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 Si
Muue doesn’t even feel the water until they are three steps into
it. They are already cold and damp, and they’ve been dropping their
feet one in front of the other following a trickle of water, hoping
it will lead somewhere, clutching the last shreds of the papers
they started out with, an endless stagger for what could be a whole
day, or two, Si Muue has no idea. They stop, swing their lantern
around, knee-deep on the edge of a huge pool, a black lake, who
knows how far it spills within this great network of bone caverns.
They cast the lantern back behind them, in the direction they came,
and see a long, steady slope of ground, a flat cave marked with a
few columns and knobs of bone, but with no walls in sight. They can
follow the edge of the lake now, turning right or left from the
small stream of water they’ve been following.

They back out of the lake and kneel on the
ground, water pooling around their moldy, dripping pants. They set
their lantern down, along with their papers—the final remnants of a
once extensive record of their path, their Family’s path, through
the corpse of Iodeuu, now just scraps. They are Si Muue’s only
tether back to their Family, their only way to know where they have
been, their only hope at finding out where they are now.

They bend over the largest scrap and reach
back into their pack to take out a graphite stylus. They begin to
write, “turned left at black lake,” but the paper instantly tears
under the stylus. It’s been splashed with water, and the pigment is
splotched, the fiber disintegrating. Rotting. Si Muue’s tether
washes away before their eyes.

“Are you lost,
dear?”

Si Muue looks up. The figure before them
seems a ghost. They haven’t seen a godson in years, and yet this
person is unmistakably a godson. Towering over Si Muue, almost
three times their size, his lesser arms folded across his abdomen
and his major arms holding a lantern and a spear.

“Oh, heart-of-God, is this
a stranger I see before me?” the godson asks. A red tongue darts
out of his mouth and licks his stiff, beak-like lips.

Si Muue didn’t even know there were any
godsons in Iodeuu’s body—why would there be? What does a godson
have to run from?

“Not too talkative, are we?
Ah, most people aren’t, but maybe you’ll warm up in
time.”

Si Muue stares at the spear. If this godson
wanted to kill them, the spear would already be in their chest.

“So, dear, are you
lost?”

They look to their tattered papers. Bleeding
ink.

“Yes, grandest,” they say.
They avoid the godson’s eyes, their head slightly bowed. They
stand, and pick up their lantern.

“You’re in luck then. I am
a cartographer, you see, and I can help you find your way, if you
can tell me how in Our King’s name a stranger like you has survived
this deep in Iodeuu’s corpse.”

“I I I I can do that,
grandest,” Si Muue says.

“Then follow, dear, and
don’t mind all that Republic etiquette. I am Liesuuii Pouio, and
you may call me by my initials.”

“I am Chiaka Mursii,” they
say.

“How does a man derive
initials from that mouthful?” Lio P asks.

“Si Muue,” they
say.

The two turn away from the lake, and move
out into the flat, empty bone cavern.

“Tell me, Si Muue, is it
true that strangers believe God is a neuter, just like you
all?”

“Strangers aren’t all
neuter,” Si Muue says. “And no.”

“Hmm. Well, Our King must
like you one way or the other, to have protected you so long in
such a perilous place.”

After a while more of walking, walls come
into view, the ceiling and floor meeting at last, and Lio P heads
for a large circular hole in the wall. Si Muue follows him into the
bone tunnel, which winds back and forth, growing narrower all the
while, until finally they reach the end. Right where it seems the
bone cavern will constrict into nothing, instead there stands a
perverse house. Sheets of glinting metal, heavy fabrics strung
between bone poles. Light shines red through a few flaps of thin
leather, and bright yellow through the gaps between one wall and
another.

“Welcome to my home, Si
Muue.”

Si Muue follows Lio P into the structure,
and they find themselves in a large room—though a small room, for a
godson—furnished with a few bone-and-leather chairs and a low table
made of dried, woven hair-of-death.

“Sit. Rest. Are you
thirsty? I’ll fetch some water.” Lio P disappears through a flap of
leather, and Si Muue catches a glimpse of a long hallway behind the
flap. They take a seat, slinging their pack to the floor and
placing their lantern on the table. A few oil lamps light the room,
spitting dirty, red flame, so they blow their lantern
out.

Lio P returns with two bone mugs filled with
water and sets one before Si Muue. He sits down across from them,
and says, “Now, my bird, wet your throat and tell me about your
travels through this corpse. You see, I’ve been mapping the innards
of God Our King for years. I tell people where they need to go,
give them maps, in exchange for food or materials. I have a lovely
collection of Republic paraphernalia—items like that lantern of
yours, made from metal—not like most of what you find in here,
leather and bone and grease-of-blood.”

Si Muue places their hand on the lantern,
and slowly takes it down off the table.

“Oh now don’t worry, dear,
I don’t want anything from you. Doesn’t seem you have that much to
offer, materially. No, what I want is information. Tell me where
you’ve been, how you came here, and I will give you a map out of
here.”

