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Introduction



Fantasy literature has traditionally filled with tropes and clichés based on an imagined medieval Europe. Usually, not even real medieval history, which was surprisingly diverse, but the generic pseudo-medieval Europe springing from fairy tales. This landscape is not surprising, given the genre’s roots in fairy tales, Gothic literature, and medieval romance. These roots were reinforced by certain giants of the genre, such as Howard and especially Tolkien, who have been much imitated. However, after so many such tales have been told, some of these tropes may begin to feel a bit stale. These overworked story elements have been expertly parodied in works such as Diana Wynne Jones’ Tough Guide to Fantasy Land. Many of these tropes are also problematic, embodying violent, sexist, and racist ideas. One begins to wonder, is there anything more for the genre?

There is a whole world out there to explore. All cultures have their mythologies, their legendary tales, their sense of wonder. In many cultures, this fantastic realm is more closely integrated into the everyday experience than it is in modern Western culture. These other cultures’ tales could provide inspiration for new fantasy stories, if only we would listen. Much traditional fantasy involves conflict between “civilized” people (the heroes), and “savages” (monstrous, swarthy marauders who must be defeated with violence). 
 Thanks to Daniel Heath Justice who expresses an idea which I was stumbling towards better than I could in his essay, “On ‘savagism’ and ‘civilization’ in fantasy literature…”, http://imagineotherwise.ca/creative.php accessed 22 June 2016.
But this binary narrative does not reflect the complexity of real societies. Real societies are made of people, not cardboard-cutout enemies to be fought, and each of those people has their own story to tell. Literature that recognizes this fact is richer and, although it might upset our preconceptions, is ultimately more satisfying. By including the voices of diverse peoples, who were once often stereotyped as savages themselves, we can enrich the world of fantasy storytelling and return the denied humanity to many people of the world.

Fantasy can also expand into realms of the imagination. This genre is perhaps the most free to imagine different social structures, different ways of life. Yet much traditional fantasy remains rooted in the hierarchical, patriarchal systems of kings, priests, and nobles. Yet this is due to historical inertia only: the options available to Fantasy fiction are limited only by our imagination. Fantasy could be used to explore sociological implications of different social arrangements, just as science fiction explores implications of imagined technologies.

The original concept of the Myriad Lands anthology was to showcase non-traditional fantasy stories—stories with settings other than the standard pseudo-Medieval Europe. Some would be based on “Real World” cultures, with appropriate fantasy elements, that have been under-represented in traditional fantasy. Others would be original societies that defy the tropes of traditional fantasy to provide glimpses of radically different lands. The anthology would contain a mix of both types, and thereby illuminate many different ways of life, as well as revealing universal themes to which people everywhere can relate.

As stories came in, the collection grew beyond what could comfortably be contained in a single volume. Given the two threads in the remit—diverse real world cultures and non-traditional imaginary cultures—splitting the anthology into two volumes was convenient.

In actuality, the division of stories into two volumes is not as clear cut as the description suggests. The stories of “Real World” cultures actually involve magical analogues of those cultures, sometimes disguising them under fictional names. For example, “Keeper of the Bones” by Daniel Heath Justice draws on Native American culture and history to tell a story that reflects the native experience of colonization, appropriation, and the search for continuing identity, but which changes names and uses secondary-world fantasy so as to make its message more universal. The “imaginary” cultures are often inspired by elements of real cultures. For example, in “Poet-Scholars of the Necropolis”, Megan Hutchins combines the dry environment and funerary practices of the Nazca with historical Korean death poems to create an original, but verisimilitudinous, culture. Several stories lie along this ill-defined border, and in the end I assigned them to volumes on other concerns such as balance and tone.

With stories from at least ten different countries and various literary traditions, there is certainly some diversity in the language use among the stories. This presented a dilemma for editing. The editor is originally American, although now resides in Britain. The anthology will be sold in both, as well as several other countries. Do I follow British or American English standards? In the end I did both. Stories from US authors were sent to an American copy editor and follow American spelling and usage. Stories from Commonwealth countries were sent to a British copy editor who followed British standards. For a few authors, English is not their primary language. With these, we tried to edit them to conform to correct English grammar, yet retain some of their less-typical expressions. In all of these cases, this approach serves to best preserve each author’s unique voice.

