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I never had the knack for staying awake. Consciousness hung over me like a sodden rag, weighing on my eyelids and muffling my ears, yet even my stifled senses did not spare me the indignity of hearing my name screamed across a public place.

“Hiresha!”

The reckless shout could not refer to me, I decided. Another lady of the same name must peruse the bazaar, someone who would consider replying to the immodesty of a raised voice. Why, I was not even in view but safe behind curtains.

Regardless, I trembled in the dimness, my head ringing with remembered shouts. “Hiresha walks like a sleepy monkey.” “Hiresha, you’re slower than a drunken sloth.”  And, “How could she ever raise children? Hiresha sleeps more than a newborn.”

My neck burned and flushed under layers of silk and velvet. Gowns that had comforted me in the frigid climate of the Academy now smothered, and I began to pant, sweat running down my back like a millipede with a thousand tickling feet.

I had to disperse the heat building inside me, though deep breaths only drew in more hot air. My lungs smoldered, and my chest refused to move altogether when the worst happened: A woman screamed my name again.

“Hiresha! Don’t leave me to die!”

My drowsiness ground against a heat headache, and I could make no sense of the shout. The disjointed words tumbled in my mind, holding no meaning either together or alone. 

Don’t Hiresha die me leave to.

Leave die to Hiresha don’t me.

The carriage in which I was riding slowed to a standstill. A door opened, spilling light over the drifts and folds of my gowns. Jewels covered the landscape of fabric that draped over the seats, and the interior of the carriage glittered like a geode.

My maid bustled within and unhooked my arms from their harnesses of silk. The crisscross of cloth was used to hold me upright while traveling, to prevent me from falling forward in my sleep and hurting myself.

I asked, “Why ever has Deepmand stopped the carriage?”

“Couldn’t say.”  Maid Janny tugged on my gloves. “Maybe hereabouts women cry for enchantresses to save them every hour, on the hour. Must amount to a proper nuisance.”

“I hardly think the woman meant me. Only Sri the Flawless is expecting my arrival.” 

“Might be she recognized something about your carriage. Its four white horses. Or the eye-blistering golden wheels!” Janny dabbed the sweat on my brow then scuttled out again.

“Maid Janny, inform Deepmand to—Maid Janny!”

The carriage tipped and bobbed as Spellsword Deepmand descended from the driver’s perch. His turban glinted with gold thread, and his eyes shone black as onyx above a long beard neatly trimmed into a rectangle. He lifted an embossed gauntlet to assist my step down to the road, yet I only sat and wondered what this was all about and who had screamed. The person in question had taken great liberties with my name.

I peered out across the Bazaar of Fallen Stars. Within merchant tents, open chests twinkled with diamonds. Rugs spread with vials of perfume; a fire breather performed with an orange flash, and a crowd gathered around a cage for the unjust.

“Hiresha!” The woman’s cry seemed to originate from the cage. “He’ll kill me tonight!”

“She seems rather excessive.” I knew something of the severity of crimes punished by time in the cage, and I never went out of my way to meet murderers. “Spellsword Deepmand, I have an appointment with Sri the Flawless at the God’s Eye Court. You may take me there now.”

“May I take leave to suggest,” he said, “that the delay will be worthwhile, Elder Enchantress.”

Hearing him use my title in public reassured me. I was not so very old, yet being called “elder” added another comforting layer of concealment.

Both my driver and my personal guard, Spellsword Deepmand possessed a wealth of alertness. I trusted him with my safety and dignity, and if he thought I should associate myself with this outburst then I would.

Taking his hand, I dragged myself from my seat. Sweeps of cloth flowed after me, my gowns spreading from the confines of the carriage in a sparkling cascade.

The crowd gasped, and my spine tightened, while sickness at my own inadequacy wormed its way up my intestines. I was flawed, and they would see it. They would shout it, like they always had.

“Look! The girl who fell asleep in the privy.” The taunt boomed in my mind. “Thought she’d died in there, and when we had the door broken, we all seen her with skirt pulled up. Remember her face? Blinking awake, then gape-eyed like she was choking.”

Heat billowed from my heart, scalding my chest and rushing to my head. The world blurred and rolled about me. I could not focus on any of the bodies in the crowd, only their staring faces. They were a multi-headed beast, a hydra ready to devour.

“Her own mother introduced her as an idiot. Said a cobra had spat in her ear. Rotted her brain.”

I walked with an ornate cane. To be precise, I stumbled forward, and the cane saved me from falling in a heap of silk before the monstrous throng of eyes.

A brick cracked under Deepmand’s plated boot, and the isolated noise forced me to realize that the bazaar was hushed. None of the people had spoken. None had jeered. For the first time, I focused on an individual, a woman with a pink cloth wrapped around her belly’s enviable roundness. Her short blue blouse would not by itself have covered her pregnancy, and her healthy skin was the hue of amber and lustrous from budding motherhood.

