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AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF the Old Peoples

and a variably accurate description of their natures

.................................................................377

To fathers;

those who try their best,

and those found wanting

Time is no friend of mine.

One walks through what we deliriously call life clinging on the coattails of time. It lets us know that we are born before we die. That we love before we are heartbroken. That we stub our toe before we feel pain. Without holding onto time, all those things become loose marbles in a bag. Orderless. Meaningless. What means death, if it was not preceded by life? What point of pain, if injury did not come before? What use is heartbreak, if it doesn't strike us in the wake of love passing?

But time finds me abhorrent. I don't know what I said, or did, or what was done to me, to make time sneer at me with such disdain. And without the meticulous structure of time, how are we to make sense of ourselves.

Time left me at the bottom of a cavernous valley. Left me there to be rid of me, to let it go about its business without me underfoot. But somehow, I climbed out of that valley, on my own, without an idea of what came first; the ascent or the fall. The need or the deed.

I wander. Bleached trees. New shoots of sprightly leaf. I sit. Dusty rock. Repurposed bench. I am stabbed. I bleed. I do not. I love. A flaxen halo of disappointment. An angry discordia of hope. I do things that are dimmer than others. I quest. I query. I question. I quiver. A rivulet of rain paints a window. A many-storied face tells me a lie. I hold a baby. I hold a hand. The baby is pink. The hand is ashen. I hold a spear. I hold a pen. I hold a heart. I hold a wall. Every moment super-imposed on one another.

I find that words help. These scrawled signs and phonetic ambassadors, they come one after another. This registry left in their wake reinstates chronology to my disordered sense of self. The words come unbidden from one of those blandly 'now' places of my past and present and future. Through an effort of reason do I rationalise that the words come to me before the text, not after. So in writing I find my anchor, the one time denies me. We all need an anchor. An axle. A northern star to show us which way we're moving. And it seems that words on a sheet can be that for me. I am lucky.

Time will not help me. Time will not assist my restoration. So I must make do without time. Because I do need restoration. We all do. If we mean to engage with a world around us we need to make ourselves whole. So I will begin.

***
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A BLUE TEAR FALLS AGAINST the backdrop of twilight. The broadhead held aloft glimmers with excitement. Jagged steel dipped in blue. The steel jitters in delight. The hand which holds it high is shaking.

The daughter of defiance stands, broadhead held above her head, ready to tear flesh anew, in her gown - dirty and ripped - of silver memory.

A stillness cloys at the pillars and girders and supports. It comes slithering up through the grate. It senses despair in the air. A serpent steps closer, gingerly, tenderly, its venom jingling with brazen charms on its wrists.

“There is no way for you to go”, the asp smiles.

The daughter of denial looks upon her works. Upon all the works which brought her here. She beholds and she knows. She cracks. Just a little. Just enough for a stillness to find purchase. To find leverage upon her. To tug at her.

“No need to make this uglier, girl”, the serpent seduces. “This only ends one way.”

The daughter of despair beholds the adder. There's no steel that can cut their venom. Her hand stops shaking. Her fingers unclench. A stillness digs into her, like worms in fertile soil, and she lets the wet shard of steel fall.

Disheartened daughter summons the dregs of defiance. She looks at the snake. She whispers “no”. And she descends.

***
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NO. THIS IS INCORRECT. A beginning is not all there has to be to make sense of myself. Too many questions have to be asked before this beginning, because what use is an answer if it was not preceded by a question.

There are so many of them. Questions, answers, not to mention beginnings, one after another; a relieved period mark only to propel yet another sentence. One needs to pick and chose their beginnings to mould one's understanding to be as comprehensive as possible. Yet there are so many to chose from. Some more, some less, relevant. And with each new delve there are more to be found.

Dust coalesces around nothing. Life germinates on a molten rock. A father holds his daughter. A daughter loses her father. All endings. All beginnings.

My mind tears and flays as I search for the beginning. The right one. This is not the right one either, but it is the one I have; the others just flak and thunder across a blackened sky. Disjointed flashes that meant something, once. Means something, still. Will find meaning, again, if I have my way. I will bring these flashes back to me. But before I do, I need to begin in their firmament. In that blackened sky. Therein lies the beginning I first need to answer; the questions I first need to ask. In blackness, where so many endings are born, and beginnings die.
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A Remnant stirs. Something becomes aware that it is apart from its surrounding. This encompassing, entombing, wreath of nothingness. No heat. No cold. No light. So black that darkness blushes in embarrassment. A stillness so absolute that ear drums shriek in panic. A refuge. A haven. An embrace of nepenthe that fills this Remnant, heart and soul, hiding it from judgement and conscience and consequence. The amber of memory stolen, all-compassing, all-piercing.

And yet, the Remnant becomes aware. Of a chill. A tug. A pressure upon its membrane. A convincing pull that wasn't there before. Something changes, and change is abhorrent to the embrace. The nothingness shudders, quivers, rattles in its wake. Vehement movement stirs, and wreaks havoc upon venerable stillness. The wreath of nothingness tears at the Remnant, directionless but desperate, cloying at what not long before couldn't even conceive of division between itself and the stillness.

Something snaps in the Remnant. Some primordial call and response to being cajoled, pushed, prodded, tugged at. The Remnant, broken, perhaps always thusly, only has one way to react to being pulled. It moves the other way.

The stillness becomes a mire. The blackness walls. The embrace a box. But the more nothingness clutches, the more the Remnant struggles. Wilfully without will. A motor response preceding agency or craft. An automatic behaviour; thought forgotten, believed washed out, but instinct imprints deeper than self or identity, and the Remnant plods a course against the strain of comfort and allure and release and uniformity and above all, the realised promise of absolute rest. Rest. Rest so succinctly delivered at the end of a pit. A rest once thought so absolutely well deserved. The Remnant rejects it all, through no notion of malice or spitefulness. The Remnant rejects nothingness simply because nothingness coaxes and pulls and tugs.

I suspect a chain reaction was inevitable. It is common, if not necessary, when a system encounters opposition from within, that if diplomacy fails the opposition will be rejected. Expelled. Discharged from the system, bent on maintaining its own harmony. Dissent cannot coexist with harmony. One eats the other. And what may begin as pleadings; “stay”, “remain”, and “don't leave” will invariably twist like a knife into “begone”, “go”, and “depart”.