The genre of fantasy is growing. New voices and perspectives are coming to the fore. I hope these volumes can contribute to encouraging that growth. It is important to readers of different backgrounds to see themselves reflected in characters about whom they read. But it also gives us all new and interesting stories to enjoy.

~~~

I would like to thank all the authors who submitted stories. There were many more good stories than I could include, and they deserve to be published somewhere. Thank you to Terry Jackman, Melissa Gilbert, Crystal Watanabe, and V. Anne Arden for help with copy-editing and proofreading.






 










Through the Woods 


C. L. Clickard



かわいいこにはたびをさせよ
(kawaii ko niwa tabi o saseyo)


Translation: “Send the cute children on a journey.”




The village of Hana-oni had three sacred springs, two notorious thieves, one haunted shrine and more empty rice bowls than full ones. In the house of Jinu, the wood carver, if his daughter Mei’s bowl was not overflowing, at least her chopsticks were not clicking on its smooth wooden bottom.

This night’s dinner was sparser than most, but no one in the small thatched hut complained. Their tongues were too busy watering at the heavenly smell of manju cakes filled with rich red bean paste.

“The fragrance is even sweeter than your mother’s,” Jinu said, approvingly.

“Let’s see if the taste is sweeter too,” Hibiki teased.

“I didn’t know you had joined the hungry ghosts, big brother.” Mei’s fingers brushed across the top of the writing box, seeking the cool ridged bamboo of the tsukue table on the far side. With practiced grace, she placed the plate of cakes next to her fingertips, nudging it back from the edge to rest securely in the table’s center. “Tell me where to find your grave and I will bring you some cakes tomorrow.” 

“Mei! This is not something to make jokes about.” Father’s tone said he was smiling, even though his words were scolding.

“Perhaps we could hear about Hibiki’s day instead.” Mei turned away from the still warm kamado, pleased to be done with her baking. Seven small steps and her toes bumped a soft sitting cushion. Kneeling, she let one hand drift gently down to the low chabu-dai table to be sure her knees didn’t knock against it. “A story will keep all of us from thinking about the cakes.” 

More than the call of a nightingale or the aroma of azuki bean soup or the soft patter of morning rain on her face, Mei loved her brother’s stories. Hibiki might live by his muscles tending goats and oxen, but he had a storyteller’s heart. On his tongue, a trip to Farmer Chow’s with a wagon full of dung became an adventure from the tales of Momotaro, Peach Boy. Their tiny village sprang to life, filled with yokai demons, talking trees and river dragons.

“But I did nothing new today.” Her brother’s yawn stretched into a playful yowl. “I think I will sleep rather than talk.”

Mei pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. Hibiki wanted to be coaxed. “A pity then that I have one extra manju cake cooling. I suppose Father can eat it instead.” 

“That is a pleasant thought, daughter.” There was a soft clatter, the scrape of a knife on wood and a sharp scent of cedar. Father had started carving, waiting for Hibiki’s tale as eagerly as she was.

“Aiiiii!” Hibiki mimicked an ancient auntie’s wail. “What I must endure for a small bite of cake. Since I have nothing new to tell, and tomorrow is Obon, festival of the dead, I will tell you how clever Hibiki tricked the bridge oni, defeated the demon umbrellas and escaped the kitsune’s forest on his way to honor Grandfather Azumi’s grave.”

Mei’s fingers spider-walked across the table until they tapped the side of her drinking bowl. Still warm! She had been blessed with good fortune three times tonight. The cakes had not burned. Her tea was not cold. And now she would hear one of her favorite stories.

She settled back on her heels, chanting along with Hibiki’s tale in her head.


~~~


PLANG! The bucket hit the side of the stone well, protesting Mei’s jerky winding of the winch. Would it never reach the top? Eight, nine, ten. She waggled her fingers over the stone rim impatiently seeking the bucket’s edge. Eleven, twelve. Her fingers rippled water and she sighed in relief. One last turn of the handle and she bent, groping in the mud at the well’s base. There! Fingers closed around the rough hemp rope, she tugged it over the handle to keep the bucket from plummeting back into the well. Another wet, fumbling minute and she had the bucket off the hook. Now to get home without tripping and spilling all of her hard-earned water.

A curl of smoky air, rich with the flavor of burning candles and hearth fires reminded her to hurry. She needed to be home before Father woke again, craving water. His sickness had come just after moonrise, sweat soaking through his thin kosodo and leaving Father mumbling feverishly. Hibiki ran to find medicine and there was only Mei to fetch the water. She stepped down from the well to the worn dirt path, reciting Hibiki’s story.


“…Hibiki had his prize, a bucket full of the ogre’s peach blossom wine! Quick as an arrow’s flight, he hopped from one elephant’s footprint to the next, balancing the bucket on his shoulder. Seven were his mighty jumps and not one drop was spilled.”


Mei inched forward until her sandal bumped the edge of a smooth wide stone. Elephant’s footprint number one. She walked around instead of hopping over each obstacle. A few steps beyond the seventh stone, the delicate petals of a rose brushed her left cheek.


“…Princess Primrose touched Hibiki’s cheek. Clever Hibiki bowed, honored that a princess would show kindness to a rough, village boy, but also so that she could not scratch out his eyes for daring to look upon her beauty.”


Ducking under the thorny branches, Mei shuffled through the small opening in the hedge, clutching the bucket to her chest. Clever Hibiki indeed! Katsuro was no princess, but he would certainly scratch Mei’s eyes out if she damaged his precious roses. When no more branches scratched her shoulders, she straightened and walked as quickly as she dared, waiting for the feel of the ground to change.


“…soft sand spilled into Hibiki’s sandals as he approached the oni’s great stone bridge. Onis, ogres, are always hungry and their favorite meal is heroes. How could Hibiki not be eaten?” 

“How, brother?” 

“Hibiki knew the oni always squatted under the bridge facing west. If he crept along the right hand wall, his shadow would fall on the east side, and the ogre wouldn’t know he was there.” 

“And what if the oni did see Hibiki’s shadow?” 

“The ogre could snatch him and gobble him up. So clever Hibiki always kept three round stones in his pocket. If his shadow accidentally spilled on the west side, he would toss the stones into the water. One, two, three! Oni are very stupid. It would think the stones were apples and dive deep to catch them. Then nimble Hibiki could run over the bridge while the oni was under water.”

“Aren’t you afraid the ogre will catch you one day, brother?” 

“Never! The hero Hibiki is too clever for any oni!”



At three years old Mei had squealed with delight at this part of the story. At fourteen, she scooted along the sturdy side of the bridge, safe from falling and blessed her wise brother, who taught her the way to the well without knowing he had.