My gowns had tricked her and the rest into not recognizing me. I reminded myself that these people were the virtuous citizens of Morimound, and years had passed since any had seen the girl who had fallen asleep in the street privy.

The same weight of sleep bowed me over now, and I teetered forward, feeling in my plethora of gowns that I waded through a river of silk. I slipped, the cane catching me at the last moment. No one in the predominately male crowd seemed to notice, although my searching eyes caught on another pregnant woman. This one propped a toddler on top of her enlarged belly, leaning far back to compensate for the weight. She had a wilted look, and when she sneezed I feared she would collapse. Her nose ran, eyes a red and blotchy shade of someone who had not slept well for a year.

Meeting expectant women was always bittersweet. Half smiling and half wincing, I approached her, while she held her gaze lowered. I did not imagine this demure person had been the one to call for my help, yet I reached up into the blue and green ribbons of my headdress to remove a jeweled brooch, which I handed to her.

“Sell this,” I said, “and buy yourself some help and a few days’ rest.”

She began to sob, staring down at the cluster of emeralds and gold in her hand, and I shared a moment of surprise: I had meant to give her a topaz brooch and instead had presented a treasure worthy of a princess. Yet I would not think of taking back the gift.

At the sight of my charity, the crowd surged closer. Spellsword Deepmand stopped the tide with single upraised gauntlet. He resembled a gold-and-bronze-plated armadillo, except with a scimitar clamped to his back large enough to decapitate an elephant.

I looked toward my destination, the cage, only to be accosted by the appearance in the crowd of a third woman flaunting her fertile belly. The coincidence of seeing three pregnant women in a row shocked me like the sharp pain from a biting fly.

After my next steps swayed toward the cage, a voice of an older woman issued from within the bars. “Bless you, Hiresha. Perhaps only one god has cursed me.”

Blinking away my fatigue, I saw an elderly matron entrapped within the cage, her fat belly pressed against the slats of brass. She must have been the source of the screams. My lethargic thoughts thrashed about, trying to recall where I had seen her wrinkled face before.

“I am Sri,” she said in response to my confusion. “This is who I now am.”

“Sri the Flawless?”

As soon as I said it, I regretted it. The Flawless could not be in shackles. I always had respected Sri as the city’s arbiter and a woman of sober thinking and propriety, and no possibility existed that she could be locked in this cage, a death sentence fit for rapists and cannibals.

The bars would trap her outside at night, exposing her to Feasters.

Those locked in the cage could not run—nor would bars protect them. An indirect method of execution, the open-air prison dragged out death over hours or days, yet all knew it better to satisfy the Feasters with criminals than leave them to bang on the doors of the innocent at midnight.

This woman already looked half dead, perhaps even three-quarters so. Jaundice discolored her eyes and sleeplessness ringed them, while her white hair contrasted with her sickly yellow skin. The more I peered at her, however, the more I thought I recognized her as Sri the Flawless.

An even more unbelievable possibility presented itself. Entertaining this second idea, I concluded, testified to how sleepiness warped my thinking and how my mindset distorted perception.

Sri the Flawless, the chaste arbiter of the city and four decades my senior, appeared to be not merely fat but pregnant.
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“I am blemished,” Sri the Flawless said.

Her hair, renowned for its prestigious length, tangled around her, knotted and greasy. The shortness of her blouse revealed a bulge centered at her waist.

“You turned to gluttony,” I said.

The prominent paunch drew the eye, yet her arms had dwindled to yellow sticks, her cheeks sunken as if all the fat in her body had dribbled into her abdomen. I could not help but think that her belly sat higher and firmer than I would expect for a glutton.

“The priests funneled drafts of wormwood down my throat, yet when this refused to shed itself...”  She waved to her belly. “...they decided death the most decent course of action.”

“You should have resigned,” I said, “and secluded yourself before—er—before that grew prominent. How decidedly undignified for a lady of seventy to, ah, pretend to carry child.”

Sri, more venerable than any grandmother, surprised me by sobbing like a girl of sixteen. The Flawless had always held society together with her passionless judgment; her shattered persona felt like a betrayal.

“I am unworthy,” she said. “Yet, last night taught me how much I want to live.”

Her fingers twitched, and she wrapped her arms around herself. She collapsed to sit on her ankles.

“The Feaster, he was kind and inquiring, at first. I hoped he would spare me because of my condition.” She held herself closer, digging her arms into her abdomen. “Now I’m afraid he’ll come back tonight.”

I steadied myself with both hands on my cane while endeavoring to make sense of the scene. My thoughts slithered from my grasp, and I slumped toward sleep.

Sri the Once Flawless said, “I want to taste the wines I’ve never tried, to explore the lands I’ve never seen, and to love. I know it’s not too late to love, and I want a good man to help raise the child in me.”

She caressed her unreasonably round belly.

“You can save me, Hiresha. Your spellsword can cut through these shackles.”