Progress is difficult to chart. It arrives piecemeal, parcel by parcel, but looking back, it blends together. What came first? Breath or the need to breathe? Depending on whether you see it coming or not, will the pain of the pin prick precede or not the prick itself? Why would perception awaken if there is nothing that need be perceived?

Cold. A chill. The experience of an exothermic reaction across your membrane. Heat leaving. Or, as with the nothingness, heat reigniting against the pitch of absolute stillness. Pain requires higher cognition than the Remnant is capable of, but pain is only a physical response truncated to an emotional warning klaxon. Pain is not necessary. The cold could be felt, can be felt, regardless of functioning pain receptors.

Gravity, next, one supposes. Because how can one experience weight, or more precisely, the touch of gravel and sand under your hands and knees without being first introduced to the notion of gravity. Shards of glass slipping through your membrane. The crunch of grinding rocks against your knees. Before you ever thought about your hands and knees at all. Only through contact with the other do your limbs identify themselves.

The Remnant takes each new horizon in shock. Shudders at every new sensation like at the lash of a whip. If it had half a mind to rally, it might as well have rallied it to turn back and beg reacceptance. How stark and coarse something is in the contrast of nothing. How crude is sense and experience in comparison to oblivion. Perhaps the Remnant would turn back if it had thought enough to think of it. Perhaps not. For that crudeness, rediscovered, while jagged and sharp and cruel, is also invigorating. Maybe not the foundations on what sapience dubs “life”, but certainly its mould. And the Remnant, so long lost in its promised rest, now enjoys something that never even occurred to it within the stillness; novelty.

Cold comes first. Only later, perhaps much later, comes heat. The sensation of photons bombarding the membrane. Hammering gently upon the Remnant in a cosmic shower of tender radiation. From above as from below. It lies upon crumbling concrete, shattered ground, jagged steel, and basks in light. Sun. Moon. Neither of which are congealed into words, yet, but ideas fluttering back into conception at the crevices of the Remnant's ruins of mind. Stars and their mirrors, washing the rebel in dustings of creation.

Sight is a scary thing. Kittens and pups take weeks to dare to pry their eyes open and meet a world beyond their touch. But this, just like rejection, is inevitable. How can one stay blind when your exploring fingertips tell tales of a vast world anywhere they reach. And so, even the Remnant, emancipated from nothingness, eventually looks and beholds a world around him.

What the Remnant sees means nothing to it. Meaning is derived from comparison, and nothing compares either way to emptiness. And without comparison, how is anyone to make sense of what they crawl through. How is tilting asphalt meant to discomfit without understanding that it implies the ground being devoured. What fear can the tipping skeletons of sky-scrapers instil when you do not know that those pillars of greatness were never meant to succumb to the engulf of a blackened sea. The rusting ribs of buildings great and small jutting out of the shattered ground like fingertips trying to claw their way back up into the indifferent sky. The Remnant reflects nothing upon these sights. They do however linger. No creature, new or old, could traverse those riven streets and fallen galleries without the glass and steel and moulded rock leaving impressions, and the Remnant will recall. Eventually. Recall a city fallen, leaning inward, toward a crack in the crust. Toward the blackened sea clawing the bricks and steel and weathered glass down into the depths.

The Remnant carries on through rubble and devastation. On hands and knees, upward, where the asphalt no longer tilts, only cracks and breaks. Up where the skeletal towers no longer bend and bow. Past rusted carriages spilling hastily packed homes upon the broken ground. Past bursting suitcases, never to be unpacked, and colourful, once colourful, backpacks with brave pictures grinning through the pain of abandonment. Under the hollowed vaults of sky bridges. Under a sky bleached of colour. Under the pale blaze of a mournful sun.

The towers become fewer. The rent pavement wider. The abandonment of vehicles thicker, then at once thinner. And the Remnant crawls on, not wise as to how or why to stop. Movement has its own charm, rediscovered, interspersed with short stops to witness the world. To behold the cracked egg of massive proportions, or the rows and rows of crumbling edifices, hollowed eyes framed with brick that look back at the Remnant with accusation and despair. The Remnant carries onward. Onward where concrete is sparse, making room for brittle trees without a leaf upon them. Onward over dusting bridges spanning blackened waters. Onward and onward until the ruins could scarcely be seen past the veil of pallid trunks and coarse brambles. The Remnant crawls on. Out of one ruin. And into another.

The saddest thing about devastation is that it quickly becomes dull. And absolute devastation is only absolute in its repetition. How many crusted teddy bears discarded by a burnt out wheel house must one endure to get the point. A red coat in the drab grey of destruction since long past. The sadness of it either makes the spine collapse. Or it inures it. Provides a jaded shielding to let one evade the horrors of catastrophe. But even through shock and cynicism, horizons of blasted landscape weighs upon a heart. Even a heart so newly awoken as our Remnant's. And besides, destruction is not the point. Not yet.

An interruption puts a stop to the Remnant's crawl. Two naked feet, framed by cracked pavement. Bordered by stunted trunks of pine, smelling of the memory of burnt needles and resin. Feet firmly planted. And a voice. Crying for surprise.

“Daaad!”, the voice howls above our Remnant's stopped crawl. A shrill sound, concern and worry and fear and excitement too. A young voice. A warble to it that speaks of thirst. Of thirst and determination and the heavy serenity which comes with that weight of calamity accepted, already at an early age.

“What?!”, barks a hoarse response from further off.

“There's a human!” A touch of panic to the young voice. A touch of need.

One pair of feet in front of our Remnant's face turns into two. Naked, calloused, toenails sharp, and backs fuzzy. With rough hands hooked under its arms, the Remnant is hauled upright. It hasn't but crawled before. All the way from oblivion. Standing up comes like revelation.

The creatures before it look familiar. Familiar yet fundamentally strange. Even the Remnant in its broken state can recognize otherness. Long ears, long noses, and sharp features. Eyes with too much colour, and sneers with too much disdain. The Elder lets go of his hold under the Remnant's armpits, steps back as if tainted, and glares about the road and the cover of pine on either side.

“Are there more?”, the Elder hisses.

“I don't know...”, the Younger answers and tries to mimic his father, but is unable to take his eyes away from the Remnant.

“Feck!”, the Elder spits and sneers. “There're always more. Kill it and let's be on our way.”

“Me?!”

