react and Damyana let go of the watch, which the hala swallowed, then it released her hand. 
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			Damyana forged an uneasy friendship with the hala. She’d descend into the tunnels every week and on each visit she’d bring a treasure: a ring belonging to her father, old family photos where her grandparents smiled in their youth, her white christening dress, her favorite book that she’d reread a hundred times, her journals from before her parents’ death, a pair of her mother’s shoes, an icon, the silver cutlery set from her parents’ wedding. She gave away her life but did it freely, because it also meant she gave away her grief, thus giving lightness room to grow inside her. In return, the hala soothed her, wound her elegant necks around Damyana’s body and held her. Damyana would sit in the center of the hala’s flowering heads when they talked—once or twice they slept, the hala’s necks woven into a nest around Damyana. 

			

				Her conversations with the hala carried her through life with a new purpose. They sustained her—taught her how to belong in the world, outside just eating out of obligation to fuel her body for work shifts that brought her closer and closer to the grave. The hala made sense of Damyana’s own pain and how to manage it. 

				When her grandfather died and she truly became an orphan, Damyana brought his ashes, neatly packed in an urn—a ceramic box decorated with cherubs and painted in a mournful green. All seven heads shed tears then and gently the hala took the box into one of its maws and stored it away for safe keeping. 

				Neither said anything that day. There was nothing to say. The air tasted of an end, this much was evident. Only neither suspected what that might mean. 
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			[A woman talks excitedly into the microphone. Her voice echoes.]

				“You’ve looked really good this past month. I am very happy to see you get your strength back. What do you want to talk about today? I have a few ideas from rereading a couple of songs and folk tales about the striplings, who battle hali. I’m thinking … maybe we could talk about how you lost your heads? We never discussed this. There’s just so much to uncover. I’m thinking the podcast will have another season. It’s too big for a mini-series.”

				[Multiple, low voices sound from different directions and talk in sync.]

				“A season? Like fall?”

				“Sorry. I should have been clearer. Today, when we do storytelling—I think that’s the closest I can explain—we do it in parts, and that’s what we call seasons.”

				“Because it comes back again.”

				“Exactly! I need to draft some ideas and then spend the remains of the summer interviewing you. This format of interview is tedious. I have to edit, decide on a schedule—”

			

				“I’ve wanted to talk to you. Our conversations will need to end.”

				[A long pause follows.]

				“Why? I thought you liked what we’re doing.”

				“I will not be here for another season. My wounds have healed sufficiently to make the trip to the Lower Lands.” 

				[The woman raises her voice.]

				“You can’t leave! This is your home!”

				“There’s nothing here to speak to me of home. I’ve told you this.”

				“But you have to stay! You have to! You’re supposed to remind us of who we are, aren’t you?” 

				“One time, yes. Not anymore. Are you that selfish to talk me into staying, because you’re not done with me? What am I to you? A thing of wonder, I can imagine. The fox making friends with the hare. A thing of wonder. You don’t want to lose the source that makes you interesting to others.”

				[The woman sobs through the hala’s answer and most of the conversation thereafter.]

				“How dare you? Don’t talk like that. You hold all that’s valuable to me. I gave you Grandpa’s ashes for God’s sake!”

				“What else can it be? You all come to seek out the treasures I guard. It makes sense for me to be your little treasure.”

				“Don’t leave me! Just … don’t, OK? I can’t be left alone again.” 

				“There it is. The thing you’ve kept inside. You’ve called this a conversation with a hala, but all conversations have to end at some point. I belong to the Lower Lands, you in the sun.” 

				[The sounds of the woman’s weeping grows louder and it’s not clear whether she’s crying or laughing or both. The multitude of voices growl. This lasts for a while, then the woman speaks.]

				“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to mock you or anything. It’s just the idea that I belong up there that makes me laugh. I see a proper day of sun maybe twice a month when I’m not sleeping during the day. If anything, I’m a ghost stuck walking the same route back and forth. A ghost like every single person in my family.” 

				“Pha, ghosts. There are no ghosts here other than those you make of yourselves. Everyone dead is in the Lower Lands. That is where your people go.”

				“Then take me there.”

			

				“That’s no joke, girl. The Lower Lands are not a place to visit and tell about to your friends. Once you go, there’s no coming back.”

				“I don’t have anything to return to.”

				“You won’t say such things as easily, if you knew what taking you there means.”

				“I understand what it means. There are rules to this.”

				“Yes, but you must know I take no joy in this. I’ve come to consider you my friend. You will be able to forgive me, I hope, if you come to regret your decision.”

				“When are we leaving?” 

