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  Prolegomenon


  The Empty Too Much is a fantasy realm I have always known but have never set foot in. My daimons of imaginative autonomy gifted it to me when I was a boy growing up in Kansas just down the road, in my mind at least, from Dorothy and Toto. The realm followed me to Alabama where now, as an older adult, I can no longer refuse the call to tell stories set in this mysterious and magical place. Visiting Africa several years ago galvanized my creative energies, and yet I waited for my brave unbodied scheme to pulse to life, for The Empty Too Much has taught me, above all else, that patience is everything.


  While the narrative that follows should provide most of the details necessary for you to grasp the realm and the attendant rules of the fantasy, I would like to share the fact that my creation is very loosely modeled on the great Sahara region of northern Africa—just simply imagine that The Empty Too Much is larger, more incomprehensible and even more dangerous. It is a realm filled with as many stories as the night sky above us has stars.


  The People of the Wild is but one of them.


  It is a love story as well as an adventure story and a ghost story; it is a narrative of the courage required to face strangeness and the unknown while never losing faith in beauty and mystery. If this story should move you, remember with Emerson that it is because it has touched what is oldest in yourself. In essence, if it connects, it is because you heard it long ago and because it possesses truths you have always known.


  —Stephen Gresham


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  1


  My Dearest Salmaya,


  This morning, in a village without a name, I, your Mozef, discovered a tavern without a soul. A dark and smelly establishment, it lacked even the pretense of civility let alone hospitality. A wooden sign above a torch-lit bar eaten by shadows identified the watering hole as The Tavern of the Bones. Eerily displayed above the sign was the skeleton of a most unusual creature ten feet or more in length and four to five feet in height. It vaguely resembled a very large, prehistoric canine of some type—except for one arresting detail: the skull possessed an unmistakably human shape and countenance. The carefully assembled creature hung from an impossibly black ceiling by heavy ropes. Below the display was a question carved into a slab of polished, ebony wood:


  “Is this a Man of Never?”


  I thought it beyond strange.


  You would understand what I had in mind as I pressed past a half dozen or more drunken men slouching at filthy tables, drinking varieties of alcohol the fumes of which gave off a poisonous stench. The men reeked even more than the alcohol.


  A squat, roundish bartender rose from the shadows to meet my inquiry. The man evidenced all the animation of a dying animal no longer capable of resisting death; his eyes had lost touch with life; his flesh tattooed with rotting scabs.


  “I need a healer,” I said, and as I repeated the line, I tried and failed to rein in the anxiety in my voice. I did, of course, continue clutching the handle of my small, flat cart; its cargo stayed covered in a cloth, black hood. As I waited, I shifted the sizeable pack I was carrying, among its contents a satchel of your stunningly marvelous drawings.


  The drunken men, their eyes the color of smoke, raised their chins just high enough to look at me with a mixture of indifference and pity. Had they heard strangers make such a request before? I wondered.


  The bar tender obviously knew I was a first time visitor to The Empty Too Much. He surveyed my slender, unlikely frame and wiped his burly hands on a dirty towel.


  “You should not have come,” he said.


  I leaned in closer and said, “But I was told that I could find a powerful healer in this realm. I need one.”


  The bartender’s eyes were slow and watery.


  “Go back. There’s nothing for you in our land of nowhere.”


  And he turned away as if he assumed I would then vanish among the shadows. In the coalescing of those shadows with the light from low-burning torches on a far wall, a man materialized at a table; he was sitting between stacks of ancient-looking tomes and rolled up manuscripts. He was bearded, his eyes squinty from too many years of seeking something much desired among countless words; he seemed as distinctly out of place in the tavern as I. But feeling something like hope, I gazed in his direction.


  The man, perhaps a desert scholar, for I’d been told The Empty Too Much attracts more than a few, had apparently been listening. In an intimate whisper, he said, “Death is the only healer in this eternal nothingness.”


  I took several steps towards him.


  “That’s not what they maintain where I’m from.”


  Another whisper in response: “The bartender is right. You should go back—to the other side of the mountain, I assume. You don’t belong here. Many who arrive don’t belong.”


  “What about The People of the Wild? I’m told that they are healers.”


  My reference caused the scholar to hesitate.


  He seemed uncomfortable. He replaced his whispers with a clear voice: “No one absolutely knows whether they exist or, if they do, even whether they are wholly alive. They are written about in mythic terms. Legends. Desert folklore.”


  Then the man tapped the foxed and dog-eared cover of one of his books.


  I tried to size him up.


  Salmaya, I wanted so to believe he could help.


  “I must find them,” I said. “I have no choice. I can’t go back.”


  The scholar studied me with the curiosity that he, no doubt, lavished upon his books and manuscripts.


  “No one could harbor that much rashness, that much desperation,” he said.


  “If I could only hire a guide,” I said. “I’ve been told that there are many skilled ones in this area.”


  By degrees, I could see the scholar being drawn to the black hood covering the cargo of my cart. Gesturing with an index finger, he said, “May I see?”