“You found it”, the Elder explains while still scanning the dry treeline. Only with a moment's silence does the Elder look back at its kin, who trembles and stares down at the Remnant's feet. Which turns the Elder's worry into familial comfort.

“It's a good first”, the Elder warms and clutches his Younger's shoulder. “It's not running. The first is the hardest, and this one's easy. A good start, son.”

There is warmth in that voice. A comfort that resonates with the Remnant. Feeling common, though far removed from any comfort the stillness has ever offered. A warmth that strums a stiff string somewhere within our Remnant, as tangible as the kiss of the sun on the edge of broken glass. A warmth that makes its heart thud.

The Younger swallows hard and looks for reassurance from his Elder. The Elder supplies and smiles.

“Take your knife in your right. That's right. And grab the human with your left. Like this.”

The Younger places his hand upon the Remnant's shoulder. Digging his thumb in under the collar bone. Nerves speak out in mild paralysis, signals choking and sensation hindered.

“Good”, the Elder says as he corrects the Younger's grip a smidge. “Now look across the chest. Right there, off the centre. In level with the armpit. Can you feel the gap in the ribs?”

“Yes dad...”

“Right there. Jab your knife in there, and you will pluck his heart.”

The Younger hesitates. The point of sharpened metal presses against our Remnant's membrane.

“Now!”, the Elder commands.

The Younger obeys.

The sliver of sharpened steel slides in between the Remnant's ribs. The tip slices through meat and rips a gash across the heart, and then slips back out again. Leaving a spillway for life to escape its vessel.

Everything knows how to die. Enough to have made people suspect that we've done it before. Dying is the easiest thing you'll ever do, they tell us. Only a select few of us do it the hard way. Most of us simply stop. From animated muscle and sinew we metamorphose in a second to limp meat. Our muscles remember well the art of ceasing motion. Ending agency. Turning to compost.

The Remnant remembers better than most how to simply stop. It falls back onto the broken pavement in a satisfactory lump of flesh, now naught but a sack of pieces that once constituted a wayward thing. It remembers stillness, and also how to die, so well that neither Elder or Younger seems to pay attention to the fact that life, as a point of order, does not leak out of the spillway like it is supposed to.

But mummery, especially that so deeply imprinted in our very genes, is a hard habit to break. Even for the Remnant.
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Tales tell of death. A final frontier only passable once. A jealously guarded border. The side of life's coin best left unflipped. The last question, answers hiding behind closed lids.

Every voice can speak of things lost to the fog of death. We have no idea what shape death takes to the dying, but we know all too well the wake dead ones leave for us to navigate. We lose pets. We lose parents, we lose siblings, we lose friends.

We lose wives.

We lose daughters.

Many tales tell of death. We imagine fiery pits and downy skies. Murky underworlds and golden meadows. We imagine memories enshrined to be relived. We imagine everlasting peace. We imagine final battles. We imagine a warm embrace and ships of fingernails. We imagine such tales of death, such marvels awaiting us beyond a common gate. And we imagine a final slumber. Dreamless. Shapeless. A capitulation to our echoes, for however long those will ring in our footsteps.

I imagine that death, ultimately, is dull.

A roadside heap. A limp sack of inanimate flesh and bones. Winds tearing, dust draping, dry pine needles scratching, acid rains washing, a brave bird pecking. The Remnant remains as a heart-broken human aught; as still as any sack of spent meat with any sense of propriety should.

For a time.

How long a time; I know not. Hours, days, weeks, years, all of it but dust passing on a broken road. But all farces must end. They must. A day comes when even the most convincing dishonesty drops its veneer. So too does the Remnant shrug off the pretend, to try out its wobbly legs. The Remnant rises out of its heap at the roadside, and lets its unseeing gaze look once more.

The walls of dry pine along the roadway stand unchanged. A new crack in the concrete bulges across the pavement. A wire cart lays toppled not far removed, tarp and cloth spilling from it. Rusting carriages dot the ditches. One remaining flower of purple lupinus rises from a withered swathe along the side of the road. Just one, the last of its colony, stretching tall from the brown grasses as if ruin means nothing to it.

The Remnant, memory of Younger and Elder still fresh in its eye's mind, looks down upon itself. Wondering. Marvelling. Hands at the end of arms. Feet at the end of legs. Twos and twos. A torso in the middle. A face beneath the touch of fingertips. Nose stubby. Ears round. And a name, nay; title, vaguely remembered. Human.

Surely all the identity any Remnant could ever want.

It shifts its unsure feet. Dredging depths of genetic memory for means of propulsion. One foot ahead. The other following and overtaking. Rince and repeat. Balance struggling to catch up on the loose floes of manufactured rock, and no sooner than trying, has the Remnant conquered its lost art of walking. So it walks.

But whence. Where wishes a creature such as it to go. A creature so long deprived of division and warmth. It might have seemed random, to the lone corvus perched atop a pine, but there was nothing random about it. A creature clawed from the stillness, that absolute uniformity, would only ever pick one direction over others.

Toward the sun. That sweet mother of dancing photons. Towards that which had so long been denied the Remnant. Towards warmth.

We must assume certain things. An approximate southern direction. A preference by unsure feet to pavement, broken as it was, to the uneven forest floor of brittle needles, petrified cones, and bulging roots. Fallow fields, wild and withered weren't much easier for our fresh-footed Remnant to navigate. Some blue, some orange, some simmering with black water without a reed or stalk protruding. But even with the path paved, there are bound to be false trails followed. Roads seemingly heading toward that tantalizing star, but veering off in the wrong direction. Roads suddenly capped with blackened shores, or blocked with mountains of intimidating concrete and rebar. Our Remnant walks, feet becoming surer, and every so often turns to come back the way it came. Indefatigable trial and error around bays, points, and crossroads.

Until an end. Every road ends, and this one ends at the shore of that great blackened sea. With wind tugging high above, but nary a gust daring to pull at those black waters. A quay jutting out into the blackness, framed by more ruins. Rubbles of brick, frameworks of concrete with its spines intact, and burnt out piles of charcoal. Another ruin. Another ruin on the edge of that black sea. And a mocking tingle to the surface tension of the water. Leaving the Remnant to soak the sun the best it could, halfway out on that causeway over still water.

Sluggish neurons don't have to struggle long. The sun barely even shifts across the firmament before the Remnant is interrupted from deciding what to do next.