“Come back quickly, brave Hibiki,” Mei murmured as she crossed her own threshold. “Bring us a wizard’s elixir to heal our ailing Father.” 

Inside the house safely once more, she knelt beside Father’s sleeping mat and dipped a bowl into the cool water. “Here, Father, this will soothe your throat.” 

“Hii… Hii… Hibiki?” 

“He has gone to find medicine for you. Drink a little more.”

“No. It is Obon. Hibiki must go to the cemetery.” 

The festival! Worry over Father’s fever had driven all thoughts of cakes and ancestors out of her mind. “Hibiki will go, Father, when he has returned with your medicine.”

But Hibiki did not return, not within the hours of morning or the afternoon. Mei stayed close by Father’s side, pouring a little water for him when he stirred. Each time he woke, he asked for her brother, becoming more distressed.

“What will your mother think when no one comes to tend her grave?” Father pushed against Mei’s arm, refusing the water. “We cannot let her become one of the hungry ghosts.”

The tatami mat creaked as he struggled to sit up. “No.” Mei pinched the sleeve of his kosodo. “You are not strong enough. Please, Father.” It took no more than a firm tug on his sleeve to lay Father back on his sleeping mat. “You must rest. I will go to the graves and honor our ancestors.” 

“You do not know the way!” Father’s gasp made him sound small and frightened.

“I have walked beside you every year, Father. It would not be so different.”

“No, no. This cannot be. Let me rest a little, and I will go.”

 “Yes, Father.” 

Mei stroked his hair as Mother had done for her as a child. Soon, his chest rose and fell steadily and the room was filled with the plurping noise of his snores. Slipping her hand from his arm Mei rose, leaving the water bowl where he could easily reach it. Tracing the walls with one hand, she circled the room, gathering a long-handled broom and a sturdy basket from Hibiki’s cluttered corner. She filled the basket with her fragrant manju cakes, sticky rice balls and crisp, ripe melon. When her hair had been smoothed and her face washed, she added a jar of water to the basket. Then she unfolded the uchikake robe Mother had worn on festival days and slid her arms into its wide sleeves.

It was time to go.

Mei paused, one hand on the splintering doorpost, breathing in the sour-sweet scent of home and the earthy smell of the garden. Placing one foot carefully over the threshold she recited: “Every year, on the day of Obon, brave Hibiki followed the winding path through the kitsune’s forest to his ancestor’s grave. It was a good thing that Hibiki was a clever boy… ”


~~~


“Five!” Mei hopped off the last turtle-back stone and filled her lungs with the scent of sharp pine and rotting leaves. Two steps forward, three, four. A playful gust of wind tickled her nose with a branch of willow leaves. She’d found Old Woman Willow! Counting softly as she tapped each tree trunk, Mei stepped into the kitsune’s forest.


“…brave Hibiki knew the woods around his village were beautiful but dangerous, for they were the home of kitsune, spirit foxes. Any human foolish enough to trespass on their lands was sure to be tricked, or worse! And the older a kitsune grows, the cleverer they become. They learn the strange magic of changing into human form, dancing in the moonlight with a skull tied to their head. But fitting into a human shape is hard for even the cleverest kitsune. One fox head becomes one human head, two fox legs become human arms, two legs become legs. But what do they do with their tails? That’s the way to catch them, little sister. Look for the tail.”


“Konbanwa, little one.”

The raspy greeting broke Mei’s concentration. Had she counted twenty trees past Old Woman Willow, or twenty one? She clenched her fists and concentrated. It didn’t help. She’d have to go back to the turtle-back stones and start again.

“It is late for you to be traveling.”

There was a soft slapping sound like something being tossed from hand to hand, and the musky odor of wet fur. Who could this woman be? The voice didn’t belong to anyone from Hana-oni. Should she speak to the stranger or simply hurry on?

“A courteous child would answer her elders.” 

Embarrassed by the rebuke, Mei blurted: “I do not know that you are my elder.”

“Ah.” There was a laughing satisfaction in the woman’s tone now, followed by the rustle of a heavy robe dragging through leaves. “Perhaps you can count my wrinkles better now.” 

The reek of fur grew stronger, mixed with a strange spice Mei couldn’t name. The click of a courtier’s long, ornamental nails signaled the woman’s impatience. What was such a lady doing in the woods alone at night? Perhaps she had been traveling on to Heijo-kyo and run into bandits. Maybe she was the bandit and now wore the pilfered clothes of a noble. A snort of laughter escaped before she could swallow it down. Bandit-lady will only get cold cakes and a broom for her trouble, and not much more from anyone in Hani-oni. Either way, bandit or lady, it would do no harm to speak sweetly.

“I am sorry, Mistress. I meant no insult to your beauty.”

“I am not so easily insulted.” The lady’s words trilled with a contented cat’s purr. “We have each startled the other on these dark paths. If we are going the same way, perhaps we could keep each other company?” 

“I regret, that is not possible, Mistress.” Mei kept her head tilted down. If the lady was a lady, she would think Mei properly shy and deferential. If the lady was a bandit, it would be better not to give away all her secrets. Say little and leave quickly. “I am going to tend the graves of my family for Obon.” 

“Ahhh.” A branch snapped and a silky sleeve fell against Mei’s arm. The lady pushed against her shoulder, sniffing at Mei’s basket like a village dog.

“Mmmmmmm… You have made manju cakes. And grrrrr… rrrrrrice balls.”

“Yes, Mistress.” Manners in the city must be very different. Mei tried to back away, but nails stiff as a bird’s talons closed on her wrist.

“Did you bring enough to sharrrrre?” A moist smack of lips followed a greedy snapping sound as the lady clicked her teeth together. “I adorrrre manju cakes.”

“A thousand pardons, Mistress but I am a poor village girl. I only have enough to leave at my ancestor’s graves.” 

“Hnph! You have no pity for a hungrrrrry traveler? Would one less cake be such an insult to your family?”

A fine spray of spittle landed on Mei’s face. Something soft and damp thrashed on the ground, batting at her ankles like the tail of an angry cat. A tail?! Suddenly the smells, sounds and the lady’s odd behavior fell together like the pieces of a tangram puzzle. With a sharp twist, Mei swiveled, her broom knocking sharply on two nearby shins.

“Yaaaaiiippp!” 

The kitsune’s bark of pain confirmed Mei’s suspicions. She shook her wrist free and shoved, both hands connecting with the kitsune’s belly. There was a satisfying thud as the kitsune landed in the leaves, still yipping angrily

“Grrrrrrrr! Rude, ignorant peasant!” 

“A thousand pardons again, ‘Mistress’. I am merely a clumsy village girl. It is not right for me to delay you longer.” Sweeping the broom back in front of her, Mei scurried forward, praying that she would not end up face first in a tree. “May your travels be swift, lady!” And adding under her breath “in the opposite direction of me.”

 “Rudeness has its price!” The lady’s voice dropped to a snarling hiss, but it followed Mei down the path all the same.

She ran, forgetting to count, until she could no longer smell fur, or spice, or pine.


