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to my parents, who always encouraged the big dreams





He came from so distant in the void

it may as well have been another void,

a battle so far away

its words meant nothing.




All he carried with him was the anomaly

he had used to win a terrible half victory,

a power only he knew the method to unlock.




After an endless sink, he arrived at a cluster of seven rocks.

There he settled in the familiar embers of a scorched dome.

Through the high glass eye,

he could watch the void above,

should old, distant dangers

form again.




So that all in every breath to follow would know

it was the truth, he used the anomaly again,

to set and hold the seven clustered rocks in a perfect line,

each one equidistant in exact.




He created a Sword to guard the anomaly,

a Sword that would not pass down hand to hand,

but mind to mind, heart to heart, fist to fist,

for the anomaly held the alignment in perfect balance;

if it were ever moved, the formation would come undone.




He lived a life and two and for forever,

for he did not age nor ever would.

Then arrived a rumor of a rumor of a rumor,

of an old enemy loose in the void.

He knew it was the truth because what was said

was impossible otherwise.

And he knew he could not leave his fate

to some other person’s fate.




Before his hunt began, he told

them one last thing.

Keep the Sword always sharp.

Some rest, a shifting

in the void will bring a challenger.

Look first in the glass eye of the dome,

to take the anomaly and undo

the alignment,

from the topmost rock

to the very

bottom.




“THE IMMORTAL FIRST SWORD”

—a legend from the Kingdom of the Scorched Dome






I was lost in the void again, the friction whipping angrily, its roar obliterating all sound, even the thumping of my heart, the pulsing of my blood, and I felt that downward pull, the pull from inside, seeming to suck me into the vast depths below, and I looked and spun and looked, but all there was was the total darkness of the void, in every direction, as far as I could see, with no idea which way was back, sink or rise and at what angle, so I rose, for I don’t know how long, until I panicked and, full of doubt, tried straight outwide, then thought better and followed that inward pull and sank at absolute, starving and dehydrated and desperate for anything to form from the void, but all there was was more emptiness, more endlessness, more nothing, until the dryness of my mouth crept down my throat and I ground into stillness and was given over to the roiling friction, some dead thing adrift forever in the endless sink…
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THE RISERS OF FAIRVIEL [image: ]

The sink was loud at the edge, the friction roaring endlessly by, battering my clothes and skin, whipping my hair up wild toward the overvoid above. The cow had been milked and fed and put on her tether. She looked back at me from where she floated out there, the friction rippling her hide, jostling her baggy udder. Shifting my weight, I tilted forward, and the uprushing friction pushed back, holding me up, leaned out over the edge. Below, the darkness of the sink was so uniform and complete, I could have closed my eyes and it would look no different. I leaned farther, and the roar roared louder, and there was the first subtle lift, a cupping into the friction’s harsh embrace, and I remembered then the breath from my youth when I first realized that in addition to other rocks below and above, there are ones outwide too, rocks in all directions, sinking forever through the void. I felt its pull, the compulsion to let go, to dive into its infinite darkness, its bottomless depths, all of everything there could ever be if you went far enough.

Distantly, through the roar of the edge, I heard the back door bang open. I could feel him there watching me, my husband Tim. When he spoke, he had to shout to be heard above the roar. “You’re not still thinking of going to the Deciding?”

I leaned out a breath longer, my hair and skin and clothes rippling so hard it seemed they could all fly apart, everything. Then I let the friction ease me back, my weight shifting onto my feet. The overpowering roar receded. My windblown hair settled.

Tim had come down to the low step. His voice was closer, softer. He didn’t have to shout now that I’d moved back from the edge. “Don’t you think it will be too upsetting,” he said, “seeing all those boys deciding, knowing Del will never have the chance?”

Finally, I turned and looked at him. It was an argument we’d already had, and I was too tired to wade back in. Tim was right in one sense, though; I was thinking of our little boy, but also of myself, how neither Del nor I would ever leave Fairviel: born, live, and die all on one rock in the great vastness of the sink. At least that’s what I thought then.

“Please, Emery,” he said. “Why don’t you come on in?”

I walked past him instead and kept on going, to the wide walkway that looped between the edge homes and the crosshatching of farm plots in the center. Other people were trickling out, speckling the path. As I mixed in, I looked back and saw Tim still watching me. Our eyes met briefly before he melted back into the shadows of our house. The others who lived on the edge had their cows out too, dangling on their tethers. It was to save space for the gardens the families toward the center of the rock all kept. Fairviel was small, so I was told, and we used every bit of surface.

As with all Decidings, most of the rock had gathered to watch. There were five new boys of age, lined up on the edge platform. Always the boys looked on display, things people had tidied and set up. The rise instructor beamed, his pocked, beefy face and beard all gone gray. He nodded encouragingly to the boys, and the friction rippled them as they stepped to the edge. Their faces looked like apples, shined up with fear. I could see each boy’s breath, the heaving of their lungs, ribs expanding wide and contracting in. I felt the full extension of my own—full inhale, full exhale—and I thought again of Del’s round little face. I don’t always remember all of this exactly right, and some of what is to come was told to me or learned much later, but I do remember my son’s face. I remember it clearly, in all the forms I saw it over the short rests we were together.