“I told yous he wus leadin' us on!”, a coarse rumble grinds from back among the ruins.

“And I told you maybe he wasn't”, another voice responds, less like rubbing rocks and more like creaking bark.

“Where're all the others?”, a third voice pokes.

“There's no uthers”, the first calls back. “S'just hisself.”

“There's never just one...”

“This 'un is.”

“How do you know?”

“Do yous bleedin' sees any uthers?!”

“You saying we shuffled all the way 'cross this Pitch blasted land for just this one?!”

“Yus!”

“Could've been more.”

“Coulds'ave wun't put golli in our palms, will't?!”

“S'pose not.”

“Stop gabbing! Get him before he bolts to some other Mother forsaken perch!”

“Yous gets 'im youself!”

“Stop... sniping. Father's patience, you two...”

Coarse feet slap on coarser ground. A metallic clink of tools readies, and the shift of rough-spun cloth sounds. Our Remnant reacts. It turns away from the kiss of the sun toward the approaching creature. A bulbous thing. Large of face, large of nose, and large of much the rest as well. Fists large enough to engulf our Remnant's head. Mouth large enough to bite it off. Not that much taller, which makes the size difference all the more pronounced.

And eyes. Large, not bulging, pale lit dandelions with cracks of black, peering at the Remnant as at game about to be caught.

“Careful you don't fall in!”

“I'm not going to ruddy fall in”, the approaching creature mutters as it cautiously makes its way toward the Remnant.

“Careful it dun' pull yous in!”

“He's not going to ruddy pull me in”, the creature sneers, getting closer still while clutching at a long rod of metal, tipped with a wire noose.

“That gangly bugger's not worth joining the Eternals over!”

“I'm not going to ruddy- Look!”, the creature snaps and swivels around to bark back at the dockside. “You worry so much how I catch the bugger, you sodding do it!”

A moment's silence. A beam of burnt wood creaks in the meagre wind. The water makes not a sound. No lapping at the quay, no splash against rocks, and the creature turns toward the Remnant again.

“Didn't ruddy think so”, they mutter and reach the pole and noose out toward the Remnant. The creature lays the noose lightly around the Remnant's head, down its face, drawing it to a close around its throat.

And as simple as that, the Remnant – our Remnant - is caught.

“There we are”, the creature grins and tugs roughly at the pole. Our Remnant staggers to its knees, and stands back up again. At the next tug, our Remnant loses not its feet, and shuffles along.

“See! No ruddy problem.”

“He's not worth the trek. Look at him!”

“Naught but skin an' bones, he is”

“It's a bust!”

“Oi!”, the creature with the pole yanks hard, lets go of one hand, and viciously points at its companions, one at a time. At first toward a short, wiry thing; A stubby, red-capped face mounted on a stubbier body. A surly mouth fixed under a surlier scowl that leaves no mistaking its feelings on the situation.

“You”, the catch-pole-creature snarls at the diminutive one, “have been wearing this trek thin with your constant complaints, no matter north, east, west or south! Nothing's ever good enough to you, you ruddy runt, and your complaints aren't worth the weight in wind they're spoken on. And you!”

The catch-pole-creature turns toward the second companion. If the catch-pole-creature is considered disproportionately large, this one is a behemoth. Towering times taller than our Remnant, draped in hair like lichen, with fists the size of boulders lazily reaching the ground.

“You weren't so quick to complain when we - together mind you lot - decided to tail this runaway, were you?! Fancy you whining your cavernous mouth now that our gamble didn't pay off, so shut it!”

The behemoth shifts guiltily on his massive feet; twists and turns like a scolded child, each swing of its worrying shoulders enough to pitch a ruined wall over.

“Sorry 'bout tha', Jouha.”

“As you ruddy well should be!”

“But how are we to get any golli for just that?!”, the small companion whines and points at our Remnant. “Looks about as sturdy as a stick in shit!”

“He dun' look like 'un to pull a cart or turn a wheel real well”, the behemoth assents.

“It's the best we got”, the pole-catcher shrugs. “Teaches us not to look this close to The City for catches, don't it...”

“It dus do't”, the behemoth grumbles and glares off over its hunched shoulder to scowl at the northern horizon.

“There's humans around here”, the tiny one sneers and spits and sniffs the air. “Mark my words!”

“And if there's no sign of them but for the stink up your nose, best we be on our way before a slice of steel comes jumping out at us, isn't it.”

“It is so”, the behemoth agrees.

The pole-catcher heads back up the road at a pace, forcing our Remnant along at a stumble. A stumble quickly forced into a steady gait.

“Wha's wrong with 'im then?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, 'e's all mellow-like.”

“Wild one's aren't usually this docile...”

“Perhaps 'e's some sort of sick-like?”

“Or just plain dumb.”

“Dropped on 'is 'ead, eh?”

“Would you two-”

“S'no fun when dey dun' kick or scream or nuthin'.”

“Worse than herding sheep. Leastways they bellow like no morning's coming.”

“Maybe we aught to kick't an' see if it squeals like it aught'a?”

“Don't! Kick. The merchandise!”

“A lil' kick dun' 'urt...”

“A 'little kick' from you is liable to ruddy break his spine. Then we'd have even less for our troubles, wouldn't we?!”

“I s'pose we would've at tha'.”

“How about a little bite then?”

“No!”

“Just a nibble?”

“I said no!”

“You're no fun.”

“No funs at all...”

“Then don't come along next time! Stick with Breta 'till the Eternals come marching for all I ruddy care!”

“Breta's no funs either.”

“Then I guess we're ruddy stuck with your incessant whining, aren't we?”

Our Remnant plods along, at the trio's hefty pace. A trot even. An iron bath for soles and balance, for muscles long atrophied, for lungs long resting. More movement in a single leap than its body has endured for no knowing how long. Nor is the movement dedicated to the cracked pavement, but quickly veers off in through those walls of pine. Through scraggy undergrowth and over criss-crossing roots of dry wood. Avoiding swamped fields and fetid meadows like deathtraps, the trio hauls our Remnant off with a purpose.

Purpose. Determined steps with a goal clear in mind. An end to idle wandering, or crawling on all fours for the sake of intrinsic rebellion.

Animus is intoxicating. Ambition contagious. Agency is such a special thing. Some take it for granted. Others never touch it. For fear of, what? Failure? Agency is the motor of intention, and intention an expression of identity. We act and thus we are. Without action, whatever us there is to identify slips away without a wake.