Her hand wobbled as she reached through the bars, beckoning to Deepmand. The scimitar belted to his back glinted with gilded scrollwork patterned in a tempest of lightning.

The crowd murmured. Deepmand turned to regard me, waiting to hear what I would say. The eyes of the citizens bore into me, demanding an answer.

“I will thank you to refer to me as ‘Elder Enchantress Hiresha,’ young lady.” I had not meant to say that last part to the white-haired woman—the words had slipped out like loose pages in an old tome—and shame silenced me for three long seconds. “They—the priests who sentenced you to this cage may have misinterpreted the wills of their gods. I will inform them of the impossibility of your pregnancy.”

White locks of hair fanned out as she shook her hair. “I am what I am. For months I couldn’t keep more than crumbs down. My hair has thickened, I piss more than a dog, and even my poor old breasts have perked up.”

Her lack of propriety forced me to gasp. “A reasonable explanation exists for all those symptoms.”

“For all?” She eased her belly against the bars.

My inability to think of an explanation in no way removed the possibility one existed. Even if pregnancy seemed the most visible answer, the idea could not be countenanced. I had never heard of a woman who bore a child at such advanced age. If a white-crowned woman could conceive, then the event would be as rare as a red diamond. She would never survive the birth.

“Even if you were pregnant,” I said, “you presumed too much in recalling me all the way from the Mindvault Academy. I am not one to conceal others’ improprieties. Or mine. Not to suggest I have any.” I could not believe I just said that.

“I admit I committed a selfish act,” Sri said, “and the gods revealed it. Yet, I pled for your return only for the sake of the other women of Morimound.”

“Yes. As the Flawless, you served as the paragon of virtue and restraint for them.”

A thought waddled to the fore of my mind: I had assumed Sri had meant harming its women indirectly by scarring Morimound’s reputation, yet she might have been thinking of another effect. She had said something about a transgression. I wished my thoughts would follow the speed of conversation.

More tears ran down her face’s wrinkles. “You may be right. Perhaps they are all pregnant because of me.”

I started. “What did you say?”

“Have you not seen? All the women of Morimound are with child.”

My thoughts froze in my head and refused to move. I had to speak without thinking.

“I most certainly have seen nothing of the kind. I have seen a trend, yet...no, it’s beyond possibility. Utterly impossible. The women of Morimound have upstanding morals, their threads of fate the brightest in the world. Did you say ‘all the women pregnant?’”

“And all for just as long.”

My heart pounded blood into my head, scattering my thoughts even farther. I could not focus on anything. It all seemed a nonsensical, childhood dream. Yet, I knew I did not dream because if I were sleeping, then I would not feel so exhausted.

“You, Sri the Once Flawless, can only be suffering from dementia.”

“Ask any woman here, any man. They will tell you I speak truth.”

The crowd mumbled assent.

“Hysteria,” I said, “cannot prove true a delusion.”

“Then go to the God’s Eye Court,” Sri the Once Flawless said. “You must believe the priests.”

“I will go, as sanity is obviously in need of a champion.”

In order to turn, I walked forward and sideways, following the course of a semicircle to ensure that my gowns swept behind me. The Once-Flawless’ words left me befuddled, and I would have fallen over on the way to the carriage if Maid Janny had not leaned over my gowns to steady my shoulder.

Children chased each other over the square, laughing and pretending to snarl as they chanted a rhyme:

“The Lord of the Feast comes,

How many heads has he?

One, two, three,

One, two, three.

When sun sets, he hungers,

Will you escape, my boy?

Wait and see,

Wait and see.”

The children halted their games at the sight of my gowns. Some clutched at one another and exclaimed in astonishment; the rest ran after me to touch the satin and silk trains. Usually, the sight of children would have provided a pleasant respite, yet my encounter with Sri had upset me beyond diversion.

Once I stepped into the carriage, I revolved in place, one foot moving at a time, to wind my trains inside. Maid Janny wrestled in the last of my folds. “You may open the curtains,” I said.

The Once Flawless had spoken the most intolerable claims. A few minutes’ observation of the city would provide all the evidence necessary to prove her wrong. With a clack of hooves, the carriage rolled up the street, and I gazed out a window.

Morimound rose from the savanna on a man-made hill of golden-brown brickwork. A pair of step pyramids crowned the city, one ziggurat for each god. The highest third of the White Ziggurat gleamed with the sun behind it, the fiery orb appearing to balance on the structure’s highest terrace.

Wood smoke from kilns enticed my nose, teasing me with memories of childhood that tiredness kept just outside my mind’s eye. Above the rooftops, canvas blades revolved on windmills, which drove pistons to sluice water into the city’s wells and flush refuse through an unsurpassed sewer system. I felt joy at the sight of Morimound, the greatest city in the world, alongside my fear that someone would recognize me, point, and laugh.