~~~


Never before had Mei been so happy to be in a cemetery. Running from the kitsune led her into a thicket of pine trees, where she’d bounced from trunk to trunk until finally, she spilled out onto the open path again. Unsure which way to go, she’d followed the smell of incense and mossy bark, until her fingers brushed an ihai tablet’s gritty stone and her heart leapt like a koi over a waterfall. She shuffled forward eagerly, counting markers as she went. One, two, three, four… now reach to the right. The bark of the old plum tree scraped her palm. Yes! Circle around it halfway. Now, count again. On ten her fingers found the carved edge of a gravestone and danced over the characters of the name. Mariko. Mother’s grave.

She knelt at the foot of the small plot, sweeping pebbles and dirt from the wooden planks carved with cherry blossoms and butterflies. Nimble fingers yanked ruffled weeds from between stones and plucked out a family of wandering mushrooms. Pulling the cool clay jar from her basket, she rose and stepped gingerly forward.

“I am sorry, Mother, to have come so late this year. Father is ill and Hibiki has gone for medicine.” 

“I thought I had been forgotten.” The words slipped across the silent grave with a gentle puff of breath.

“Oh!” The water jar leapt from Mei’s fingers, and she stumbled backwards. “I… I… is it… can it be you… Me-me?” Shock brought the childhood nickname back to Mei’s lips.

“It is Obon, little one. Am I not one of the dead?” The whisper was so light Mei had to lean forward to catch each word.

“But you… you have never spoken before.” 

“I have been lonely this year. Come, there are only a few hours left to this day. Share the tasty cakes that you have brought.” 

The greedy urgency of her mother’s request tickled Mei’s ears and her suspicion.

“You do not sound the same, Me-me.” 

“Thirst makes my voice rough, little one. Did you not bring some rice wine to soothe my throat?” 

“I have only plain water from our well.” She turned away as if shamed by the rebuke. Her toes wriggled forward until they touched the water jar. “To clean your gravestone, Me-me.” 

Lifting the jar, Mei leaned forward and sniffed. Damp fur, musk and strange spice. Exactly as she suspected.

“You do not smell the same, Me-me. Where have you found such delicate perfume?” 

“I am much favored in the heavenly court of the August Jade Emperor. Must you do that? I do not mind a little dirt on my gravestone.” 

“I am pleased you are treated well in heaven, Me-me. Let me do what little I can here, as well.” 

A resentful sigh floated to her ears as, clinging to the front of the ihai tablet, Mei knelt. The water jar’s seal cracked easily and she poured out a thin stream, stroking away any crumbles of moss or dirt. From above she heard an impatient click of teeth. Dipping the jar, she wetted the marker again, this time with a strong, full splash.

“Clumsy child! You have soaked my robes!”

“A thousand pardons, Me-me!” Mei lunged forward as if bowing in apology, both hands snatching at whatever lay behind the grave marker. Her fingers closed on something long, damp, and furry. “Oh, Me-me! Truly you are a favorite of the Jade Emperor if he dresses you in silks and furs. I have never felt anything so soft!” Mei gave the tail a sharp tug, 

“Yaeeippp! Let go of it, you stupid child!” 

Mei grinned at the familiar bark of pain. She clenched her fingers tighter in the thick fur. “Forgive me, Me-me! I only wanted to feel it against my face.” Leaning forward, she rubbed a cheek against the silky fur and sank her teeth deep into the kitsune’s tail.

“Aaiiiiipppp! Aiiiieeeeeee! Yip! Yip! Yi-you! What have you done, you vicious brat?!” The kitsune thrashed its tail out of Mei’s grip and she could hear the thup, thup, thup of someone hopping in pain. “My beautiful, beautiful tail!”