The captors of our Remnant act. They spring across land toward where the pines are a little less rusted. Toward where ferns are a little greener. Toward ground a little softer. And though it is difficult to tell, it is not hard to imagine that their aimed flight from blasted fields and forests and ruins rubs off on our Remnant, struggling to keep up. It is not difficult to imagine that our Remnant may feel the touch of excitement.
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Home is where your heart is. It is said. While pragmatists and anatomical charts beg to differ, poets are insistent that the heart resides in a place of refuge. A haven. A fortress. A den. Dusty drapes hiding armchairs with a pair of trousers and a cardigan hanging over the back. A sink holding freshly pealed potatoes next to a wash stand with a pile of three dirty cereal bowls. A desk, in a sterile landscape, with a framed photo and competing piles of paper. The backseat of a car, smelling of fried food and motor oil, just wide enough for you to tuck your knees together and lay down.

Home is many things. It can be a box. It can be a smell. And to some, home is not a place or a sense, but other people. To them, refuge is a face. An interaction. A touch.

I like to believe that we all have a home. Even when we do not know it. Even when we are lost and searching and desperate and desolate and crying and aching and missing and wanting, and especially when we think we do not need one. Even when that home is destroyed. Even when it's lost. Even when it is gone. Even after the last time we enjoyed it.

A home is many things. To our Remnant's captors, a home is a cooking fire, three carts, nine disassemblable cages of various sizes, variously occupied, and eight other beings. Some tall, some small, some wiry, some heavy, some male, some female, and some beyond easy description. Boulders with faces, branches with grins, sprouts with claws. All describable as, in lack of a better word, and one I am sure none of these beings, if they ever lay eyes on it, will object to; inhuman.

Which is a description that means absolutely nothing to our Remnant. Our little shard of self, freshly crawled out of the crater of a city, isn't equipped to make distinctions.

Laughter and scornful shouts meet them as they enter the camp. A tin plate flies toward them, depositing scraps of food in a fan around it before it passes an inch from our Remnant's head.

“Wha's that?!”, cries one.

“S'at all?!”, calls another.

“Sorry catch! Throw it back!”, erupts a third.

“What is this?!”, hisses a creature stalking up toward the pole-catcher. A creature on cloven hooves with tail swishing angrily like a cat's.

“S'all there wus, Breta”, the behemoth mumbles.

“Not talking to you, am I?”, the stalking creature fires without looking up at the walking, talking menhir, but keeps staring right at the pole-catcher.

“It's all there ruddy was”, the pole-catcher echoes while the behemoth lumbers off, muttering “sorry Breta” as it passes.

“It's not very much, is it”, the Breta says.

“It very much isn't.”

“Jouha thought he might lead us to more of them, but he only lead us to the brink, is all he ever did!”, the small red-capped one whines. “Didn't even scream or kick or nothing either, he didn't.”

“Jouha's done a lot of thinking recently, none of which has born much fruit, has it?”

“He certainly has”, the red-cap snickers as it scrambles off toward the fire.

“If anyone else had a single ruddy original thought, I'd be more than ruddy willing to give them a whirl.”

“This is a bad place for whiling away days to experiments, Jouha!”

“At least we didn't come back empty handed, Breta!”

“Barely!”

The two creatures look our Remnant up and down. Disappointment. Derision. A proprietary mix and blend between the two, while the pole-catcher yanks the noose left and right.

“Barely...”, the pole-catcher concedes.

“What is it?”

“Don't know... thought he was a runaway, scrambling back for his hole. But like Twig said, we caught it heading for the brink. No luck.”

“Can it do anything except stand and stare?”

“He stumbled a bit, fell over a few times, but not a ruddy word or cry from him the whole way.”

“Did you try kicking it?”

“No, Breta. But he clipped a pine on the run and didn't say a word then either.”

The Breta stalks up, grabs our Remnant's chin, pinches its mouth open, pries its eyes wide, peers into its ears, and scrubs her hands on her tunic once she is done.

“It's bald”, she sneers and backs away.

“You can tell, can you?”

“Shut your gob! All of it! Not even a hair in its nose.”

“That's... unusual.”

“Some kind of albino? Is it plagued? Did you bring a pox-ridden one to camp?!”, she finishes with a hiss that is meant not to be heard by anyone else.

“Of course I ruddy didn't! Don't smell any poxed to me. Does he look poxy to you?”

“Doesn't look right to me, he doesn't.”

“But does he look ruddy poxed?!”

The Breta turns her sharp nose into the air and sucks her teeth for a number of heartbeats before she shakes her head and spits. “No. It doesn't look that.”

“Good.”

“Looks something off though...”

“Off's unique”, the pole-catcher shrugs. “Unique pays.”

“It's listening to us...”

“He has ruddy ears, don't he?”

“Can't you see how it looks at us?!”

“A little shocked, is all.”

“Don't like it, I don't.”

“We don't catch them to like them, Breta.”

“Just keep it away and sell it quick!”

“Not like I ruddy caught him to decorate your sack, did I?”

“A knob upon your mother!”, the Breta snarls, steps back, flips her finger at the pole-catcher, and turns her log-rotted back to them all in one go.

“Lovely hag like her could ruddy well enjoy the attention”, the pole-catcher huffs and yanks on the pole hard enough to take our Remnant off its feet.

A cage is a curious construct. Four walls, a floor, capped by a ceiling, none of which give shelter or comfort. A box pretending to be a home poorly enough that we could never mistake it for one. It's the pretence of safety without providing any. And though practically no different from being strung up on a line, kept on a leash, or clasped in irons, there's something special about the cage. Perhaps exactly because its failed similitude to a home. An inkling of what it could be just to make it worse.

Our Remnant is given a cage when left off the noose. A cage for the days, and the creatures' rest and hunting and recouperation. A noose for the nights, spent walking, trudging along at the end of a line.

The camp animates in a rush. Short days by the cook fire. Long evenings, nights, and mornings of moving. Of creatures snapping at one another while packing, while walking, while setting up camp anew. Fires, bedrolls, and rudimentary work stations. But the days' rest get longer, the nights' walking shorter, and an equilibrium is reached. Which decreases snarls and snaps and whips and switches remarkably.