On the street, men backed into merchant tents to let the carriage pass. Three children ran after us, their pregnant mother struggling to keep up. I clicked my tongue in annoyance, although one more woman with child hardly attested to anything. I would need a larger sampling to form a judgment.

My eyelids began to droop. Deepmand’s shouting from the front of the carriage faded to a mumble as if liquid filled my ears.

“The elder enchantress returns! Make way for the....”

My blurry eyes distorted the world, and I felt I was underwater and gazing up through the rippling surface. Brick houses three stories and taller seemed to sway and bend over the street. My head lolling with fatigue, I floated away from reality.

Once I had seen a girl who fell into a city well; her head had struck on the way down. She had sunk with arms open, hair fanning around her, peaceful because of the concussion. Now I wondered if she had been struggling in her mind, but had only been able to twitch her fingers as she drowned. I felt as helpless.

Flashes of wakefulness came like gasps of breath; I watched in numb terror as the next woman entered my view, leaning back in her gait to counterbalance the weight of the child inside her. The following woman was similarly blessed, her belly bobbing at each turn of crank as she drew water from a well. 

I dipped back into my own private well, the transition between world and dream. This time, I did not fight the sinking sensation.

I must not have really seen seven pregnant women in a row, one old enough to be a great grandmother; my own bias had mistaken their plumpness for motherhood. To dry myself of sweat and to gain perspective, I would sleep.

In the blackness of my mind, marble steps appeared before my feet. I descended them, feeling heavier and heavier as I trudged closer to dreaming. Upon reaching the hundredth step, the stair vanished, and I leaped.

My weariness dissolved, the muddle of my thoughts clearing. I became weightless.
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I brushed one slippered foot on a circular dais comprised of one thousand glittering diamonds. The black slab of an operations table lay before me, the stone indented to accommodate the average human figure. A wall of the same basalt rock ringed the laboratory, and tiered ebony platforms followed the room’s curve. In each step of dark wood, a shelf glowed with a luminance of tools and baubles. 

The wall possessed no ornamentation, and neither doors nor windows marred its surface. Above the shelves, my favorite jewels drifted through the air, lighting the round room with their multicolored hues. Sapphires in flight shone like the blue of hot flames, while clusters of rubies and amethysts orbited like flocks of songbirds.

I Attracted a towel embroidered with gold to my hand, and it flew from a shelf through the air to my outstretched fingers. An enchantress’s primary power was to draw objects toward her, and Attracting came so naturally to me by now that I did not consider it a spell so much as a polite invitation for an item to jump into my palm.

All the shelved baubles stored memories of complex magic scripts, and the golden cloth I held was no exception. At my touch, the cloth shone, and hundreds of targeted Attractions pooled the sweat in my gowns into droplets, which were Burdened until they rolled down my stockings and away.
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I swiveled in the air, streams of bright fabric trailing my arms, until I faced a full-length mirror. The levitating looking glass did not reflect my image but my memories; it would reveal visions of my past, whether or not I had been sufficiently clear-headed to acknowledge them at the time.

Sri the Once Flawless appeared in the mirror, and understanding flashed into me. A tumor in her liver had swelled within her abdomen, mimicking the shape of pregnancy. Its corruption had spread to her brain and there increased the production of her feminine oils, which stimulated her hair follicles and mammary glands. Dementia then explained the rest of her ravings.

Having restored reality, I beckoned to the mirror. Images of the other six women blinked by within its crystal-covered silver, their imminent motherhood revealed not only in their bellies but also in the fullness and vibrancy of their black hair. Two even flaunted pregnancy masks: The darker pigmentation speckling their cheeks and brows would have arisen in the second trimester.

I could not believe it. The probability of seeing six pregnant women one after another was a thousand times less likely than one in forty-eight hundred. I calculated the vast numbers by visualizing beads in pyramid piles and then counting the colorful mountains all in a glance.

Desperate to break the trend, I batted a few floating rubies away from my head and commanded my mirror to show a memory from earlier in the day. I had parted a window curtain as the carriage had rolled through a gatehouse in the city’s Flood Wall. Seventeen feet tall and seven and three-quarters thick, the wall would protect Morimound from summer torrents as well as from greedy invaders. I knew its specifications because I had designed them and planned its construction in an idle hour at the Academy, and my gold had paid for its stone.

We had entered the fringe of the city, Stilt Town, where shanties and shacks stood on wooden platforms, five feet above the ground. The elevation would prove unnecessary now, due to the Flood Wall, and thus newer buildings squatted closer to the mud. Wooden structures rotted in this climate; an odor of mold tingled the back of my throat when I recalled the scene.

Men had stared at our passing, as had one woman, who had paused in stringing fish out to dry. I jerked my eyes away from the reflection of her round belly.

“Your point is made, goddess,” I said. “No need to direct more pregnancies into my path.” The Fate Weaver must be punishing me, for returning to Morimound before ridding myself of the sleeping disease.