A cry burst from the platform. One of the boys had turned back to the crowd, face skin twisted around wild eyes, red cheeks about to rip apart from the rictus. He broke and ran into his mother’s arms, and they became a tangle of gripping the other tighter. They sobbed and scuttled away, and the only sound again was the roaring friction past the edge.

The other boys were pulling down their pack straps, clipping them tight. They moved fast, their hands trembling. None wanted to be the next to lose his nerve. With no further hesitation, they began leaping out into the void, one after the other, all four spreading their arms and legs in Kolatchi position as they’d been taught. They hovered a breath in stasis—as if the sink itself was now deciding—and then the friction took them and they began to rise, slowly, then picking up speed. Their faces lost distinction, their bodies smaller and smaller and then only specks in the overvoid.

It was hard to see at first, but a fifth speck had appeared, this one getting larger. “A sinker!” someone shouted.

The crowd mumbled and shifted as the sinker came slicing downward at impossible speed, arms and legs pinned tight, chin tucked under a matte-black helmet. A clear circle spread in the crowd, and the sinker swooped and landed smoothly. His helmet was not matte black, after all, but scratched up and dulled by dings and scuffings. Only the snapped-down visor was polished, reflecting us back as he scanned the crowd. He was thin, lean and sleek, in a suit of tight-fit leather with lots of straps and buttoned-up pockets. The hilt of a sword protruded from his back, snug beside a pack as tight as an angry fist. Then the visor flipped up, and I could see this sinker was a woman, had been since she first appeared way above.

Everyone was silent and still as she moved through the crowd, studying faces. Finally, she settled and fixed on me, and in the wide black centers of her eyes was the empty darkness of the void. From the tight overlappings of her suit, she took a folded sheet of paper and held it up for all to see. “I call upon the code of this rock,” the Sinker said. “I have a letter.”





THE OLDEST DREAM [image: ]

The dream was the same, always the same, lost in the total darkness of the void, the friction ripping at every surface of my body, the roar overpowering, the downward pull from deep inside, no idea which way back or how far, and so I rose, for rests and rests and rests, then outwide as far or farther, then even farther midoutwide, then, finally following the inward pull, straight down at absolute, but as always there was only more endless nothing and hunger and thirst, and again I felt my body tighten and shiver and then go still and become light as I faded into the endless darkness…but this dream was different, this stillness was not death, not an end, only a new endlessness I was trapped inside forever, a new darker darkness, somehow even more cold and empty than the void, and the only sound was a cracking echo reverberating through the fabric of it all, and then again and again, and the sound cleared and sharpened and became the crisp snap of a knife on the chopping block. I opened my eyes, and the floor of the living room took shape from the darkness, the lumped blankets of our makeshift bed. I could hear more clearly now the sound of my mother in the kitchen. She’d finished chopping. Pans were clinking. Water was spitting its way toward boil. I closed my eyes again and pressed them tight and caught the last echo of the dream, darkness and panic and rippling friction and the stillness of death.

Tim was asleep on the floor beside me. Before every exhale, a wet click came from inside his nostrils. I lay there listening to a few mucousy snaps. Suddenly, with a hard snort, he sat up. “My fucking back,” he said. He stood and hinged at the hip, letting his arms hang. “Oh my fucking back.” He straightened again and said, “I’ll go check on him,” and then he was gone down the hall, toward Del’s room.

I’d had one other lover before Tim, a boy named Bristle who’d grown up with me on Fairviel. My clearest memory of him was the off angle of his face, how it slanted more and more left the longer you looked. He was always so careful when we made love, careful to stop and leave before it was over. To Bristle, a child was the end of any chance he’d ever have. When his Deciding came, he rose off with the others and, like all the boys who left, was never heard from again.

I got up and stretched and went to stand in the doorway to the bedroom. The Sinker was still asleep, laid out straight on our bed, her body like an insect’s, condensed and hollow-seeming. On the floor sat her sword and tightly wrapped pack and on top, her helmet. I picked up the helmet, feeling its compact lightness.

“Please put that down.”

The Sinker’s eyes were two gleaming dots in the dark room. I did as asked, placing the helmet softly on her pack.

She sat up in the bed, looking at me. “There is a child who lives here,” she said. “I’ve not seen them.”

“We have a son,” I said. “Del is his name.”

I led her down the hall to Del’s room. Tim was in there, neatening the blankets. When he saw us, he stepped aside, then farther, until he was still and inanimate beside the door.

The Sinker moved into the emptied space and I beside her. There Del was in the bed, shivering and sweating and barely conscious. He’d grown past the little-boy stage, and now his face held the ironed-out, puffy features of my father’s old face, with tufts of wild hair so thick it seemed fake. The Sinker reached out to touch him, but I grabbed her wrist and held it. I could feel her forearm muscle as tight as an iron rod, but alive too and simmering with tension. “It could spread,” I told her.

She nodded. “It’s okay.” I let her go, and, with the tips of her fingers, she moved Del’s hair so it was all on one side of his face. His lips made damp poppings with hardly a noise. Lazily his eyes moved about, dimly focused on things not there.

