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        Ideology, in creating a bridge of excuses between the systems and the individual, spans the abyss between the aims of the system and the aims of life.

        VÁCLAV HAVEL (ADAPTED FROM) THE POWER OF THE POWERLESS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Any answer divorced from the information that informs it is no better than a dice throw.

        ELLIS TATE BAXTER
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      “I went to the Lohj today.”

      The woman at the bowl raised her head from the mist, her expression caught between panic and hope.

      “What did It say?”

      The man in the tent’s entrance hesitated a heartbeat too long, and the pause betrayed him.  She saw it, and her hope tilted sharply toward panic.

      “Pregnancy is fine,” he said. “But Birth is out of the question.”

      She stared at him in disbelief, letting the words settle like ash upon her. Her eyes never left him.

      “Pregnancy is fine,” she repeated.

      “But Birth is out of the question,” he replied.

      “Pregnancy is fine.”

      “Yes.”

      “Pregnancy is fine?”

      “Yes, but Birth⁠—”

      “I heard you!”

      She looked down into the bowl. The mist drifted over its rim and poured down the side, spilling across her trembling hands. Her eyes clouded over as she stared at the swirling vapor, its currents like a thing alive.

      The man removed his riding clothes and crossed the tent to where she crouched. He dropped beside her.

      “You are wasting it,” he said as he lowered his face over the bowl and breathed in some mist.

      “Did It say anything else?” she asked softly after several moments.

      “That is all,” the man replied.

      “Pregnancy is fine. That is all?”

      “Birth is out of the question,” he corrected. “That is all It said.”

      “Why not Birth?” Her voice broke. “I do not understand.”

      “I do not know. That is what It said.”

      “What about Conception?”

      “Of course, Conception. Conception and Pregnancy. That is how it works.”

      “But not Birth?”

      “No.” He tried to mask his exasperation, but the edge bled through.

      “Can you go back and ask again?” Desperation sharpened her tone.

      “No!” His surprise at her nerve was plain. “I do not have the political capital to return. I asked. It answered. That is all there is. What more can I do?”

      “Conception and Pregnancy without Birth,” she mumbled. “That is cruelty.”

      “Do not blaspheme.”

      “Go back,” she pleaded. “Ask again. Please ask again.”

      “I cannot,” he said, pushing away from the bowl. “You do not understand how it works.”

      “You mean you will not,” she jabbed.

      “No! I cannot! It does not work so. I asked. It answered. It is done! The answer is the answer. I cannot change it, and I cannot ask again. Why must you torment me so?”

      As she waved her hand through the mist, contemplating a different approach to persuade him to reconsider, her sleeve slid up her arm. He saw the tattoo on her wrist—a small spiked ball that resembled a dandelion seed head, but meant something more insidious, a sign of blasphemy from her younger, impudent days. He reached over and pulled her sleeve down to cover the symbol of her past heresy.

      “Keep your sleeves down,” he snapped. “Nobody can see that mark of your recklessness. It will mean the end of both of us.”

      She pulled the sleeve down and slipped her thumb through the hole that kept it in place. She looked down at the bowl, swirled the mist with her fingertips, and fell silent. She watched tiny vortices dance in the wake of her motion. The silence felt heavy and cold between them. She swirled and thought and watched the mist spill from the bowl unconsumed.

      “What is It like?” she asked, covering the bowl with her hands, blocking the mist from pouring out. He relaxed at her awareness of the waste despite her disappointment.

      “What do you mean? Conception?”

      “No,” she said, allowing the mist to once more spill over the edge. “The Lohj. What is It like?”

      “I do not know,” he said, pulling the mist toward his face.

      “You saw It, did you not?”

      “No.”

      “You did not see It?” Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “I do not understand. How did It answer you?”

      He sighed deeply and once more pushed back from the bowl, shaking his head with mounting frustration.

      “I did not have the political capital to see the Lohj. I barely had enough to ask the question. Now I doubt I even have that.”

      “Then how does it work? Tell me how the Asking works.”

      “You are not allowed to know,” he said. “Telling you would be heresy, even if you were not a foreigner. Women are not allowed to know.”

      “How’s that heresy? You’re just making that up! It’s no more heresy than taking the mist. A misdemeanor, maybe, but not heresy.”

      He glared at her.

      “I do not like it when you use that low dialect. Correct your tone and diction if you wish to continue.”

      She sighed and then said quietly, enunciating each word. “Fine.  How is that heresy? You are just making that up. It is no more heresy than taking the mist. A misde⁠—”

      “Stop it!” He thundered. “Why must you mock me?”

      He reached toward the bowl and waved more of the vapor toward his face, breathing deeply. He was determined not to tell her what she wanted to know, but felt the urge growing in him to get it out so she would be silent. The mist relaxed him. He broke.

      “I went to the Temple when I was summoned to the Asking. I wrote my question on paper and put it in a wooden box. I handed the priest the box and my capital. He took the box behind a curtain. I waited. Eventually, the priest returned with the box and my capital—three nodes shorter! I took the paper out of the box and read the answer.”

      She waited. He drew more of the mist. She waited still. He folded his hands under his chin and stared at the bowl.

      “That is all?”

      “Yes.”

      “Pregnancy, but no Birth,” she said.

      He nodded.

      “I hate it,” she cried suddenly, returning her face to the bowl.

      He pulled away.

      “Lower your tone,” he said. “The answer you so despise cost half of my capital. Half! Three nodes are gone! I do not know how long it will take to earn that back! I wish you would have more respect for the risks I take for you. But, if you insist on blaspheming, please do it away from me! Do not make me an accomplice to your foolishness!”

      She bristled.

      “Foolishness? Conception and Pregnancy, without Birth—that is foolishness! That is blasphemy! You must go back! You have to ask again!”

      He stood and closed his eyes. Tears born of frustration and the mist brimmed over and slid down his cheeks. She saw the toll her words had taken and drew back. She knew he allowed her more leniency than most men would, and she did not want to force him to cast her aside. She could not survive in the wild again, and she did not want to risk being put on the market. He was, after all, a good man. She had known worse. To cause him to send her away would indeed be foolish. Yet she would not let the subject die. She would need to let his calm return through the mist.

      Silence smothered the tent. The mist drifted in eddies and currents. They stared at the bowl, not speaking. Her mind raced. He waited. Time passed.

      Her eyes followed the swirling mist as her mind ran through possible alternatives. His discomfort with her silence began to disturb him.

      “What if I just have Birth anyway?” she asked at last. “How will anyone know if I do that?”

      He wiped his eyes and gaped at her, amazed at her audacity. Her words rolled around in his head. How will anyone know? It was not something that could be hidden. They would both be branded as heretics. Why could she not be happy with Conception and Pregnancy? Why was she so bent on Birth? It was often the way of the older ones to be a bit more intense, but she was a trial in patience that he was not sure he could endure.

      “It would be obvious,” he said at last. “You cannot hide Birth. Someone will notice.”

      “What if we found someone who has only Birth but wants Conception and Pregnancy? Could we trade?” And then, absently, as if to herself, “I wonder if it would cost much.”

      His head thundered. He was losing patience. He was losing strength. He felt like he was losing his mind. The Lohj had answered, yet she would not accept it. How could she be so brazen, so stubborn, so reckless? His conscience told him that he should report her irreverence and let the punishment fall upon her, but something else in him was beginning to soften to her persistence. She was unlike any other he had known. Despite her wildness, he had grown fond of her. He wanted her to be happy in her role.

      “If the Lohj had said only Birth, would you argue for Pregnancy? Why must you never yield?”

      “I want Birth,” she said
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