Our Remnant is lucky - in its way - because it is shunned. It isn't alone among the camp's stock. Other prisoners come and go. When our Remnant is first thrust into its cage, three other cages are occupied by other dregs. Wide eyed, tear eyed. Bent forms, broken forms. Angry faces, sad faces, and blank faces too. These ones, these humans as they are called, just like our Remnant is supposed to be, are often conscripted to work the camp. Pull a cart or wash a garment, carry fuel or empty waste. But our Remnant is only ever rarely told to. It is brought out of its cage at dusk, put back in just after dawn, and instead of working, or sleeping much, it watches.

The fundamentals of living are often... overlooked. Taken for granted. A newly birthed child needs to learn to breathe, or it dies. But once learned, breathing is only ever thought of at times when that being can't. There are so many marvels of life that people forget about. Such simple things in the grand scheme, yet witnessed apart, on their own, no less marvels at all.

Just like dying, everything knows how to feed. Consider the mechanics of that. Finding nourishment, choosing nourishment, the act of ingesting properly, safely, mixing breath and solids, and the complex muscular orchestra required to successfully swallow even gruel. Not to mention the many unconscious movements within the membrane to shift the nourishment through its various stages of decomposition. Before finally depositing the rests, safely, securely, accommodatingly.

I mention these things not to illicit discomforting self-awareness, or harp on spontaneous naturals, but to highlight that our Remnant's seeming inactivity isn't wasted. Our Remnant watches, and marvels at all the things it needs to remind its own body of. And this camp of flesh-trading inhumans and flesh-traded humans brims with these half-forgotten naturals and reflexes to practise. All these little actions that a shard of being can dress itself with - should dress itself with. All those little things of life that are so taken for granted which tickle, not memory exactly, but instinct.

Know that our Remnant, in its idleness, is not idle.

Imagine a morning, around the campfire, when our red-cap captor raises a pine cone triumphantly out of its porridge, to grand cheer and leer both from the other ten campers. A long limbed and sharp-nosed adversary springs up behind the red-cap to greedily snatch away the pine cone, which provokes a merry chase between a surprisingly dextrous red-cap and the long-limbed thief. Imagine laughter, an idly tossed metal cup in the general direction of the thief, and after a raucous wrestling match; the Breta pulling the pair apart and judiciously handing the porridge-cooked pine cone back to the red-faced red-cap.

Imagine music. Imagine the behemoth slapping away at a hollow log, while a chorus thrums among the campers. Imagine the guttural crooning of warbling throats as the dawn breaks and one of the rotted-log-backed ones stands up, not the Breta but another, and set themselves to such a piercing song that makes even the caged humans weep. A wordless song, of wordless things; a song of the mortar between such simple things as love and loss and bitterness. Of things that words do not help to describe at all.

Imagine two sharp-faced, long-legged campers taking turns trying to fetch the attention of the Breta. Where one produces a blue-fronded flower and is mildly rejected, another approaches with a bright-green clover. Once rejected just as mildly, the pursuits continue, the two solicitors laughing together between bouts, but seem oblivious to one another during calls, eventually prompting the Breta to snap and scold the two. As they both wilt away back to chores, imagine the Breta hiding away their gifts and clenching her teeth to stifle a reddening of her cheeks.

Imagine the behemoth flicking a switch over the back of a collared human hard enough to slice flesh. At howls and the splatter of blood across the cart-side, the pole-catcher comes, snatches the switch, switches the behemoth back and promptly proceeds to clean the slice with rough and plump hands while the injured twists their face in a grimace not so much of anguish as in despair.

These are things that our shunned Remnant watches from its cage. These are the many different things that our caged Remnant relearns, like waking up from a lingering dream.

Every so often, the cages empty during a day. The stock is washed. Hair is combed and braided. Rough clothes of size, some brightly coloured, are brought out to dress the stock like dolls, and the stock is lead away along a line of hemp. The first times this happens, our Remnant is brought along, without hair to comb, without hair to braid, yet brought anyway. The line stops in a clearing. In a ruin. In a yard. Creatures come out to stare, inspect, watch, look at teeth, ask questions, haggle, barter, bully. The hemp is always shorter upon return. Sometimes much, sometimes less. But our Remnant is never bartered.

The first time, the pole-catcher tries to wring attention toward our Remnant. The second time the pole-catcher tries harder. The third time the pole-catcher doesn't try very hard at all. After that, our Remnant is brought along on the line of hemp less and less often. Our Remnant is left in its cage. The pole-catcher argues with the Breta a few times. Once the pole-catcher argues with a scarred camper. Once, fists are raised. But our Remnant doesn't make a fuss. It doesn't whine or squeal or eat very much. It doesn't make a mess and it follows directions. Our Remnant is shunned, but eagerness to be rid of it soon turns to wilful ignorance. Our Remnant stays in its cage, on its noose, and watches, and if not out of patience or hope for a buyer, it remains with the camp for lack of reason to make a fuss about it.

“He still isn't gwowing haiw”, a camper with tusks too large for its mouth comments over a tin bowl of supper.

“And he isn't growing any hair either”, a lanky camper with a long tail, one of the suitors, smirks.

“I'll hand you hawm, you poxy tuwd!”

“Thank you! I didn't know we had pork”, the lanky one laughs and jumps away from a heavy handed retaliatory swipe.

“Stop dodging!”

“Stop hitting!”

“Stop acting an ass!”

“It's all in good fun, Rodraun! You know that!”

“Fetche'”, the tusked one mutters.

“But it is a bit weird, innit?”

“I can't poxy help it!”

“I'm not talking about your speech impediment, you lunk! I'm talking about the mutant here.”

“You think he's a mutant?”

“Dunno. Could be. Still hasn't spoken any?”

“Not a wowd-... uhm, not a syllable he's said.”

“Nor sound?”

“Now sound.”

“Just look at him eat...”

“Like he's considewing evewy bite.”

“Think he bit his tongue once and is just being extra careful?”

“Ow he's just new to it...”

“How can he be new to eating?!”

“Is a fiwst fow evewythin', 'innit?”

“Still pale too.”

“Bweta says he's an albino.”

“Might be.”

“What's an albino then?”

“I don't know... Someone pale, I suppose.”

“The sun should have seen to that by now.”

“The sun's not what it used to be.”

“Ain't that the fethin' twuth...”