My somnolence was part of the goddess’s divine plan. It had to be. Her gift—her curse—gave me tremendous advantage in the study of enchantment because the magic could only be accessed during sleep. Only when I had fulfilled my role in the Academy would the Fate Weaver allow me to find a cure and return to a life of wakefulness in my city home.

I had even hosted the funerals of my parents outside the Flood Wall, amid ripened rice fields, in order not to offend the goddess. I never should have heeded Sri’s letter. Passing through the gates had been a sacrilege.

Each pregnancy I saw was a penance, a reminder of my own insufficiency. I had always imagined myself with a family, yet everything came in its proper time. Before children should come marriage, and before marriage should come a bride’s capacity to stay awake at her wedding.

Ache spread from my chest to my abdomen, and my throat contracted by thirty-five percent as a desire to cry tingled behind my eyes. I disallowed myself tears in my dream.

Forcing my mind away from thoughts of childlessness, I willed my mirror to depict what I had seen in the Bazaar of Fallen Stars. Sri’s yellow skin warned me that I would need to obtain help for her immediately: If the Feaster did not kill her tonight then her wormwood-destroyed liver would drown her in her own toxins tomorrow.

The people in the crowd now appeared before me in perfect clarity. The faces of the men were strained, the skin below their eyes swollen from poor sleep; I detected more alcohol in their collective breaths than I would expect. They eyed each other with distrust, one scowl even suggesting murderous wishes. When they looked upon my gowns and me, they displayed a mix of hope, avarice, and uncertainty.

Not particularly pleased, I shifted my concentration to the women. The first I observed sold green and orange melons, and her belly was comparable in shape to the sizable fruits. Another female lifted sheets of blue and pink cloth, draping them for display over her prominent midsection.

Feeling increasingly breathless, I focused my mirror on the faces of the women. Even when they smiled to entice customers, their facial musculature displayed undertones of apprehension common to potential mothers. Less usual were the daze and paranoia detected in their wide, skittering eyes.

One woman’s visage opened in fear when a man cornered her between two merchant stalls to demand who had fathered her child. I should have liked to remind him to be civil, yet the carriage would have moved well past by now.

In the cold serenity of my laboratory, I could control my panic. The explanation for all the pregnant women needed not be divine in origin. Morimound’s priests perhaps had ordained that only women bearing children should venture outside today, for some inscrutable reason.

This would also account for why so few women traversed the streets, a mere one for every eight men. The rest would be residing in their homes. My focus swept over the buildings, up ladders leading to doors that stood an average of ten feet above street level. Per custom, people had painted messages beside the ladders, conversations between residents, passersby, and guests.

“At their table I ate the finest melon-seed curry in my life,” read one line.

Below it was scrawled, “You are always welcome, Saral Manjeet.”

“I hope to enjoy it again tonight. May your bricks never crack and your gems ever shine.”

On another home’s wall, I read, “The Fate Weaver has blessed Uma with beauty. May she bear many sons.”

Lower down appeared, “Basu Trillspa and Uma are wed on this day. Let them Ever Thrive.” 

Those salutations I expected. Closer to street level, the more-recent messages caught my attention.

“Yami either swallowed a nest of crocodile eggs, or she should get married.”

“The home of Parth, a bad thread who has wronged my sister.”

“She is no Flawless.”

“Preeta couldn’t keep her skirt on.”

“They are all rotten threads.”

“Damodar will die for what he did to Kanti.”

“Never Flawless.”

“Fate Weaver spins ugly web, not even Flawless spared.”

The view of my mirror zoomed from one wall to another, from painted insults to anger chiseled into brick. I had never seen such hatred here, and all were written within the last two months.

The accusations drove me to re-inspect the pregnant women I had seen. I bobbed toward one mirror, and swaths of velvet and silk flowed around me, weightless and drifting. Only half the women wore twined marriage necklaces; the rest were unmarried. I checked them all again and again, multiple times a second, their reflections spinning past.

This could not be right. I must be missing something, some citywide jest of which I was not aware. Or Diamond Way had an uncharacteristic amount of ill will between competing merchants, who had written their arguments on walls. And as for the unmarried, pregnant women, I must have observed a sample unrepresentative of the city.

A peculiarity even more difficult to explain was that all the women had appeared to be in the same trimester: the final one. I had always prided myself on my ability not to speculate prematurely, yet this last detail splintered my composure into shards of boggling color.

“All the women of Morimound are with child.” The memory of Sri’s words echoed in my dream laboratory; jewels trembled in the air. “And all for just as long.”

She had to have lied. Rather, the Fate Weaver must be guiding me toward a future of insanity. The mirror now showed myself, mouthing my promise not to return to Morimound, while the images of the recently seen women squeezed around me, entwining me in tangled arms and between rotund bellies.

It was too much. I had to stop thinking. I had to flee my laboratory.