  I nodded reluctantly. Should I have denied his request?


  I watched as the scholar gently raised the cloth.


  And I held my breath.


  Although the man’s eyes narrowed, he did not curse or shriek or scream. He did not shiver or grimace. He did, however, swallow with an audible click. Then—I can only describe it this way—his upper body suddenly was seized by a violent wrenching together of the shoulders. A convulsion. He released the cloth and reached for a drink from his canteen; but he seemed unable to grasp it as if his hands couldn’t function, as if his fingers wouldn’t obey. His was the image of one pulling his fears inside himself like a small animal backing into its hole for safety.


  Ashen and sweaty, he closed his eyes and said, “No one here will help you.” Then he lowered his head as if he desired never to see me and what was beneath the hood again.


  Strangely enough, at that moment a large lizard skittered along the base of the wall to my right; as if in response to the creature, there was movement under the hood. A shuffling. Then one of those indistinct, yet bizarre noises I’ve told you about. Like an ominous grunt. Or a hiss of warning. A leprous wordlessness.


  Still determined, I pulled my cart away from the scholar, parting the living shadows of men at tables where a nimbus of a yellow smoke hovered above them.


  “I won’t leave until someone offers to help,” I said, raising my voice.


  A young man, no more than a boy, with one eye gouged out, the wound suppurating, roused from his inebriation, reached boldly for my cart and clumsily lifted the hood. His scream was a knife stab of sound. Confusion exploded. Shouts and cries echoed. Some of the men drew the pistols of desert outlaws, some drew short but malicious swords.


  With surprising quickness the bartender entered the tumult, yelling for me to leave; on a leash of unbreakable chain he brought with him a massive hyena muzzled with thick leather. Salmaya, there was a fire in the animal’s eyes that could have melted stone.


  The hyena lunged. I yanked at my cart and stumbled back.


  There was more shouting. Anger was a chorus above the din of fear.


  And then the inevitable: I was summarily driven from the tavern and told never to return.


  In the piercing sunlight outside the establishment, I noticed gaunt women sweeping dust and sand from the entrances to their hovels. Pathetic children swarmed around me and my cart, their palms open, begging for a bazarcht, a gift; I had to swat them away. I hated doing so, but I had nothing to give. Salmaya, my heart went out to them; they were so hopeless as to be holy, like sacred innocents. Wary, whip-thin dogs barked at me, then fearfully shuffled a safe distance from my black-draped cart.


  I didn’t know where to turn.


  Words and images of confusion spun dust devils in my thoughts.


  “Is coming to this nowhere a mistake?” I asked myself.


  I thought longingly of our home: The Land of Speaking Rivers.


  So beautiful.


  But then I glanced down at my cart.


  “No,” I said to myself, “there must be no turning back.”


  To you, my precious Salmaya, I make that promise.
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  Dearest Salmaya,


  In The Empty Too Much, one hears impossible things.


  As first light approaches, birds sing unfamiliar songs giving voice in that unpremeditated way you and I used to marvel at. But there’s more: voices out of the invisible, for the sand here at my campsite stretches out like a table, visibility clear for miles. No one could keep from being seen. The source of these voices? I have no idea. I know only that they speak as if they are reciting verse. I wish you could hear them. Poets of the nearing dawn. A gathering of them. As such they call up memories of how much I always enjoyed hearing you read poetry. Hearing your soft tone as the words of fire consumed me as if I’d been dry grass.


  Well, but never again to experience that.


  I have pitched a tent less than a mile from the nameless village. The desert is surprisingly chilly at night. I believe I’m the only one of us awake.


  So it’s a good moment to share what happened yesterday after being chased from The Tavern of the Bones. As I’ve said, I was feeling helpless and hopeless. A stranger attempted to rescue me—a remarkably odd figure—a man who more than anything else resembled a giant lizard. His face, wrinkled and knobby and grayish, was elongated, his mouth sizeable and from which I half expected to see a slithery, forked tongue.


  Emerging from a shadowy alley, he drew near and said a name: “Seghers. Piro Seghers.” And when I naturally followed up with the obvious question, he said, He’s the best guide you could possibly have.


  “Where might I find him?”


  “In the jail.”


  “Charged with what crime?”


  There upon the odd man hesitated as if I had asked something quite difficult to answer. He slowly closed one of his large, dark eyes and said, “Madness, I would suppose.”


  I had turned away but a moment to look down the dusty, sun-blistered street in search of any sign of a jail. When I sought to ask more of this Seghers, the man had disappeared. I dashed into the alley from whence he had come only to catch sight of a scattering of lizards, possibly a dozen, gray in color and three feet or more in length. As I’ve said: no sign of the man.


  With my cart in tow, I located the jail, a depressing hole of a place swarming with flies; the derelict building had three cramped cells, each with a floor of straw, each stinking of urine and who knows what else. The jailer, a bald man with pointed ears, led me to Seghers.