The cages empty. Are washed out. Are refilled after daytime foraging by the campers. It is a rare event that all are filled. Filled with huddled shapes, hungry shapes, gulping down whatever scraps and rations they receive from the campers. While our Remnant pokes and prods and nibbles at the food given, the other humans have already finished theirs and eye our Remnant's unfinished meal sulkily. Once, stock from the next cage over lunges its arm between the bars to try and grab at our Remnant's nourishment. The human is beaten. Severely. It spends the next days as a heap in its cage. It rides the cart during the night. An infection grows in its arm. Everyone knows. There's a smell. If the other humans know, they keep quiet about it, just like they're prone to about everything else. It doesn't take long for the campers to notice.

“Tha's an evil colour, Jouha”, the behemoth mutters from above.

They circle the human's cage. The human is shivering. Is sweating. Is whimpering. Is feebly trying to hide the discolouration of its arm.

“It's an evil smell too...”

“No other smell to humans than an evil one”, the red-cap jokes. The joke falls on silence.

The campers say very little. They look in on the ill human; looking of evil, smelling of evil, and sorry for it. The campers send laden glances at one another, but few words are spoken. As if, for once, no words are necessary.

“Ruddy bad luck”, the pole-catcher, so large of face and hands and feet, sighs and moves to open the cage.

“Been a lot of that going around lately, hasn't it?”, someone snarks from the back.

“You shut your gob!”, the Breta snarls, which resumes the silence.

A silence which only grows heavier as the pole-catcher lifts the ill human out of its cage, to weak whimpers and pitiful moans from a human larger than most of the stock; looking like a weak little child in the large hands of the pole-catcher.

The campers sulk back to the cooking fire, the Breta makes sure of it, and the pole-catcher drags the whining human out of the copse. Out past the bare trees, out into the fallow meadow. Out past the view of the camp. Not that anyone seems to feel the need to watch what occurs. The humans in their cages mind their feet. The campers mind their supper.

The pole-catcher soon returns, without the human, with a sombre look on its large face.

Our Remnant starts to make an effort to eat his food a little faster from now on.

And the cage next to his feels more hollow than empty.

But empty cages fill up. After a forage trip, the Breta brings back four new humans, to much cheer. Later still, the pole-catcher returns with another five. Tempers lift as the cages fill. The campers tie more nooses to the travelling hemp. Even after the next stop at a nearby hamlet, to offload some of the bounty, a few of the cages are still double-booked with stock. And after another successful forage, it seems that the campers' luck has turned. Everything turns eventually. Both good luck and ill. It is only our preferences that pretends that the good luck is the status quo we're owed. Soon enough the cages are filled with doubles.

All, of course, except our Remnant's cage. It doesn't seem to dawn on the campers to force another human into it, along with the mutant. Even stock is afforded some amount of decency. Be it medical care, a swift end, or not to have to share a cage with our pale and hairless Remnant.

But decency is a luxury that cannot always be afforded.

A howl echoes across the camp. Not a pained howl. Not like setting bones or fear of a whip. It's the howl of a wildcat caught. The furies out for blood. Screech enough to make the humans huddle with their cage-mates.

Hooting and hollering follow the howling. The larger campers, the behemoth and the pole-catcher, stay back and crane their necks. The others help and hinder, the red-cap dancing excitedly in circles around the huddle around the howling, which eventually disperses enough to let the humans see what the fuss is about.

A fresh catch - catch struggling furiously against the Breta and one of her suitors. A fury of black hair swinging wildly in the campers' grip - hands flailing, fingers extended, tearing at faces wherever fingernails can find them.

“Jouha!”

“What's that Breta? Can't ruddy well hear you!”

“Get over here and – ow! - help!”

“But that's your catch! Yours own, it is!”

“Sod the game and come help, you – aie! Fetching stop that!”

The pole-catcher ambles over, clutches the fresh one's wrists like they were disobedient twigs, and holds the catch up. The human doesn't stop. Her hands feebly try to gouge. Her legs keep kicking. Her head swivels around as if her teeth might catch something unawares. And she keeps struggling, even after the Breta's backhand swipe. Even after the second. And a third.

A fourth must have snapped something. The legs stop kicking and the black hair hangs like a curtain over the human's head and chest. Her hands still flex however, like hornet thorns, searching for purchase.

“That one's got some breaking-in to be done there, eh Breta?”, one of the campers call, to much jeering and excitement. The red-cap still dances viciously around the catch, savouring the fight like it depended on it.

“I think the human gave ouw Bweta a new mawk!”

“Scars only makes our Breta more beautiful, doesn't it brother?”

“What do you want to do with her?”, the pole-catcher grins its much too wide grin over the catch's head at his panting and bleeding rival.

The Breta only stands and glares and breathes deep. For starters.

“Toss her in a bin for now”, the Breta begins. “Then we'll deal with her like with every other feral.”

“All the cages are full”, the red-cap chimes in with glee. “Full to brimming!”

“This one's ruddy liable to scratch the eyes out of the rest of the stock”, the pole-catcher agrees.

“Put her on the wheel!”, the red-cap cries, mad eyes bulging with excitement.

The Breta sneers and wipes a trickle of blood off her cheek. “Put her with the albino.”

The red-cap goes glum. Or worried.

“You sure?”, the pole-catcher wonders and glances over to our Remnant.

“I fetchin' said so, didn't I?!”, the Breta snarls and stalks off toward the cooking fire.

“As our Lady of the Alders command”, the pole-catcher chuckles and carries the beaten catch toward our Remnant, to deposit the black-haired fury in its cage.

A home is where the heart is. Black-haired fury. Wilful disobedience. Hopeless, pointless, useless, and absolute resistance. No matter what. No matter who.

The black-haired fury doesn't leap at our Remnant. She crawls up into a corner of the cage and stares at it. Black hair hanging like drapes across her face. Wild eyes staring, brimming with red. The red of crying. The red of hatred. The red of desperation. But not the kind that makes a human crawl into a corner to hide and hope and pray for deliverance. No, the kind of desperation that makes a human crawl up into a corner only to use it as a spring board. Short cropped breaths rattle the little frame, and she glares daggers across the barred floor at our Remnant.

Somewhere, in depths long left behind, in some corner or crevice yet unexplored, those recesses so easily missed, some little cyst of past cracks open. And bleeds, with as much fury as the black-haired girl does. It bleeds so vehemently that our Remnant, our aimless, our lost, our wayward Remnant feels sick to the pit of his stomach.