To exit my dream, I Burdened myself, my magic increasing my weight until I smashed through the diamond dais below me; sparkling jewels scattered and faded into blackness.

I awoke in a blissful stupor, in the shadow of the White Ziggurat. As we traversed to the west side of the step pyramid, its gypsum plaster shone red in the late-afternoon sun. The carriage rolled past lotus gardens and beneath arches formed of the draping roots of banyan trees; we stopped alongside the elliptical court of God’s Eye.

Deepmand the spellsword opened the carriage door and announced me. “Elder Enchantress Hiresha, recipient of twenty and seven honorary gowns, and the Mindvault Academy’s Provost of Applied Enchantment.”

Of course, I did not wear all twenty-seven gowns. That would be ridiculous. I only wore six; the rest were interwoven over my back and trailed behind in a procession of resplendent color.

The occupants of the court gawked at me, and I returned their stares, open-mouthed. Women stood in a line around the circumference of the court, yet, no, I could not call them women. All younger than fourteen, these girls had not yet accustomed themselves to their maturing bodies, and their gangly limbs teetered as they tried to support the weight of their pregnancies.

Two girls backed away from the rippling spread of my gowns as I staggered forward. I searched their faces and those of male acolytes in the center of the court for signs of suppressed humor. This had to be a jest. The priests had known I would return today and had prepared an elaborate and reprehensible hoax at my expense.

Their faces seemed surprised and otherwise indecipherable. I would know no more until I slept.

I asked, “What is the meaning of this conspiracy?”

A cluster of acolytes bowed their heads and parted around Abwar, the Priest of the Ever Always. I recognized him by his robes; he wore the representation of the sun adorning cloth the shade of green peridot, and a long sleeve flowed behind his arm as he gestured to the girls.

“Praise the Ever Thriving, Always Dying! These pregnant women are all virgins.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​[image: ]


[image: ]


“We have you to thank, Elder Enchantress,” Priest Abwar said, “for this miracle.”

I slumped on my cane for support, and my head rolled up then down as the world seemed to tilt under my feet, to the point that I might fall over backward into the sky. Nothing here made sense. Everything was wrong.

Spellsword Deepmand said, “Lustrous Priest of the Ever Always, I assure you the elder enchantress was not responsible. She has not left the Academy for over three years.”

“Observe the bowed head of the elder enchantress.” Priest Abwar strutted among the acolytes, his green sleeves flapping as his hands beat the air in time to his words. “Her humility is commendable before the deeds of the divine, of which she served a part. Five times by flood and once by raider’s blade, the holy city of Morimound has been cleansed by death. The Ever Thriving, Always Dying reaps and sows. He takes life and births it anew.”

The eyes of the girls bulged at the priest, and not simply from alarm. The internal pressure caused by their pregnancies doubtless contributed to their ocular protrusion.

“Morimound has reaped six floods of death. There will be no Seventh Flood, thanks to the Flood Wall constructed by this lustrous enchantress, this jewel of our city. Now the Ever Thriving, Always Dying has repaid our suffering. He has sown in these wombs a harvest of life.”

Priest Abwar slapped his hands onto two distended bellies, and the girls cringed, one backing a half step away from him.

“Now that the Flood Wall protects us from another catastrophe, the souls of the drowned are safe to return to life once more. This renewal heralds a diamond age for Morimound, a time of growth and wealth.”

He lifted his arms toward the Garden Ziggurat, its terraces lush with fruit trees and ferns. The sun dipped below one of its lower sections.

“Tell the city, my acolytes. The steps of the Garden Ziggurat will run with the blood of twenty oxen. No, fifty oxen! I will perform the sacrifices myself for this divine gift.” 

Among all these pregnant girls, the mention of blood reminded me of childbirth. Women so young tended to die in delivery, along with their babies. The thought wracked my insides with nausea, and stomach acid burned its way up to my tongue before I could swallow it down.

The words of the priest confused me, and I hesitated to believe them. I had lost faith in the Ever Always. Sacrifices of the lives of animals as well as my own years of life had yielded me nothing.

If Priest Abwar spoke truth, then this miracle would rival the ones I had learned as a child: The Ever Always had rained fish on the city to feed the hungry. A bestowed melon had grown with each cut of a knife. An army of attackers had transformed into monkeys.

“Look around you, Enchantress,” Priest Abwar said as he beamed with ruddy cheeks and swinging jowls. “We are witnessing the wonder of the city’s Seventh Age.”

Each woman in Morimound was pregnant, except for me. The thought stunned me, and Abwar of the Ever Always was grinning about it.

“This is a matter most grave,” I said. “Pregnant women face seven deathly dangers. The yellow-eyed death. The shaking death. The bleeding death....”

Spellsword Deepmand cleared his throat, an unwelcome distraction. I strove to remember all seven deaths.

“...The white-bloat death. The childbed death. And the fainting death.”

I feared I had forgotten one. Deepmand sighed, and I noticed the raised brows and horrified faces of the pregnant girls.