Mei scuttled backwards on hands and knees until her fingers locked around the bamboo handle of the broom. Leaping to her feet, she swung the broom in a whistling circle. Clack! The broom connected with something hard. Smack! She swung and hit it again. There was a satisfying crunch as something fell to the ground and rolled off into the leaves. Mei swung again and this time she hit nothing, sailing in a circle like a child’s spinning koma and landing on her behind.

“Yaiiiiip! Yip! Yip! Yip!” Nearby a panicked scrabbling in the leaves spattered dirt on Mei’s face and arms. Then pit a plat, pit a plat, pit a plat, pit a plat. Something four-legged pelted away into the woods. Pit a plap, pit a plap, pit a plap. The scent of spice and musky fur faded.

From her ungainly seat on the ground, Mei let out a hearty laugh. Lifting the water jar once more, she rinsed the taste of fur from her mouth. Then, one by one, she placed the cakes, rice balls and melons on Mother’s grave. Brushing the dirt from Mother’s robe, she stood and bowed courteously to the marker, basket firmly in the crook of one arm, trusty broom under the other.

 “Little sister, wait!” 

She spun, broom held out like a soldier’s staff, ready for battle. “First my mother, now my brother? You cannot trick me again, kitsune!”

A strong, calloused hand covered hers. “Kitsune? It is me, Hibiki.”

Mei pinched the coarse cloth of a sleeve and leaned in for a good sniff. Sweat, ox dung, and the calamus root her brother was always chewing. She pinched him just to be sure.

“Ouch! Is that any way to treat brave Hibiki after he has been to the witch’s cave and gained the healing elixir?”

“It is you!” A giggle ruined her fierce battle stance. “Where have you been so long? And how did you know where to find me?” 

“Father guessed where you had gone. I gave him the herbs from Madame Liu and left him to sleep. Then I came to tell you how brave Hibiki nearly had his foot eaten off by an evil donkey. But I think you have a story to tell me instead.”

Mei swept the broom past her toes ensuring the path was clear. With a mischievous grin she announced: “Come with me, big brother. There’s no need to be afraid. I know the way.”

“Yes, little sister.”

Hibiki slipped the empty basket off her arm and put his hand in the crook of her elbow. Mei set her sandal on the path and began her tale: “It was the feast of Obon and clever Mei was on her way through the kitsune’s woods to visit her mother’s grave…”











Shang Qin’s War


Jeff Suwak



All the killing, all the heads taken and tallied like coins, had he not done it all for love? Had he not joined the Three Springs Campaign in order to lift himself and his wife, Daxia, from the bleak ranks of peasantry? There was no other way out. Not in the world into which they were born. Kill for the king or else live brief lives of deprivation and desperation. Did that not justify all his murders? At least, did that not make them forgiveable?

Shang Qin asked himself these questions as he roamed among corpses piled on the battlefield. He looked for the bodies of enemies that had his yellow-quilled arrows sticking out of their flesh, for that was how he knew they’d fallen by his hand. Not all the combatants were dead. Some still writhed and cried in pain. Shang ignored them. There was no time to waste. Many of the other archers showed no honor in claiming their kills, and it was all too easy for them to replace Shang’s arrows with one of their own. Each trophy was too valuable to allow someone else to take it.

He walked for a long time and still had only two heads rolling around in his burlap sack. It had been a difficult battle. He’d almost died when a flanking element took his platoon by surprise, so he hadn’t slain nearly as many enemies as he normally would have if the fight had been kept at long range.

He wandered from the main throng of archers at the heart of the battlefield. He was almost positive that he had hit an axeman near the periphery of the fields during the battle. As he looked through the bodies lying among the white stones jutting from the soil, Shang detected movement in his periphery. He looked up to see a young man—a boy, really—picking his way among the rocks and trying to escape the scene. Shang drew an arrow and knocked it into his bow.

“Boy,” he said.

The escapee’s head snapped up at the sound of the voice. His eyes bulged with terror. “I’m not a soldier.” He held up his hands to show they were empty.

It might have been true. In the desperation, the enemy Xu had taken to forcing local farmers into service. But none of that mattered. Not six months into a war campaign. Six months away from wife and family. Besides, wasn’t Shang also a farmer, when it really came to it? No, it didn’t matter. Soldier or not, the boy’s head would bring Shang and Daxia one step closer to freedom.

“I’m not a soldier,” the boy pleaded.