Home. Sick.
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She is beaten.

It is day, the pole-catcher has the noose around her neck, and she is given instructions. She refuses. She always refuses. And she is always beaten.

“Switch 'er!”, the Breta snarls, just after having dodged split nails and vile temper.

“Uhm...”, a suitor hesitates, looking the girl over.

“What're you waiting for?!”

“Where, Breta?”

“Anywhere!”

“Don't marr the ruddy goods”, the pole-catcher grumbles as he struggles to hold the pole still with the thrashing girl at the other end. “This one'd still fetch better price as concubine than as prize fighter.”

“Switch! Her!”

“The bum”, the pole-catcher hoarsely tells the suitor.

The same shriek of defiance tears through the camp as when she was brought in. Again. And again. And again. And again. And-...

The stock huddles in their cages. Most of them don't need reminding. Some just don't want reminding. But our Remnant watches – fervently - with its forehead pressed against the bars, while the girl screams and shrieks and eventually groans.

There's no trick to breaking a being. Patience. Punishment. Reward. You imprint in their bones, into their cells, what happens when. That obedience is rewarded. That rebellion is punished. Reward and punishment, repeated consistently enough, for long enough, so that the being's brain is rewired. Restructured for subservience. It's an inevitable process. That's the scary thing. It just happens. There isn't a stimuli on this world that the brain cannot, will not, structure itself around given enough time and consistency. Be it salivating dogs or sobbing girls.

The switch isn't the threat. Nor the pain. It's time.

The girl is deposited back in her cage. In our Remnant's cage. Her back is raw with welts. She cannot sit right, and she refuses to whimper, despite her tears. So she sits on her haunches, and leans her shoulder against the side of the cage. At least until one of the campers prod her with a stick through the bars to shift her off her drowsy balance.

They laugh as she screams at them with throat raw.

“I mean, she's pretty enough.”

“Thewe's no 'pwetty enough' when they awe viable to teaw youw eyes out.”

“Oh, I don't know, buddy...”

“Youw cwazy.”

“Don't know what you're talking about.”

“Makes sense then that you'we micing afte' Bweta. Same thing.”

“Oh, but Breta's glorious, buddy!”

“Huff! Glowiously shawp. Once saw hew stick an ashen splinte' thwough the eye of a cheating buye'.”

“Oh... be still my beating heart.”

“As I said. You awe mad.”

“It's called 'love', Rodraun.”

“Yup, uh-huh, what do you weckon they going to do with this one then?”

“Sell her. Naturally.”

“Who'd buy hew?”

“Brother said they think they know where she got from. Maybe they plan to sell her back there again.”

“Hmph. Long ways off, is that?”

“Sounded like it.”

“Hope they don't bweak too many switches on her wump until we get hu' back thewe.”

Laughter and jokes. While the girl bites her lip under her curtain of black hair, hard enough to draw blood so as not to whimper.

This is hard. I didn't think it would be. Not like this. I'm sorry. I need to do this.

Cruelty is a torn thing. One kind; the considered, the ambitious, the malicious cruelty is its own brand. Where pain is sought for its own sake.

But there's a different kind. A stealthy sort of cruelty that hides casually beneath... what? Disregard? Inconsideration? Intentional blind spots. Arrogance. At one end, pulling the legs off insects just to see how they make do. Another; causing pain out of a place of superiority. You know best. A little pain now will save much pain later. Because you know best.

Of course you do. You always do...

Break a girl now so that she won't break herself, worse, later. It sounds like kindness. It tastes of cruelty. Because you know best. You always do.

Hide her. Bear an aegis over her head so that harm shall never darken her cloudless sky. Put her apart from a world and never let its harsh realities touch her. It would hurt her. You know it would. So hide her, shut her away, for you know best. You always do.

Or leave her. Leave her to her own devises. Let her break herself upon the world at her own pace, of her own will. Shatter herself against all the jagged pieces the world makes for her. Leave her, let her do it on her own, without you around to help. At least you won't witness it. Because you would know better. You always do.

If every path is paved with cruelty, what hope have you to avoid it?

Or maybe that's the point. We can only really know cruelty through the wreckage we leave in our wake. Learn by doing. And in doing cruelty, maybe we can understand it, break ourselves on that understanding, and maybe... just maybe... never do it again.

The girl with raven hair walks in the back. Not on the line, but by the pole. The pole-catcher holds her steady. She tries to run many times. Tries to tear the pole away from the pole-catcher's large hands. But she fails. And fails. And fails again. Once or twice, maybe, the pole-catcher fumbles a little, and nearly drops the pole. But she is driven to the dirt, always. Soon enough, one of the campers walks along the pole-catcher, switch at the ready, because the pole-catcher needs both hands on the pole. The girl will not escape. And she will not stop trying.

The day dawns. The stock get into their cages, but not the girl. The girl needs to be broken. The Breta leads the effort. Command, refusal, switch, repeat. Repeat. Repeat. And our Remnant doesn't look away. Our Remnant does what it's done for... weeks, months, years? Whichever. Our Remnant watches. It's somehow important to watch. Despite that with each switch and howl, that pit in its stomach throbs. But our Remnant needs to see it happen. Powerlessness is no excuse for blindness.

The girl will not be alone.

The cage is filled with sobs unsobbed. The girl with raven hair sits on her haunches. Her legs are showing welts too. And her back. And her hips. The whippers are getting sloppy. Or maybe her bottom is getting ready to break from the birch.

“What're you looking at?!”, she hisses through her curtain of black. Red-rimmed eyes threaten our Remnant. The girl clutches her knees to her chest and glares the best she can. It is a very good glare. Our Remnant's failure to look away isn't because the glare isn't very good.

Our Remnant begins to try something new. It doesn't succeed, naturally - firsts are rarely successful - but it tries. Maybe to excuse itself. Maybe to explain. Or apologize. Or reassure. It's fuzzy, which may be why it fails to say anything at all.

She tries another few times to scare it away. To make our Remnant look away. But with this, at least, she falters. Instead of changing our Remnant's behaviour, she begins to ignore it. Or at least try to when threats fail.

The girl with raven hair, once beaten to be broken, and back in the cage, receives food. No use in her dying, starving. Walking all night, trying to run away in the dark, being beaten under the sun, it takes energy. More so than if she didn't. She gets food. Like everyone else. But she throws it
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