The Sinker looked to me once more, then a short glance at Tim. I caught his look back, a subtle downcast of his eyes that made me think of a cow caught chewing its tether. The Sinker moved to the end of the bed. She took the blanket’s low hem and lifted it carefully back. The pus smell rushed us warm and sour. Leg flesh had gone black around the seeping bandage, bruising in purple and yellow contrasts to his ribs.

“He was cut by the meat knife,” I said. “It’s got his leg. It will be his hip next, then his heart.”



My mother was washing dishes as she talked about the boy who ran off from the Deciding. She didn’t leave the house much anymore, but the gossip had reached her fine. “At least he didn’t decide to sink, that boy. Because staying right where you are, well, at least that’s better than sinking.”

I’d seen it happen before. Those poor young boys out there looking into all that vastness, and it’s just too much. Some of them would leave the next Deciding, but mostly once they’d missed their first chance, they could never summon the courage. None of them ever decided to sink, though, not as long as anyone could remember. Really, the boys weren’t deciding to rise or sink, they were deciding to rise or stay. We were a rock of risers, founded by risers, trained in rising. I wondered if my mother really cared at all about that boy from the Deciding. Maybe it was just easier than talking about my own boy, her grandson, who was down the hall in his bed and would never get the chance to decide anything at all.

Tim was sitting opposite me at the table. He looked asleep except for his eyes. He rolled his neck. Popping came from it like stepping on gravel. “My fucking back,” he said. I was sore from sleeping on the floor as well, but it didn’t do any good to complain. It was the code of our rock: bring a letter, get two meals and a rest.

“A letter from my brother,” my mother said. Her hands moved mysteriously in the dark of the basin. Clean dishes appeared, set off dripping. “I wonder how far he’s risen. A few hundred rests? A thousand?” Her eyes went soupy and distant. “He always said he’d go a thousand, but he can’t have gone that far. But maybe.” She turned to look at me over her shoulder. “Your father was a riser too. From that shithole rock where he started. He came pretty far to get here.” Turning back, she took to the dishes with vigor.

“My rock sure was a piece of shit,” Tim said. “Couldn’t get out of there fast enough.” He laid his hand on mine. “And I’m so glad I did.” It was the same way all risers who settled there talked. They said Fairviel was smaller than other rocks but had more food, more milk, good water collection, that life there was easier than the rest of the sink. Tim never talked of his life before Fairviel, not in any detail. When I asked about his home rock, he’d tell me it was pretty much the same but not as nice, not as easy, not as much food. It was the exact answer my father used to give. He’d died when I was a girl, my father, and was more a memory of a memory than a real memory. I wondered now and then if I really recognized his face in the face of my son, or if Del’s face had simply become the memory of my father. I did remember his droll, impatient way of talking about the wider sink, as if all that was out there were just more tiny rocks like ours. But how could that be true, in all the endlessness?

Bristle had not been like that. He was full of wonder, dreamy about what was out there; he couldn’t wait until his Deciding. Something must happen to them once they’re out in the void to turn them quiet and boring and dead inside. All these men were like the sink, only darkness past the edge.

“Thank you for the rest.” The Sinker was standing in the doorway. She had entered without disturbing even the stillness of the air. This is how she moved, like not moving at all, but already where she intended to be. She was in the doorway, then seated at the table as if nothing had occurred between.

“How did you come about the letter?” Tim asked.

The Sinker peered at his face. For her, all of this was temporary and soon would be gone. “I had a long stretch out in the sink,” she said. “Landed on a rock, got some well-needed rest, food, kind treatment. A man there wanted to get a letter to his sister. He knew which way I was headed, told me the code here.” She pressed a smile for my mother. “He looks a lot like you, like both of you.” And she nodded to me.

My mother said nothing. She put on one of the big leather gloves and went to the oven.

“Have you traveled far?” I asked the Sinker.

“Yes.”

“How many rocks have you been to?”

“Lots. Hundreds.”

“Hundreds?” Tim whistled.

“And what did you do to end up a sinker?” my mother demanded. She was standing with her back to the oven, that big mitt on her hand. “A woman out there alone in the void.” And she shook her head.

The Sinker eyed her with an even gaze, her voice flat when she answered. “I’m not really a sinker, though I have been sinking for a stretch now. But I’ve risen far, gone outwide too.”

My mother scrutinized her. “Sinking,” she scoffed. “Takes a few rests of it to get the distance you can in one of rising.” Turning, she reached into the oven with that big mitt, took out a steaming plate, and set it down in front of the Sinker. Her part of the code complete, my mother straightened, as tall as she could make herself. She looked right at me, but it was clear what she said was for the Sinker. “To really get somewhere, you have to rise, put out some resistance, let the friction take you, let all the rocks sink right past. That’s why men rise instead of sink. Through generations of male lineage, the family eventually reaches Center City.”

“Have you been there?” I asked the Sinker. “To Center City?”

She looked at me, a long measuring gaze. I could feel Tim watching her, my mother too, waiting for her answer. “I have not,” she finally said.

“But it is up there, right?”

“Of course Center City is up there!” my mother shot out. “We pay our tribute to risers headed there. We obey the codes passed down. Where does the tribute go, where do the codes come down from, if there is no Center City?”