“Neither am I,” Shang said, and loosed his arrow.

~~~

He achieved his goal and, for the first few months on his apple orchard, the hundred heads it’d cost him seemed very, very far away. Even when he shot awake in bed at night covered in sweat and gasping for breath because of his nightmares, one look into Daxia’s eyes would silence his fear and regret. They had their own home. Their own land. He now paid others to work for him. Any price was worth what he had gained. At least, that’s what he thought before the visitor came.

Shang woke to the sensation of being watched. Daxia’s sleeping form pressed warm against his back as he stared into the darkness of their bedroom at the window, waiting for his eyes to adjust and identify the presence that he felt. The stench of rotting flesh hit him first. Only after that did the sight of a human figure become visible against the wall.

Shang stayed still, trying to determine if the thing before him was real. His worst fear was waking Daxia over some imagined monster and revealing to her once and for all that the man she married had returned from the war as a raving lunatic.

The figure stepped into the starlight coming through the window and Shang felt his breath stop. It was a decapitated man in tattered sackcloth clothes, cradling what was presumably his own head in his arms. It stopped at the edge of the bed and held its grim parcel over Shang. “Welcome home, soldier,” the creature whispered.

Shang recognized in the twisted visage the face of the young man he’d killed after the final battle of the Three Springs Campaign. The creature seemed to detect Shang’s recognition and a sagging, twitching smirk spread across one side of its face. “Does your beautiful wife know about all the things you’ve done?”

Shang waited for it to continue, but didn’t. He realized that it was actually asking the question and not merely taunting. “No,” he said. It took all his will to keep himself from screaming the word.

“Interesting,” the creature said. “I will have to remedy that.” The creature turned and walked towards the bedroom door, dragging one foot as it went. “In the coming days, I will have to remedy many things.”

Shang listened to the thing walk down the stairs. After it opened and closed the front door, Shang slid out of bed and went to the window. He saw the visitor down below disappear into the darkness of the apple orchard. Shang remained at the spot, staring at the trees, trying to determine if he’d seen what he thought he’d seen, or if he was going mad.

“How long have you been standing there?” Daxia asked sleepily from bed as dawn’s light cracked the horizon.

Her eyes were puffy with sleep, the way that Shang liked them best. Early in their marriage, he had called her his “little mole” because of the way she looked in the morning. He stopped calling her that after she told him that moles were ugly, but he still thought of her that way. She was his little mole, and he loved her.

“I got up early to watch the sunrise,” Shang said. He looked to the open bedroom door, simultaneously fearing and hoping that he’d hallucinated the night’s horrific visitor, and tried to sound casual. “Did you close the door before coming to bed last night?”

“Yes.” Daxia glanced at the door and looked confused. “That’s strange. I swear I closed it. I always do.”

Shang sat down beside her. “No, no. I opened it. I was just curious who was last to bed last night, because I couldn’t remember.” He stroked her long, black hair back behind her ear and admired her glowing complexion. His Daxia was no vacuous lady of the court. She was a woman of the fields, a woman of will. The highborn women who had pursued Shang after he won his military honors and his land could never compete with her.

“Let’s cook breakfast ourselves today,” Shang said. “We’ll make an enormous meal and eat every bit of it.”

Daxia pinched his stomach. “There’s a lot of work to be done.”

“All the more reason to eat well.”

Daxia sighed and rested her head on Shang’s chest. As the couple rubbed each other’s backs, Shang watched the open bedroom door, wondering how one goes about killing a dead man.

~~~

Shang walked along the apple trees, stopping now and then to inspect the quality of the fruits. The workers were done for the day and he was supposed to be alone. When something moved in the shadows between some trees, the startled orchard keeper jumped into a fighting crouch.

It was the young man again, watching him with its decapitated head. Daylight revealed the greenness of the creature’s flesh and the maggots crawling in puncture wounds in its stomach and chest.

Whatever guilt or fear that Shang might have felt was eclipsed by his instinct to protect his wife. He drew his knife from its sheath. “What are you?”

The creature let out a mirthless laugh. “My name is Deshi. Surely you remember me. You cut off my head at Tai Hang.”

“Yes, I remember. But you are not what you were then. Why are you here?”

Deshi shifted his head from right arm to left. “To see you suffer.”

“Then cut me down here and now. I will not fight you.” Shang realized as he said the words that he meant them. A man must pay for his wrongs, and if the day had come to make that payment, then so be it. “But you will not harm Daxia in any way. If I have to cut you into a thousand undying thousand pieces, then I will.”

“I wouldn’t harm one who couldn’t harm me,” Deshi said. “I’m not a butcher like you.”

Shang winced, for the title of butcher was true.

“No, my revenge will be much more subtle. Every day, you will wonder when I will appear. Every night when you return home, you will wonder if it’s going to be the one when Daxia has found out what a murderer you are.” Deshi wheezed and laughed. “The orchard you fought so hard to win, the one that was supposed to set you free, will be your prison.”

Deshi turned and staggered deeper into the trees.

Shang hesitated, more frightened than he cared to admit, and ran after the creature. It was gone by the time he reached the trees. Or maybe it had never been there at all. Shang shook his head. “Have you gone and cracked your pot, man?” he whispered to himself. “Are you cursed, or just mad?”

He looked up to see a bloody blue sash tied around a branch. Such accoutrements were the markers of the enemy during the Three Springs Campaign. He reached up and grabbed hold of the sash. His face went slack. The coarse, crusty fabric in his hands was no hallucination.

~~~

That evening, Shang stood on his front porch watching the stars come up. The creak of floorboards startled him and he spun to see his wife approaching. She held up her hands playfully. “Please don’t attack me, great warrior. I only wish to embrace my husband, if such a thing is allowed.”

Shang tried to smile at her joke, but couldn’t, so he turned back around to hide his grim expression. The idea that his wife would ever be intimidated by him broke his heart, joke or no joke. “I’m just thinking,” he said.

“You do that a lot lately.” Daxia wrapped her arms around his stomach and kissed his back through his satin robe. “You can talk to me, you know. I’m a good listener.”

Shang patted her hands tenderly. “Of course, my love.”

Even if he wanted to, Shang didn’t know where to begin. It seemed impossible to explain war to someone who never experienced it. He imagined it was like a mother trying to explain childbirth to a man. No matter how precise the words or how eloquently they were spoken, the experience could never be adequately conveyed.

“I’m sorry if I’ve seemed distant,” Shang said. “I’m still readjusting. A year is a long time to be gone.”

“I know.” Daxia nestled her head into his back. “You gave up so much for us. I want to do something good for you in return.”

Shang listened to the rising song of the crickets and the soft sound of the apple trees swaying in the breeze. He savored the scent of wet earth, grass, and leaves. “Are you happy with our new home, Daxia?”

“Yes,” Daxia answered. “I’m happier than I ever thought it was possible for any person to be.”

Shang turned in her arms and faced her. He kissed the top of her head and brushed her hair back behind her ears. “That’s all I ever wanted from you, and that’s all I’ll ever need.”

They embraced as the smell of cooking rice, beans, and eggs wafted out through the window. He loved his little mole so much that tears welled in his eyes. He didn’t deserve her, no matter how much land he gave to her. Not after the things he’d done.

Shang tilted Daxia’s chin up and kissed her. For that moment, at least, he had her. For that moment, she loved him and had no idea what he’d become. He closed his eyes and tried, for a small time at least, to believe that such simple contentment could last forever.