				[Gusts of wind overpower the audio, cutting off muffled voices. A thud follows. Then silence.]
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			[End of recording. File extracted from a phone found in the tunnels beneath Varna.]
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			“The forest called to him! The forest called to him!” Lublyana repeats over and over. Her calloused palms slap against the cracked asphalt where town ends and wild wood begins. 

				The other elders pat her body in a clumsy attempt to soothe her, but then her cries become theirs, and Valtchan and Matei must wrestle the five-person pile-up apart. Control over our parents wanes quick as their minds are consumed by whatever ailment turns their joints to bark and their flesh to sprouts. 

				In a soft choir Mara, Anna, and Vanga hush the mewling husks of those who once were our caregivers, escorting them towards the town hall—the last habitable building. The last bit of land the forest has yet to claim. 

				 I’m the oldest among children who haven’t been children for a long time and head over to the fence of welded-together car roofs meant to keep disturbing sights hidden from the elders. Through the breach Kucho has barreled with his body, wood and grass as tall as a man stare back at me. Lublyana will miss him, if she remembers. Above, where the wind teases the blades, faded cloth on branches breaks through, marking all who’ve answered the forest’s summons just at the turn of their transformation. 

				The branches, gnarled and twisted as they are, still reveal the hint of human hands—outstretched towards the sky. “As if drowning,” that’s how Mom described them back when she was up to describing anything. 

			

				It’s hard to believe there is a street beneath this emerald sea with rows of houses—white walls and red shingles, stone steps and vegetable gardens squared off with brightly painted ironwork fences. I try to reconcile my memory of before with the wilderness in front of me. Then I’m shaken by the black blur that dashes out of the corner of my eye. 

				The movement is sudden and jerky and it freezes my blood. Goosebumps burst on my skin despite the September high noon. The foliage rustles and sways against the weight of something big, which shuffles, undecided whether it wants to pounce or not. I think back on some of the old tales. Of the bear, the wolf and the boar, our guards, that keep us in and maul any who try to escape the pen that’s been set for us. These are the stories the first ones to be touched by the madness told. The things they raved about in the night—dark spirits, vengeful beasts, our comeuppance. It’s been a long time since anyone has bothered to ask why we’re kept prisoners, and with each passing year I doubt it matters. 

				I stand still and so does the grass. As long as I don’t try to cross the border between our worlds, and don’t make it on the old road that once connected us to the rest of the world, the beasts won’t attack or so legends have it.

				“Lazare … ” Valtchan calls from the once-elaborate entrance. “Food’s on the table!”

				I leave the overgrown field behind, choosing to forget the beast I may or may not have seen, and work out how to mend the fence. 

				Not that it matters: the forest always does as it pleases. 
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			We hold hands at sunset, lying together atop the hall’s roof—a moment of peace before night descends and with it the moans and cries of the elders locked in the cellar.

				The wind chases away any warmth the sun left on our skin—a sure sign autumn stalks close by with long fingers and a sharp bite. If we live until winter, it’s going to be brutal, even with old Kucho dead. I push the thought away. Instead, I twirl the wedding band on Valtchan’s left hand. 

			

				Between the callouses of his ring finger, the gold feels warm and smooth, feels like it belongs there. The bareness of my own fingers creates its own kind of ache. One beyond the skin and bones that hold me together. I don’t like it. It shows. 

				“You’re still sad about the wedding.” It’s not even a question. He knows me too well. We all know each other too well. Therein lies the problem. 

				Valtchan squeezes my hand and pulls me in his embrace, a none-too-subtle move to mollify me. It has no such effect, but I am pleased at his attempt. The dust and grit crunch as we rearrange bodies so I can rest my head against his chest. His wiry beard scratches my forehead. Having these conversations with our eyes wandering over the shapes the trees draw in the skyline is a habit. If we don’t look at each other, it’s easier to talk about difficult things without passion. We’ve had years to learn how to manage emotions, diffuse any conflict, or else the elders latch onto them, fidget and cause even more of a ruckus. 

				Our days are hard enough as is: subduing family and friends, when so much work awaits, grinds down even the strongest among us. Daily chores tiptoe around those incapable of labor, which is nearly everyone except the children. At least those among us younglings who survived when the forest came for us, and the world promptly forgot our existence.

				“Am I not allowed to be when I don’t get to be wedded to you?” 

				I turn away from the greenery when I think I see shapes moving inside the trees’ crowns, and focus on Valtchan’s rising chest. He’s grown thinner under his worn checkered shirt. This summer yielded only sickly fruit and vegetables. Half the livestock rot standing up. I wonder how long it’ll take for his ribs to jut out so I can play them like the ivories on the school piano, the one the elders chopped up for kindling. How long before he, too, is called?

				“It’s how it
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