When my mother was done, I looked at the Sinker, but she refused to react at all. “It’s up there,” she finally said, “from what I’ve heard.”

“See?” Satisfied, my mother pushed a fist into the lumpy part of her hip and nodded down at the plate she’d set on the table. “Two meals, and a rest.” And she held out her hand.

The Sinker’s fingers went into the folds of her dark clothes, and the letter emerged. She put it flat on my mother’s palm. “Thank you,” she said.

My mother stared at the letter for a breath, then, with gentle fingers, unfolded the page and began to read.

“Where has he settled?” Tim asked.

My mother shook her head, reading to the very end. “It doesn’t say.” She turned to the Sinker. “From how far up did this letter come down with you? A few hundred rests? A thousand?”

The Sinker sighed and looked around, then set her cold gaze back on my mother. “A ten-rest rise from here,” she said.

My mother went still, a full puffing and unpuffing of her small body. She turned and looked into the basin. Her hands held the edge. Her voice was so quiet, I couldn’t hear it over the distant roar of the sink, whatever it was she said.



I had finished with the cow and was urging her to the edge. Like always, she reached out her hoof, uncertain, pawing the void for some purchase. I gave her an encouraging slap on the rump, and she went for it, stepping off with a frightened moo. I watched her shift and sink, relax, then waver and rise, tether out taut, her supple face settled into the calm embrace of the friction. Her black empty eyes looked back at me, always confused.

From where I was, I could see past the next house over, to the meeting hall, where the boys of the rock were gathered for the once-a-rest lesson with the rise instructor. It was how the boys learned to become the kind of risers our rock was known for. Probably they were listening to some lecture about the future of their lives and the need to prepare now no matter how far away their Deciding seemed. Or maybe using the funnel hole in the center of the floor to hone their rising, working meticulously through all the fine details of Kolatchi position.

Several girls were gathered outside, standing atop an empty barrel to peer through the hall’s high back window, exactly as I had done when I was their age. I could still picture that diagram every boy was made to learn and draw from memory—a pyramid pattern of rocks like ours with Center City way up at the top and biggest of all.

One of the older girls was up on the barrel, a younger tapping her calf because it was her turn to climb up and have a look. But the older girl wasn’t relenting, and some bickering broke out, until the rise instructor appeared, chasing them off with his fluffy beard, as wild and as windblown as some scavenge hauled in from the sink.

As the girls scattered, screeching and giggling, I noticed the Sinker behind the meetinghouse, way out on the far edge. She was gazing outwide, her helmet up under her arm, her pack and sword strapped tight to her back. Her hair whipped upward, lashing back at all the other lives she’d already passed. And soon, off she’d sink, to wherever it was she was headed, gone again into the void, and I’d be just another tiny life somewhere above.

I’m unsure how long it took me to cross to her. At each breath, she could have slipped on that helmet and leaned forward and been gone, but at each breath, she did not. It was silly to think she didn’t know I was approaching, but she never turned or acknowledged me at all until I was by her side. Even then her gaze stayed focused on the far outwide.

“Is there an end to it?” I shouted, loud to be heard over the roar.

A breath passed. I wasn’t sure she’d answer, but then she did, her voice low and clear, piercing the friction somehow with its quiet surety. “There doesn’t seem to be. Rumors abound. People believe what they believe.”

“Is sinking really slower, slower than rising?” I was shouting still. It was the only way I could be sure she’d hear me.

“That’s a myth,” she said. “If you know how to sink, you can get going just as fast, faster even.”

I nodded. “It doesn’t seem like he went that far, my uncle. Ten rests from here. After all the training, all the expectations. He could have gone further if he’d sunk instead?”

She shrugged. “It’s harder than you think out there, to be in the void, sinking or rising or going outwide. A single rest is more than most people can handle. After two or three, they crack, from the darkness, the solitude, the hunger, the uncertainty. Most people, once they get back in, they never go out again.”

“Most people, but not all?”

She smiled. “No, not all.”

Some part of me knew it was the wrong thing to say, but I thought then that I would never have another chance. “Did you betray your family?” I asked. “One girl was made to leave here once. It was because she’d betrayed her family. But it was before I was born.” In the silence, I felt foolish and naive and wished I could take it back.

“Rocks are all different,” she told me. “With different codes and preconceptions about rising and sinking.”

“That’s why you decided to sink? Because of the code where you grew up?”

“My rock had no code. I wanted to be as far away from it as possible.”

The friction warbled as it will, swirling and churning as it roiled by. “I dream about the void,” I told her, nodding into the vastness of the sink. “But I’ve never been out in it, not really.”

“What is the dream like?”

“Longer than when I sleep, because it always feels like I’ve been out in it forever.”

“It seems like you’re lost,” the Sinker said, “just empty sink, and you can’t find anything, up, down, outwide.”

I nodded and wiped a tear I hadn’t felt forming. “And there’s a feeling of something tugging me,” I continued.

“The friction feels that way.”

I shook my head. “But it’s something more than the friction, a separate something. A pull, but from the inside. A pull downward.”

