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Cold. Her eyes snapped open as a drop of water splashed against her forehead. She rubbed the offended spot while the blurry lines around her tried to resolve into a room. Her skin wasn’t wet. She noticed without taking note as she sat up and looked around.

The room was cozy. A stone fireplace centered in one wall. Thick rugs scattered about in warm reds and deep browns. A love seat upholstered in some charcoal fabric. A bookshelf filled with trinkets rather than books—snow globes, music boxes, figurines, hourglasses with pouring sand that didn’t seem to change in level, and clocks without hands that ticked all the same.

She turned to see a full-length mirror in the corner just beside the bookshelf. The frame was black metal twisted in some gothic design. It stood perfectly straight though nothing held it. She approached it with slow steps. Confused rather than wary. Had she seen it when she first looked around? She couldn’t quite remember.

“There you are,” a voice said as she stepped into view.

For a moment the mirror was empty, reflecting nothing. It held a swirling haze of white and gray. She blinked and her image was there gazing back at her. Except it wasn’t her. The features weren’t quite right—it looked like her the way a sibling might, similar but not exact—and the actions were entirely wrong. The image smiled while her face remained neutral. She looked beyond its shoulder while it focused on her eyes.

The room beyond was similar to the room she was in except it had a doorway that led to a dim hallway while hers had no exit. She reached out and ran her fingers along the mirror frame. It sent a tingle along her skin that wasn’t unpleasant. She looked at the image that wasn’t her and smiled. In the mirror, her reflection smiled wider, as though excited by the simple response.

“Did you enjoy your travels?”

She nodded in answer. She tried to speak but there was only a soft hum from her throat. She lifted a hand to her lips, embarrassed. She knew she couldn’t speak yet. It was too soon after waking. Or, not waking. This wasn’t awake. Not yet. She knew that, even if she didn’t remember.

“It took so long for you to return this time. We were worried.”

She hummed again in apology. It wasn’t good to be gone long. She knew that, too. But sometimes she lost herself in learning. Or found new trinkets. Or met new... others. She wasn’t even back yet but looked forward to her next journey out. The sound of shifting sand and warm wind called to her. The cry of unseen creatures instead of ticking clocks.

“Stay with me,” the image practically begged. “Don’t slip back already. It’s time to come home. You need to rest.”

She focused back on the image. The worried expression she saw there made her dip her head away. Embarrassed, again. Letting herself drift would send her in the wrong direction. They were asking her to return home. She would return home. Her fingers curled around the mirror frame as she stepped in closer. With her free hand she traced over the cheek that wasn’t hers despite its similarities.

“Are you ready?”

She pressed her hand flat against the mirror and, after a slight pause, the image in the mirror did the same. Her fingers curled through the mirror like wet paper, tearing through to grasp the other. Behind her, sunbaked sand and heated wind asked her to stay with just as much urgency as her reflection. She didn’t listen. She curled her fingers tighter and let herself push through what had become a swirling haze once more. She would return—likely soon—but now it was time for home. Time to rest.
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“Let him go alone.”

She was confused again. They couldn’t have said that before sending her because she wasn’t a him. Unless they misspoke. Did the Wise misspeak? She looked down at her feet expecting to see mud. There wasn’t supposed to be mud, she didn’t think, but the drag on her legs was like that, like walking through knee deep mud. There wasn’t any mud. There wasn’t anything. Even her feet weren’t there. As she raised her eyes, she began to consider the possibility she’d gotten even that wrong. Perhaps she was a him.

“Let him go alone through the dark and the silence. Let him be unmade or made whole by those empty spaces.”

Did a man unmade or made whole become a woman? She didn’t think so. Confused as she was, she didn’t feel anything was missing or added. There were fuzzy spaces but that was different. That was why she was trying to remember. That was what she was trying to remember. It wasn’t anything missing or added, it was something obscured. Surely if she’d begun as a him there would be something now missing or added. But if she wasn’t a him, if she wasn’t him, who was?

“Let him go alone through the dark and the silence. Let him be unmade or made whole by those empty spaces. Let him suffer as he brought suffering.”

She frowned as she mouthed the word. Suffer. She didn’t want anyone to suffer. That’s important, she thought. I need to remember that. I need to hold on to that. She had come because she didn’t want anyone to suffer. She had suffered but she didn’t want anyone else to suffer. Not even him. There had been enough of that. There had been too much of that.

“Let him go alone through the dark and the silence. Let him be unmade or made whole by those empty spaces. Let him suffer as he brought suffering, bearing the burden of his transgression through that place of castigation. Let him emerge blameless and free of fault or sink into nothing.”

It would be easy to sink. Everything was so heavy. The darkness. The silence. Her body. Her thoughts. And it was impossible to be blameless. There was always something, no matter how small, something she didn’t even know she’d done probably. Blameless was impossible and it was so easy to sink. Her foot caught on something and she stopped, reaching down with both hands to grab whatever it had been. Mud, she thought. It’ll be mud to pull me down. Mud for me to sink into. But it wasn’t mud. She wasn’t meant to sink or be blameless. What was she meant to do?

She gripped the thing tighter and pulled. Her fingers pressed in. Soft. Skin. It didn’t move. She pulled again but still it remained in place. You have to move, she thought. You’ll sink if you don’t move. You’ll be unmade if you don’t move. Her fingers wrapped tighter around but she didn’t pull. She couldn’t pull but she also couldn’t bring herself to let go. It was cold. She thought that was bad. She thought that meant it was too late but she didn’t want to let go.

“Let him go alone through the dark and the silence. Let him be unmade or made whole by those empty spaces. Let him suffer as he brought suffering, bearing the burden of his transgression through that place of castigation. Let him emerge blameless and free of fault or sink into nothing. And, should she be willing, let her endure for his sake the agony of forgiveness. Let her, at her peril, follow in his broken steps to deliver that merciful and undeserved pardon.”

What good is it now, she thought. She felt her way along the object. An arm, it was an arm. She felt her way down the arm to a shoulder, over the shoulder and up a neck to a face. She knelt down beside the still figure and placed a hand on the cheek. Even if I forgive him, what good is it now? She brushed a thumb lightly across his lips then pressed her forehead to his. I do forgive him, I do forgive you, but what good is it now?

She pulled away from his motionless figure. Not all things done do good, she thought, even if intended. I do forgive you. It does you no good but I do forgive you. She rose to her feet and continued forward, leaving behind the dragging weight which had dogged her steps. She didn’t need it. She was finished with the dark and the silence. She would not sink or be unmade. She had no need to be blameless. She had endured and delivered. Now she would go on.

“Let him go alone through the dark and the silence. Let him be unmade or made whole by those empty spaces. Let him suffer as he brought suffering, bearing the burden of his transgression through that place of castigation. Let him emerge blameless and free of fault or sink into nothing. And, should she be willing, let her endure for his sake the agony of forgiveness. Let her, at her peril, follow in his broken steps to deliver that merciful and undeserved pardon. Let her find him and grant clemency or pass him by. Let her, having sought, found, and delivered that which she intended, leave him with that cherished boon to whatever fate then finds him. Of him she is free.”
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