“I don’t want to get
out—not without my Family,” Si Muue says.

“Ah. Well, where are
they?”

“I don’t know. We were
separated long ago.”

“How long ago?”

“Years. I can’t reckon a
year anymore, but … years.”

Lio P nods. “Then they’ve either made it
out, or they’re dead. The weaker races can’t survive that long in
here.” Then he bares his teeth in a smile and says, “Present
company excepted of course.”

Si Muue has always known this, but never
thought about it.

“Now,” Lio P says.
“Talk.”

 


* * *

 


You need to consult your map. Here the path
splits. By the light of your lamp, you see a ragged hole in the
vein wall to the left, and to the right the vein continues. You
look at the map, trace the path you’ve followed with your finger.
You’re nearing the end. But this rot pocket is not on the map at
all.

Forward, through the vein. The ceiling grows
thick with hair-of-death, black ropy growths hanging halfway down,
then longer and denser, you hold your hand out to keep it from your
eyes. Slicks of brown oil wet your fingers.

Light ahead. Abruptly you break out—one
moment the hair-of-death clings to your head and chest and ankles
and then you are standing in an open vein free of any obstructions.
Before you the vein widens greatly, and several tents stand in this
open area, lit from within. Green blood, that gritty gray sludge,
drips from a hole in the ceiling and runs down the walls to collect
in pools.

The tlueelofs camped near green blood. They
stored bodies in it like fish packed in salt.

But miosons, it’s miosons in this camp. A
few are butchering a maggot. They are close, they must have seen
you already. You fall to the ground and pull out your map again,
trace a shaking finger along the parchment, the exit to Iodeuu’s
body should be right here, right where this camp is. But there are
only the red, rotting walls of the vein. Maybe the rot pocket you
passed earlier was the right way to go. Or maybe.

Movement. Toward you. Look up, a mioson is
running toward you on all fours. You scramble to your feet and back
up but the mioson grabs you by the arms. You struggle and the
mioson holds you tighter, buries you against her, and she runs back
to the camp and throws you to the ground. “My map!” you shout. “I
have a map, a map out of—”

“Of course you do!” the one
who grabbed you says, and she laughs. “Take the pack.” Four miosons
have gathered around you, standing upright. The one who just spoke
is the biggest, her body covered in copper-red hairs. Two smaller
miosons tear your pack from you and empty it, while another wrests
the lantern from your hand and blows it out.

“I do do, a map,” you say,
“from the cartographer.”

“Stick them?” one of the
miosons, black-haired, asks, and you feel a prick at your
neck.

“No!” another says. “They a
stranger’s.”

“Superstitious you?” the
big mioson asks. “God is dead, kill a stranger will’n bring none
curse on us.”

A low howl runs through the camp, followed
by two whistles, and the miosons all turn to look along the vein,
in the direction you were heading,.

“Fi fi fi fi fi fi fight!”
the big mioson screams. Miosons burst forth from all the tents
waving long sticks and knives. “Stick her,” the red-haired mioson
says to the others surrounding you. Instantly the prick at your
neck becomes a shot of pain that splits you in half—

The mioson stops and curses. He holds a bone
shard in his hand, but it doesn’t end in a sharp point—the sharp
end is broken off in your collar. The others have run off, this one
attacks again with the broken bone shard. You dodge and the shard
tears your shoulder. “Die!” the mioson shouts. Your feet are
beneath you you run. You reach the hair-of-death and keep running,
you only stop when you trip and fall. You twist around and hold
your breath.

You hear no one following. You can see
nothing.

You left your lantern behind.

You need your lantern.

Slowly, you crawl back through the
hair-of-death, toward the camp, toward the pain screams. You get as
close as you dare and watch the killing.

It takes hours. Or days.

At last no one stands except the red-haired
mioson and one tlueelof. The tlueelof tries to run again and again,
but gets stuck in the green blood, and the mioson again and again
wrestles them down. Neither have weapons, and all but a few lights
have burned out, so they fight in obscurity. Then the tlueelof
stops running and starts biting for the mioson’s neck, then the
tlueelof is too weak to bite, then it dies under the mioson’s
battering fists. The mioson collapses, exhausted or dying or
drowning in the green blood falling on her head, and doesn’t move.
After waiting a while longer, you venture into the battlefield to
retrieve your lantern.

 


* * *

 


“Stop stop stop. Now
darling I know you must be unaccustomed to conversation after all
the time you’ve spent wandering these entrails, so let me guide
you. Begin at the very beginning.”

You stare into Lio P’s smiling face.

“That is the trouble with
us strangers,” you say. “We don’t know our beginning. Some
recordkeepers long ago failed their Families. Or maybe were
exterminated. Either way, we don’t know where we came from, before
the Lippie Republic.”

Lio P chuckles, runs a hand through the
scraggly beard which falls from his jawline down to his
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