The Sinker was looking at me and I back, into her thinning eyes. A long roaring of the sink passed. I thought that would be it. I could feel her about to slip away and be gone. “Your son has an infection,” she said, “an organism that got into the wound.”

I nodded. “The knife fell off the table and hit his thigh and he cried a bit, but we didn’t think a thing of it until a few rests later and it already had him.” Talking about it was like pulling my heart back to that moment, the knife there on the floor. The silly boy crying, I’d thought when I saw the tiny nick. “I know it’s dumb to think, but if I’d just washed it when it happened, it might have made all the difference.”

“It might have,” she said. “Probably not, though. It’s no use to worry about it, either way, what you could have done. Breath is not like the void. You can’t choose which way to go. It only goes forward. From here. Then here. Then here. Forever.”

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s best for me to just accept it. Talking about it, thinking about it, it only makes it more upsetting.”

“On some rocks people don’t die of infection.”

“They don’t?”

“On some yes, but not all.”

I wondered about my uncle, about Bristle, about all the other boys who’d left. If they’d reached such a place, wouldn’t one of them have come back and told us? But none of the boys ever sank back down. They vanished into the blackness of the void and never returned. Occasionally a letter, filled with empty mystery.

“I can take you to Roseblood,” the Sinker said. “I’m headed that general direction.”

“Roseblood?”

“A rock. A few rests’ sink from here. We can get medicine there that will save your son.”





THE VOID [image: ]

The Sinker led me out, slowly, into the uprushing friction. “You know how to sink?” she shouted, loud to be heard over the roar. I shook my head. Her face showed through the front of the helmet, the visor snapped up, but her expression was flat and unreadable. She’d had me tie my hair down and given me a tight cap to keep it from whipping around. I could feel the ties shifting and tugging at my scalp as the friction pulled and battered me.

“A lot of surrender,” the Sinker shouted, “and a little bit of control.” She gestured for me to follow her lead, then angled her shoulders and hips in a way that turned her upside down, helmet pointing into the undervoid. I did the same, and my body flipped and I started to sink. I could feel the friction, harder on my shoulders and head, then lighter as it lapped and curled past my feet. The surface of Fairviel tilted away as we went down below the edge, and then I was looking up at the jagged, craggy underside.

“Let it shape your shape,” the Sinker shouted. “Then adjust.” She bent at her hips and drifted away, then came easing back. “Use the flow, the coursing of the friction going by. Let it scoop in behind you and push you along.” She snapped her visor down and leaned away and picked up some speed.

I mimicked her, legs together, arms tight to my sides, and I felt the friction crackle along me as my speed increased, and I looked back at Fairviel getting smaller and smaller, then smaller than I’d ever thought it could be, then only a speck, then gone, and in all directions there was nothing but the dark endlessness of the void, and the only thing I could see was a subtle gleam off the Sinker’s helmet, and I tilted and wobbled and settled in on her flank and we plummeted downward together, the roar overpowering, sinking positions held tight, the void forming more and more darkness below, nothing changing for what seemed like an entire rest or more, until the Sinker began to move and her pose loosened and she went into her pack, and I let my arms and legs loosen too and felt the blood flow easing and then painful and then soothing, and the Sinker pressed a pill into my hand and I put it into my mouth and swallowed and felt it filling my insides, and a drop from a tiny dropper, the liquid iron-tasting on my tongue, then back into position, arms and legs pinned tight, the void smearing into a sameness and then an even deeper and extending sameness, as if all of the sink was only a single dragging breath, and I eased into the cupping fabric of the roar, the soothing cradle of its deafening warble, and all sounds and sensations were the same and seamless but for a dull, confused tunnel I could not remember passing through, and the Sinker was gone, or perhaps I was the Sinker, and I looked around, but in no direction could I see anything, and I felt again the thinning of all I was, my body becoming lighter and lighter, and when there was only the thinnest sliver left, something did finally form in the distance below, a faint hint of blue, a wavering of light, and the sensation of the sink began to change to more of a floating, and, looking below, I could see the thing I’d been sinking toward was water, a plane of it extending in all directions, as endless as the endless sink, and the roar was gone and the friction too and above me stretched out all I’d fallen through, and the void began to waver and something grabbed hold of my arm and I looked and saw a dark tentacle had attached itself to me and I pulled away and it doubled its strength and yanked me back into the uprushing of the sink, and where the tentacle had gripped me was the Sinker’s hand, shaking me awake.

She tapped the side of her helmet and the visor flipped up. She was yelling again, to be heard over the roar. “Risers!” And then I could see them, two glinting specks way below and coming up fast. “They’ve tracked us awhile now, adjusting their course.”

“Why?” I shouted back.

“To kill us and take whatever we have. Give me some space. Rise a little.”

I spread my arms and legs wide and felt the friction crashing harder into me and my descent slowing, and the distance between us grew. The specks had formed into two men, both with dim headlamps, one with a sword and the other with what looked like a spiked net. The Sinker’s visor flipped down and her body straightened and she accelerated away like an arrow released. As the three forms converged, there was a flash of thin steel; then the risers were rising limply by. In the headlamp lights I saw their frozen grimaces, pools of blood in shifting oblongs around them. The Sinker spread out her arms and legs and rose back to me. Her visor flipped up. “They find you sleeping and you’re dead.”