~~~

In the morning, Shang rode to the edge of his land to mend a fence. Tasks of greater urgency needed to be done, but he wanted to be far away from Daxia when he faced Deshi, and that was what he’d decided had to happen. No matter the outcome, a fight in the open was better than living in uncertainty.

He enjoyed the honesty of sweat and strain as he hoisted rocks in the growing heat. If only the world were built in such a way that every man could spend all his days building fences and harvesting apples under a blue sky, Shang mused, then there would be no war at all. He was smiling to himself when he looked up to see Deshi standing near the oxen cart.

“The war is over.” Shang set his rock down and stood. “I’m sorry for what I did. I’m sorry, and I’ll be sorry for as long as I live, but I’ve had enough of this game.”

Deshi attempted a smile, but the muscles of his face didn’t appear to be working and he only achieve a sagging, halfcocked smirk. “I won’t leave you alone until you’ve suffered like I’ve suffered.”

The rage Shang felt surprised him. Without thinking, he walked towards Deshi with his hands clenched in fists. He didn’t know what he was going to do, or if there even was anything he could do to such a creature, but he no longer cared. He stopped just a few feet from it. His hands trembled.

“Every night I dream of dead friends screaming in pain. Behind them waits a crowd of children crying for the fathers that I cut down. Night after night they haunt me. I’ll never know a day of peace again. All because I wanted some damn apple trees for my wife. And you have the nerve to talk to me about suffering.”

Shang picked up a rock. He started towards Deshi but stopped at the last instant and threw the stone into the wall instead. “There was so much chaos, so many things to avenge. There wasn’t any time to think. I didn’t even know my own name most of the time.” He clutched his own head, as if trying to drive something out, or to keep it in. “You talk to me about suffering? All I ever do is suffer.”

Shang closed his eyes. “Just do it,” he said. “Do it and then leave my orchard and my wife alone.” He was ready. Daxia would mourn, but she was young enough to find another husband. No matter what, she’d have the farm and the apples.

Shang held his arms up to his sides and waited for the killing stroke, but nothing happened. When he opened his eyes, Deshi was standing there with a deep, very human sadness in the eyes of its decapitated head. “Your pain doesn’t bring me the joy I’d imagined it would,” he said hesitantly. “Is there nothing in this world that doesn’t end in sorrow?”

Shang felt a deep sadness in his heart. The world was hopeless, indeed, if even the dead had no peace. “What are you, Deshi?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, what happens now?”

“I’d planned on my revenge taking much longer than this.” Deshi laughed. “I guess there’s only one thing left. For that, I need your help.”

~~~

Shang packed a knife, a flint, and a jar of oil into a sack and headed out to the road.

The cool night air felt good and he revelled in the feeling of walking through his own land. It was a sensation that, as a child, he never thought he’d be able to experience, and one that he might never know again. His life had been good. He’d known the taste of his own apples, the joy of mending his own fence, the embrace of the most radiant woman in the Thundering Valleys. His love for her burned intensely, and he decided that no matter what came of his meeting with Deshi, he could not complain about the life he’d lived.

He stepped off the road into the hills where he found Deshi waiting at Yang Fe’s Ledge, overlooking the Sun and Autumn River. He set down his sack of materials. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

Deshi held up his head for display. “You’d be surprised at how difficult it is to talk to women when your head is rotting in your arms,” he said. “And what’s the point of life, after all, without women?”

Shang laughed. “Have you ever considered the idea that we might have been friends, if not for the war?”

“I used to,” Deshi said. “I don’t care to think about such things, anymore. I’m tired. I’m ready to sleep.”

Shang took the flint, knife, and oil from the bag. His hands shook and he dropped all the items to the ground.

“Forgive me, Deshi.” He choked on tears. “Forgive me for what I did. It was war.” That last word hung in the air. It seemed very large and yet very empty at the same time.

“You’re not the only one with blood on his hands,” Deshi said.

“No. I don’t blame you for coming for your vengeance. You were only a boy. I could have let you go to experience a full life, but I didn’t.”

“There is something you must know,” Deshi said. “I wasn’t a soldier. That much was true. I was not, however, a stranger to the murder. Before we met, I’d spent months as a throater. My job was to comb the grounds after battles and cut the throats of any enemies that weren’t dead yet. By the time you and I met, I’d killed dozens of men. Many of them would plead for me to leave them there. I never listened. After a while, killing men felt no different than scything hay had. It was a job, and it paid well.”

Shang wasn’t sure how to react. To kill a man on the battlefield, while risking one’s own life, was one thing; to cut his throat while he already lay dying was another.

“Are you still willing to end my misery?”

Shang thought a moment and nodded. “The only ones I don’t forgive are those that put us there in the first place.” Shang held the flint and oil out to Deshi. “I can leave these here, if you’d rather do it yourself.”

“I can’t do it myself. I’ve tried many times, but some inner force always compels me to stop. It’s a property of the devilry that allows me to walk around like this in the first place, it seems. That’s why I need you. I can’t go on like this anymore.”

Shang sighed. He didn’t want to do this. He’d had enough killing for ten lifetimes and had vowed after the war that he’d never do so again. But this was Deshi’s wish, and he had no right to refuse him that. “Will it hurt?”

“I believe it will,” Deshi said. “But only for a time. After that, all that will be left in the world will be sleep.”

A bubble seemed to expand in Shang’s throat and he fought back more tears. “I’m going to name my firstborn son Deshi. I’m going to teach him how to grow apples and fix fences. He’s going to cultivate life, not death. I promise you that.”

“That’s a good promise,” Deshi said. “And Deshi is a fine name for a boy.” He examined his arms and chest, making sure they were sufficiently oiled. “Now, my friend, I would like to leave this life.” He turned so that he was overlooking the valley. “It’s a beautiful world, isn’t it? When it’s quiet and dark, it’s quite a thing to behold.”

“Yes it is.” Shang said. He struck the knife against the flint. Sparks shot forth onto Deshi’s clothes and the young man burst into flames.