Abwar of the Ever Always shrugged. “He reaps and He sows.”

The priest’s uncaring attitude toward the lives of these girls disturbed me.

A man’s voice whispered from behind my shoulder, “Elder Enchantress Hiresha, I prophesied your coming.”

The voice surprised me, and I swiveled my head, one eye seeing past the profusion of silk spreading from my neck in frills, scarves, and collars. Morimound’s second priest, Salkant of the Fate Weaver, had slunk behind me in a manner most discourteous. If one had the habit of sneaking up on people then bells tied to one’s feet would be a matter of simple courtesy.

“I didn’t expect you so soon,” Priest Salkant said. “I only sent out a messenger last month. The Fate Weaver must have guided you here with all eight of Her hands.”

Salkant of the Fate Weaver wore black robes patterned with blotches of venomous yellow. Cobwebs stuck to him, and he had lost a few finger joints on both hands, no doubt due to carelessness in regards to spider bites.

“Priest,” I said, purposefully leaving out the honorific of “Lustrous” because he had snuck up on me, “I must have passed your messenger on my journey.”

I refrained from mentioning that the Once Flawless’ message had brought me here, as an association with her at this moment seemed of dubious repute.

He glanced at the green Priest of the Ever Always and said, “I fear Abwar has mistaken the signs. The webs do not confirm this to be a divine act, nor one of benevolence. If anything, the strands point to the opposite.”

“How could this be anything but an act of divinity?”

“This the webs do not tell, and I worry. Morimound’s women...that is, all those my acolytes spoke to...they haven’t quickened.”

“Not felt a kick?” I was dumbfounded. “They are in their third trimester, are they not?”

“Most unusual, I know.”

“Unusual? It is an implausibility too rude to be considered.” 

“Fate decides what is possible,” he said, “not you or I.”

“You old spider,” Priest Abwar interrupted, “what’re you whispering to the enchantress? And you won’t be wheedling away all the credit, because I don’t have to read webs to foretell that she will one day be known as the city’s paragon.”

Salkant of the Fate Weaver nodded. “Lustrous Enchantress Hiresha, at the center of every web I see the patterns of the outcast, the sage, the secret benefactor, and the spinster. These all refer to you.”

“I find some of those implications abrasive, Priest.” I again refrained from calling him “Lustrous Priest” due to his effrontery. My mind reeled at what he had said about the lack of quickening, unable to fully grasp the ramifications.

“From the center, the strands grow tangled and senseless. You must right them or break them. You will bring about Morimound’s salvation, or its destruction.”

Abwar of the Ever Always asked, “What’s this about destruction?”

“I am no spider at the center of a web,” I said, although in the next instant I wondered if I had said something foolish. The temperature had begun to escalate within the insulation of my gowns, the heat boiling away my thoughts.

“A spider? Certainly not.” Abwar of the Ever Always stroked his jowls as he regarded me. “A flood of fabric, maybe. Yes, I like that. ‘A flood of fabric with a froth of jewels.’ I want a scribe to write that down.”

Salkant of the Fate Weaver leaned so close that I had to suffer his stale breath. “You must guide the city through its time of strife, as its arbiter.”

“Through its time of plenty,” Priest Abwar said, smacking his own bulbous green belly. “You will be the first among jewels, the Flawless of Morimound.”

I tried to work out if they had suggested I become the city’s highest judge. I believed they had, yet I could not conceive of it. If I spent all my time officiating the city then I could never return to the Academy and cure my somnolence. My head had grown light with heat, and I widened my stance to form a firmer tripod with my cane to stop swaying.

I knew also that the Flawless could never marry.

“I cannot accede to this.” The thought of staying in this city with so many happy mothers agonized me. “I must return to my position and studies at the Academy.”

“The future of the city depends on you, the webs leave no question to that.”

“Stay and witness Morimound’s diamond age.”

“You do not need me. Free Sri the Once Flawless from her cage and return her to this court as arbiter. You can hardly fault her for an act of divinity.” Then again, I recalled that she had said something about her shame.

“I had forgotten about her,” Abwar of the Ever Always said. “No, I don’t think we can pronounce her the Flawless a second time. Her proportions no longer seem suited.”

He made a rounded motion with his hand over his gut.

“I saw no sign of her reinstatement in the webs,” Priest Salkant said from behind my shoulder. He picked cobwebs out of his hair with two partially amputated fingers. “Historically, the priests have chosen, well, young women. Because purity of decision requires....”

He stole a glance at me.

“...purity of vessel.”

“Of course she’s pure,” Priest Abwar said. “Look at her, she’s untouchable.”

I asked, “Just what are you insinuating?”

“It is true,” Priest Salkant said, “the Fate Weaver has placed the elder enchantress at the center of the Loom of Life. As the Flawless, her thread will be long and all-encompassing.”