“I’m sorry,” I shouted back.

She wiped and sheathed her sword and was cold with indifference again. “Sleeping isn’t your fault. When you’re alone out here you have to.”

I looked into the darkness from which they’d come. It seemed impossible there could ever be anything down there. “How much further?”

The Sinker took out a small device, almost a cube but slightly elongated on one side with a tiny lens, a few knobs and buttons, and a row of input jacks. She settled it into her palm and pressed a button on one end. It crackled with crisp green light, and a complex of clustering dots projected out around us. She must have seen my awe and confusion. “It’s a map,” she shouted, and I could see it then as I never had, the ghosted layout of the wider sink. Her thumb rolled the top knob, and a section of the projection grew larger, the clusters separating and thinning. She pointed out a tiny red light moving downward. “This is us.” Then she pointed to a nearby dot. “And this is your home rock, Fairviel.” Scrolling again, she homed in on a dot in the path of our descent. “This is where we’re going. Not too far. Under a rest.”

I looked longer at the projected motes all around us. “How big is it, the map?” The Sinker smiled into the lashing friction. Her thumb scrolled and flicked, and we were enveloped by a cloud of projected specks, too many to count or even pick out from the near-uniform haze, all of it sinking together endlessly through the void.

And then the map was gone and we tilted and plummeted, and there was another pill and another of the metallic-tasting drops and ever more unfolding darkness spreading out in waves and peeling back to reveal only more layers of the endless void beneath, and then there was another type of light, faint in the distance far below, not one light but hundreds, set atop a high stone wall, a square perimeter around the edge of an equally square rock.

The Sinker’s visor snapped up. Inside the helmet was dark, with only peekings of her face as she yelled above the roar.





ROSEBLOOD [image: ]

As we sunk closer, the true size of Roseblood became clear. Ten of Fairviel would have fit on its surface. More awe-inspiring than its size was its density. Within the enclosing walls, houses were packed in tight rows, rows upon rows, no empty space but for a few wide walkways cutting length- and crosswise. There were more lights, dotted throughout, on the fronts of buildings, hanging above the paths, glowing from inside windows. The high wall surrounded it all but for a thin outcropping on one side where even more lights illuminated a sparse cluster of tents and trading booths. Bulky generators along the edge sucked up friction from the void to spin turbines like we had on Fairviel, but as big as a house. From high atop the walls, three bright plumes ignited and headed toward us.

“Centurions,” the Sinker shouted. “Do as they say. And don’t talk.”

They swooped in and hovered around us, backpacks on that shot fire from the bottoms. All three had cubist-hilt swords in sheaths on their belts. “What is your business at Roseblood?” one shouted.

“Just a stop,” the Sinker shouted back.

The centurions bobbed slightly, in tune with the fluctuating exhaust from their packs. Each had a control in their left hand with a wire snaking back. “Stay on the traders’ side of the wall,” one finally shouted. The Sinker nodded, and the centurions went hurtling back to their posts.

We sank toward the small clearing, and the surface widened and picked up detail. Then it was coming on too fast, and I thought for sure I would break both legs. The Sinker was at my shoulder. She made an upslicing motion with her hand, then dove downward and angled her body that same way, and the friction scooped under her and her coiled legs caught her as perfectly as if she’d stepped off a kitchen stool. I tried to mimic her motion, but the upcurving friction came on too sharp. My feet hit first, but the surface yanked itself out from under me. I threw my hands down to break my fall, but they collapsed. Pain bit through my ribs and chest, then dulled and contracted as if pulling me into it. I could feel the hardness of the surface now, holding me up, and I rolled onto my back, gasping for breath.

The Sinker’s face appeared, hovering against the darkness of the void. “You’re all right,” she declared. She helped me to my feet. I stood and arched my back and had to suck in hard to get any air. “You knocked out your wind,” she said. I imagined all the traders and travelers entertained by my sloppy landing, but not a single one had noticed, or if they had, they didn’t care. They sat at their fires or in the front flaps of tents, not paying attention to us in the least.

I’d been in the sink before, but only floating out in it, and never beyond sight of Fairviel, never for longer than a few dozen breaths. Now, after two full rests out in it, walking on rock felt incomplete, a half sensation. I was relieved to have something solid pressing back up again, but it was so quiet without the roar. I missed the darkness too. Everything around us was lit bright in the high, searing lamps, looming like big glowing eyes. Against the light, the dark outlines of the centurions could be seen, pacing slowly on the wall above.

At an open tent, the Sinker traded a few glass bearings for a mysterious hunk of meat she called pig. We took it to a fire where others were cooking similar meat and meat in links and iron pots of boiling juices. We settled in with looks and nods from the others, and the Sinker set to cooking. I noticed immediately that some of the people around the fire were women. I knew the Sinker was right when she told me not all rocks were the same, but now I knew she was even more right. Maybe Fairviel was an exception, not a norm.

“You rising or sinking?” an old man asked us.

The Sinker only stared into the fire, offering nothing.

“Sinking,” I said. “For now anyway.”