~~~

Dawn was lighting the orchard by the time Shang got home and found Daxia waiting on the porch, hair springing up from her head and redness rimming her eyes. “Where have you been?” she asked.

Shang opened his mouth to tell her some lie or other, but the words wouldn’t come. He hung his head. Before he could stop it, he began to cry. His whole body shuddered with grief and terror as he expected Daxia to ridicule him for his weakness. His wife did no such thing. Instead, she rushed down the steps and embraced him.

“My dear husband.” She pulled his head down to her shoulder and kissed the top of his forehead. “My dear, sad husband.”

Shang sobbed. He tried to pull away, but Daxia only pulled him closer. He stopped resisting and allowed himself to melt into her. “We need to talk,” he said.

“I know, my love.” Daxia brushed his hair back behind his ear. “I know.”

 



Author’s Note:
In the ancient Chinese state of Qin, the Chief minister of Duke Xiao, Shang Yang, instituted a series of legal reforms starting in 356BC. Among his reforms, he redistributed land from aristocratic estates and instituted meritocracy in army ranks. Soldiers had to present heads of enemies they killed to advance in rank, and the more heads they presented the higher they rose. Successful soldiers were rewarded with land based on their performance. Before the reforms, peasants had no way out of their position, but after the reforms they could fight in the army to obtain social advancement. The reforms were revolutionary in their time, and were criticized by the traditional Confucian scholars, but they propelled Qin to prosperity, and allowed the Qin state to expand through conquest, and eventually unify China. The whole situation creates a moral paradox that we might be accustomed to today (though no longer literally taking heads), so I thought the grim form of meritocracy would be worthwhile to explore in fiction.











Firestarter

Mary Anne Mohanraj


Mina ducked her head as another fireball whizzed past, just a few feet away, missing their precarious position on the bridge and drowning in the water beyond. Ducking her head was likely pointless, but she wasn’t able to help herself. Instinct: to duck when someone was throwing things at you. But having her head two inches lower wasn’t going to save her from the enemy’s fire-throwing—for that, she had to rely on her partner’s weapons skill.

Uma sat behind Mina, straddling the war-elephant’s broad back, a musket in one hand, two pistols on the belt that spanned her wide, sari-skirted hips. She didn’t fire often—given the freedom fighters’ limited supply of precious bluestone, Uma couldn’t afford to just fire wildly at the royal troops who flew their garudas high overhead. Thankfully, the army they faced had no guns—only swordsmen and archers; they relied on the royal-blooded officers for magic support. It had worked well for them so far. The rebellion’s mechanical devices gave them a chance against the royal army’s cursed magic wielders—but not much of one. Luckily for Mina, after a few years of war, Uma was skilled enough to measure the distance and take her shot when a garuda swooped too close.

“Are you almost done?” Uma shouted, as she took aim once more.

“Just a few more minutes,” Mina shouted back, her hands tangled in gathered fuse cord and lightning box. It was hard to hear each other, in the noise of the battle that raged around them—the shrieks of the garudas overhead, the trumpetings of the elephants. And, of course, the screams of the wounded, the dying. They weren’t even in the worst of it; their general, Amithnal, had sent out shock troops to engage the army’s main forces, to draw them away from here. 

“Goddamnit!” Uma’s gun had misfired, and a garuda came close enough that they could feel the gusts from its beating wings, smell the stench of its carrion breath. Their mount’s head swung wildly, and Mina almost fell off, despite her straps, as their elephant savagely tusked the garuda out of the sky, flinging it and its rider into a nearby palm tree. One less enemy to worry about, and Mina was grateful for Uma’s arm flung around her waist, pressing her close for a long moment, until Mina could steady herself again, her legs clamping hard against the elephant’s broad back, the tethering straps pulled tight.

Uma’s job had simply been to get Mina close enough to trigger the trap. Mina had set up the mechanism in the middle of the night, buried her bombs on the bridge and laid the fuse cord to the riverbank. It had been simple in theory—wait for the right moment, light the fuse, blow up the tactically-important bridge, taking out as many of the enemy as possible along with it.  But the damned
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