“I cannot be the Flawless. My travels to other nations have worsened me, and, well, I am not Flawless.” My fatigue blemished me in every way.

Abwar of the Ever Always said, “With the condition of the rest of Morimound’s women, we can’t be too particular. With the laying on of hands, she becomes the Flawless.”

“No! I insist not!” My imperfections would displease the gods and bring the city to ruin. I had only become an enchantress for the chance of curing my somnolence, and I refused to trap myself within yet another tedious role.

Priest Abwar slid his hand under my sleeve to fondle my naked arm. Salkant of the Fate Weaver traced a finger’s two-remaining knuckles down my neck.

Heat washed and crashed inside me, and I felt as if I had dived into a bubbling, sulfurous springs. I was drenched; nauseating steam spread through my chest.

“Look at her sweat,” Priest Abwar said. “She burns with the power of the gods!”

Salkant of the Fate Weaver nodded. “And trembles with the weight of destiny.”

Priest Abwar withdrew his hand first and turned his gaze to the goggling, pregnant virgins. “Acolytes, return these bundles of blessings to their homes. Sunset nears.”

The priests left, and the girls began to plod away from the court. Once I resumed control of my breathing, I said, “Spellsword Deepmand, you should have stopped the priests from inducing me. I mean, inducting me.”

“My apologies, Elder Enchantress.” He laid a gauntlet over the gilded plates covering his chest. “The priests speak for the gods, and I thought your protestations appropriately humble.”

Maid Janny lifted her face from its formerly demure position. “You should’ve known something was deeply wrong, with her acting humble.”

After a firm sniff, I underwent the process of turning around to return to my carriage. Pregnant girls stood still to watch me pass, and I recalled the priest’s egregious claim that they had not quickened.

“You will have felt your child kick, of course.” I gestured to their gravid figures.

They looked among each other, nervous, saying nothing.

“Or a fluttering, a tapping, something reminiscent of a growling of the stomach?”

A few girls appeared uncertain. One said, “I don’t think so, Madam Enchantress.”

“Nonsense. All women in your advanced state quicken, all those with child.” 

“Then you must be right,” one said.

“Doubtless so.” Yet, I did not feel reassured. Quickening was a crucial event, when the Fate Weaver tied a soul’s thread to a child. Its absence was unthinkable.

Agitated, I approached a group of mature, pregnant women who had waited under a banyan tree during the proceedings. They were embracing the virgin girls, perhaps their daughters, and accompanying them away into the gardens.

“You,” I said to one, “have you quickened?”

“Me? No.”

“What about you?”

“No, Lustrous Enchantress.”

“And you? You must have quickened.”

“I don’t think so, Flawless.”

“Do not call me that.” I stormed through them in a flurry of gowns to the next cluster of women. “Which of you have quickened?”

They looked away and held their silence. The air seemed to have left the sky, for I could not breathe and I gagged on my tongue. The ground appeared a long way below me, and I fell toward it.

I landed on my cane, catching myself. Deepmand steadied my shoulder.

“Elder Enchantress?”

I fled to the next pregnant pack, finding the same lack of response.

Reaching out, I touched two of their bellies. “Do you not understand? You would have felt your babies move, you had to have felt them.”

They shied away from my desperate tone, and I tugged at a glove, at last pulling it off. My bare hand gripped their engorged waistlines, one after another. Once I finally thought I felt something then realized it was the shaking of my hand.

One girl asked, “Why is it so important? That we quicken.”

“Because...because....”

Rather than answering, I reached to touch two more women, feeling nothing but a tautness of skin, and I tried yet another but found only stillness. My hand remained on that abdomen, as I felt myself too weak to lift it.

“It means the Priest of the Ever Always is wrong. About all of you. There is no life here.”
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Night Three, Third Trimester

I should not have said it, not in front of the pregnant women. The guilt struck me on the walk back to my carriage, and I began wringing my glove. Maid Janny coaxed the cloth from my fingers to pull it back over my hand.

Their children had to be deformed. I could think of no better explanation, and I grew dizzy imagining so many babies paralyzed in their wombs, perhaps entirely lacking legs and arms. The thought horrified me, washing me with deluges of heat and shockwaves of cold, and by turns I felt I would dissolve or shatter. I swayed and sweated, propping one hand against the coiling root of a banyan tree for support.

This could not be. I had to be wrong, yet any reassuring thought flew from my reach. I had to enter my dream laboratory to clear my mind.

Staggering into my carriage, I closed my eyes to see the hundred marble steps descending to sleep. I ran down them, even as the stair trembled with my anxiety and melted from the heat. The final step lifted me into the black, round room without doors.

Feverish warmth subsided into a chill. My dream maintained a cooler temperature to facilitate thinking, and a filigree of frost rimmed my memory mirror. Disordered thoughts flashed nonsense images and flickers of color over the glass. I gripped my head and forced the nonsense away. 

Something was amiss in the bellies of the women in
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