A younger man spoke up, a kid really, barely older than the deciding age back on Fairviel. “Better make your mind one way or the other. Lest you don’t plan on getting anywheres your whole life. Me, I’ve been sinking since I first came to. First chance I got.”

The old man’s eyes thinned on the kid. He caught me watching him and pressed a smile. “Are you sinking too?” I asked him.

The old man nodded, once for me, then at the kid. “Since I was about this one’s age.”

“All that breath,” the kid said, “and we in the same spot now, you and me.”

The old man’s eyes darkened as he looked into the lapping flames. “It ain’t where you are that’s important, kid, but how far you’ve sunk to get there.”

The kid thought about it, then laughed.

“Where are you going?” I asked the older man.

More laughter mixed into the crackle of the fire, but the old man’s face stayed soft and kind. “Just down,” he said. “Been going down a long while.”

“Did you come from Center City?”

The question hung. I could see a few of the faces snickering. I looked to the Sinker, but she only stared into the fire, minding the meat she’d bought. The kid was talking again: “Never heard of no Central City. Maybe you mean the Big Gather. Where you from?”

“Fairviel.”

The kid’s eyes turned inward; he didn’t seem to know it.

“Fairviel,” another said, a plump woman with a face as rounded and soft as a pillow. “I thought women don’t leave that place?”

“They usually don’t, I guess.”

“How far is this Central City?” the kid asked.

“Center City,” I corrected. I could hear the tone of my own voice, like it was something they already knew and I was only reminding them. “Two thousand, three thousand rests? No one’s quite sure.”

There was more laughter around the fire, and the kid whooped and slapped his leg. “Three thousand rests?” he said between chuckles. Even the Sinker was smiling.

“Center City! Not real. Old scavenger legend.” It was a rat-faced man across the fire. He was glancing around nervously under the brim of a furry helmet. “Legend was they would tell families on small rocks, and these people used to give over their food out of fear at just the mention. The mention of Center City. They let you sleep in their daughter’s beds too.”

A lost-looking man was wagging a finger at us. “I heard of the place where this woman is from, thought about going there myself once or twice maybe, maybe see if I can stop this constant drift and settle down. Rise, sink, outwide, a dozen rests in one direction, then change my mind and drift off in some other. Fairviel…They say a riser can settle there and go stationary.”

The Sinker, at some point undetermined, had moved her hand to her sword hilt. Now she pulled it, a hard, short yank; a gleaming sliver of her blade hovered over her shoulder. “Any of you go to Fairviel, you’ll be dead before your toe hits rock.” The threat simmered, the sword reflecting in the eyes of everyone there.

“I hear it’s boring anyway,” the lost man replied, indifferent.

The rat-faced man hadn’t stopped laughing. “Center City? Like some place in charge of the whole thing, ruling the whole of the sink?” He laughed again. “What you really need to worry about is what’s at the bottom.” He pointed out into the void. “A place where all the rocks land, all piled up, one on top of another, broken to bits. And everything on them.”

“The Great Flat,” someone whispered.

“The Great Flat?” I asked. “What’s that?”

The old man pressed a smile. “Maybe real, maybe not. Maybe just some way to explain the end.”

“The end of what?”

“The end won’t come from above or below or even outwide!” It was a ragged old woman, made thin-boned and sinewy by a life in the sink. Her face was disproportionally teeth; they snapped, clicking while she talked. “It will come from within.” She waited to continue, lapping up the attention. “There’s a rock…a rock that consumes other rocks, has iron tentacles to suck them right in, eats them and every thing and every person on them. That is what’s coming for us all.”

The Sinker’s eyes had fixed on her. I was the only one who noticed, the others all focused on the woman’s toothy voice, the searching way her eyes probed.

“And not sinking, this rock,” she continued, “nor rising even, but making whatever way it wants through the void.”

“That’s not possible,” someone said.

The woman frowned. “Not possible. Is!”

“Who told you all that?” the Sinker demanded. All eyes turned to her, then followed her hard gaze back to the woman.

She stared at the Sinker, daring her. “No one told me! I saw it! Pulled the whole rock right in, smashing and chewing it, until all that was left was void where it’d been!”

“Where?” the Sinker asked. “Where did you see this? What rock was it?”

The woman’s face fell. Her teeth seemed to float out free of her lips. She remained that way through a full breath. “Chancetville,” she said. “Next sector over.”

Someone laughed. “You’ve never traveled a sector in your life!” Others around the fire were chuckling too.

“Yes I have, you tit! I’ve been further than any of you! I started at Flagtop and went outwide as far as Kel. Down to the Green, then out and up past the Scollord Arc.” Her face burst into a mad, toothy grin, hand up, finger pointing into the darkness of the void. Loose flesh flapped the underside of her arm. “It’s out there. It is! And you will all find out some rest when you’re chewed up slow by it too.”

There was no more laughing or taunts.

“After Chancetville,” the Sinker said, “you rose to here?”

The woman shook her head, her brow knitting. Her mouth moved silently, trying out the shapes before she’d say the words. “I sliced off midoutwide…to Treckell…then Flellwool…Strattatta…then straight rise more or less to here.”

“Strattatta,” someone hissed. “There is no Strattatta.”

The woman was too tired now to argue. Her lips were stretched and bloodless, a fleshy bulge covering her misaligned teeth.

With a sudden burst of coughing fire from the high wall, three centurions launched. Three tubes of dark smoke, milky and opaque against the pure black of the sink. They coagulated in the void to meet a riser coming up, just as they had met us. There was a shout, and all eyes looked up as a bright plume of sparks flowered in the void. One of the centurions had killed the riser, and off he went, rising now in no direction.

The kid leapt to his feet.

“Let it be,” the old man said.

The kid smiled. “Must be something on that riser worth checking for.” He ran for the edge. A few breaths later, I could see him rising expertly. I’d never seen anyone accelerate upward so fast. As he reached the riser’s limp body, a single centurion swooped by, sword out, and sliced the kid in half.

I looked around the fire, but no one seemed to care. They watched him float away a few breaths, then went back to the depths of their own minds. Only the old man seemed affected, a slight misting of memory or regret in his eyes. “Why did they do it?” I asked.

He looked up at the two pieces of the kid’s body vanishing into the dark void above. “Code is code. And code here is no scavenging in sight of Roseblood.”



We found an empty spot to bunk down, set off from the other tents. The Sinker was encouraging me to get some rest, but I could tell she had no intention of doing so herself. “I have to go inside,” she finally said.

“Inside?” Up on the wall, I could see the centurions pacing along. I thought of the Sinker, cut in two like the kid and left to drift off, meaningless forevermore. But it didn’t seem possible.

She dug in her bag and came out with a piece of iron pipe about as long as my forearm. It had a second, shorter pipe welded perpendicular. “This is a bolt sling,” she said. She held the shorter pipe so the longer rested on the top of her hand and wrist. I could see the main pipe was cut lengthwise in half with a pull and a spring inside it. The Sinker’s hand came out of her bag again, now with a small metal bolt in her palm, which she fit into the trough of the longer pipe. “Pull it back like this,” she said. She eased the bolt back along the groove until there was a click, then, lifting it, showed me a push trigger on the shorter pipe. “It’s only accurate if someone is within a few steps.” She carefully released the bolt and handed it all over. “In case anyone messes with you while I’m gone.”

I took the bolt sling and the bolt.

“You won’t need to use it,” she said. “If someone gets close enough, you load it, show them, and they’ll leave you alone.” She looked me over a breath longer and seemed satisfied. “I’ll be back soon.” And off she went, weaving between the fires and tents until I could no longer see her.

I tucked the bolt sling inside my coat and the bolt in the easiest pocket to reach, then settled down on the roll the Sinker had put out for me. All the traders and travelers had gone into their tents and bedrolls, only the occasional shifting somewhere in the big pools of light. A centurion arced off and returned. Another swooped low, then was gone with the fading cough of his jetpack. If I was home at Fairviel, Tim would be settled in beside me. Del would be down the hall, his pending death filling all the space between. But it felt so far away, farther than the couple rests of void we’d traveled, farther than all of the sink.

A man shuffled loudly past and glanced down at me. His face was terribly scarred by burns and seemed frozen in the process of dripping off. He went to a bedroll and lay down, and I watched the soft stillness of his body for I don’t know how many breaths and I was not aware of a darkness slipping over me, but the lights from the high wall were gone as if slowly faded out and in their place the dark emptiness of the overvoid, and forming below me was that same plane of water, churning and roiling and flowing over itself, more water than there ever could be, outwide as far as the outwide went, and when it seemed the water would roll on as endlessly as the sink, a rock appeared in the faraway distance, except this rock wasn’t sinking through any void; it was in the water, completely surrounded by it, with only the rock’s surface visible, and sinking closer I saw an edge of white sand and clustered trees running off into the distance, and I swooped low, and as the surface rushed to embrace me, I opened my eyes and could see an odd shape moving in the deadened light of the fire.

It was the Sinker, rolling up her gear, packing it away in her ever-tightening pack. When she saw me awake, she held up two tiny jars. “You put this on your son’s wound. And this into his food. One per meal until they’re gone. It will be about thirty-five rests or so. Did anyone bother you?”

I roused further, shaking my head. She went back to working her pack. It seemed to get smaller as she added things. “You were in that dream again,” she said.

“How could you tell?”

“Your eyes. They were moving wild behind your lids.”

I nodded, feeling the lingering downward tug of the sink inside my dream. “But there was something different. There was water.”

“Water?”

“A lot of water, more than there could be. More water than is possible.”

The Sinker contemplated it as she packed more things, folding up flaps and weaving in ties.

“Will you tell me the truth about Center City?” I asked.

She was still a breath, then sighed as if tired of it. “There is no High Careless, no Center City, no Great Flat. Only endless void and rocks sinking through it.”

I nodded. “I sort of knew that.” I looked at the jars, one filled with pills, the other a clear goo. “This medicine, all of this, this place. A couple rests from Fairviel and no one even knows about it?”

“The men probably do, the ones who’ve settled there. They hear a rumor about a place with women waiting to hitch a riser. They learn the code, the things to say. Their real pasts vanish.”

My stomach felt suddenly heavier in my gut, like it had shifted down lower than my hips. A heat worked up the back of my neck, and the lapping friction cooled it and
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