  Salmaya, I tell you the truth when I say that the man appeared to be expecting me. He was sitting in a corner, his rough, dark hands cupped over his knees; his tattered robe was the color of mud. All in all it seemed that he was not simply a man who had lived many, many years in the desert but rather a man who was inhabited by the desert. The sun had burnished his face. Wind had carved his cheeks and forehead. White stubble flecked his chin and jaw and under his nose. But what marked my impression most deeply were his eyes: it seemed to me that they dreamed of eternity.


  Even before the jailer could introduce me and inform him of my business, Seghers looked past me to my cart and in a voice grown old with words said, “Do you believe that Fate will sing us into the storm of her roaring world?”


  There was more than a patina of lunacy in his preemptive comment.


  I felt an instant aversion to him. Was it fear?


  While I didn’t respond to his question, I did explain that I needed a healer and that I needed a guide. A sane one.


  His eyes, those dreaming eyes, smiled.


  “Madness has never stopped the moon from rising,” he said, his tone the scratchy depth of a shallow grave.


  I told the jailer that this was not the man I was seeking.


  Seghers got to his feet and grasped the bars of his cell. With his stubbled chin he gestured to my cart.


  “Have us a look?”


  I allowed him to, hoping that he would be terrified.


  Salmaya, my dear, the man did not wince or give any indication of repulsion or unease. He hunkered down and stared beneath the hood for a minute or more. Then he glanced up at me and sighed as if commiserating: “What do you have we here?” he said.


  I thought of you, Salmaya.


  I thought of all that had occurred five years ago. I thought of the recent sorrow that had brought me to The Empty Too Much. I saw that the desert madman truly wanted an answer. Perhaps had earned one.


  “They are my children,” I said, “and I would do utterly anything to save them.”


  “Then you should trust Seghers,” he said, thumping his chest, “Seghers and the voices of the invisible.”


  “No,” I said, “I’ll find another way.”
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  Salmaya, My Love,


  I gaze at the beautiful face of dawn.


  Wherever will the day take us? I hear our children rustling. Will they be hungry? I hope so. I cannot bear to see them wither further. The Wasting, that cruel affliction from which they have suffered for the past several months, siphons off their appetite. I must insist that they eat—a few dates perhaps or some spoons of watery porridge.


  The Empty Too Much, in contrast, seems always hungry. I have learned right away that it is a place where one can be swallowed by despair. The ancient lifelessness surrounding us appears better suited for prehistoric creatures than for a man and his ailing children. But so be it.


  Oh, Salmaya, when I remove their hood I’m greeted with the warm chortle of love, especially from Gela and Simeo. No, I must admit that Forg remains the quiet one, the distant one, ever the troubled one. I don’t believe any of them slept well. I heard them cry out in pain once or twice during the night—especially Simeo.


  Dear Father, Dear Father, says Gela as she taps gleefully at my beard. Simeo echoes her; he smiles as I move to where he can see me. Forg grunts discontentedly; his nose is running. I move around and crouch down in front of him to wipe it. His face is a mask of misery.


  As I lift the children from the cart, Gela purrs like a kitten and Simeo chitters like a small monkey. Forg groans. I talk to them softly and kiss their fingers and the fine hairs on their mostly bald heads; I smile into their horribly wrinkled skin, taken aback as usual at the fact that while they are only five years of age, they appear to be twenty times that.


  Salmaya, part of me understands why people abhor them. Why they are seen as a monstrosity. Nature’s grave error. Child freaks. The single, central spine that connects the three of them seems normal enough, but the sight of two little boys and one girl, back to back, sentenced never to face one another makes most onlookers cringe. I’m thankful, of course, that each has two arms, hands, legs and feet, all mostly functional. But to punctuate the weird configuration of their deformity, Nature, as you’ve seen, gave them two additional legs and feet—one between Gela and Simeo, one between Simeo and Forg. The children refer to these extra appendages as stummies. I don’t know where they found that term.


  “Who’s hungry?” I say.


  Well, I do get them to drink some water. Gela and Simeo choke down one date each. Forg, however, goes back to sleep. As always, I must watch them carefully during the day. They’re unable to take much sun, and the incessant wind and sand can also threaten them. I make certain that each is wrapped in a soft, protective robe of camel hair.


  I try to start and end each day with the same words to them: “I love you three in one, my children of forever.”


  They are precious to me beyond words.


  And this morning I tell them what I have concluded: “We need the man, Seghers. We need someone who can help us find you a healer.” Then I fall silent. Gela and Simeo twitter like flightless birds. Forg continues to sleep; I can hear an ominous rasping in his chest.


  So, through the heat and the wind, we return to the jail.


  Seghers is not surprised to see us.


  When I pull the jailer aside to explain that I have changed my mind about his prisoner, I expect him to demand money or something of value in exchange for the man’s release. But there is only this: “Take him away,” he says. “Place your hand upon my shoulder and promise that you will never return him.”


  I do as he prescribes.


  To Seghers he says, “You and your madness are free to go with this man. Know that when you leave this village, you leave an exile. Stay forever from this part of The Empty Too Much. Disobey, and you’ll be hunted down, captured and hanged.”


  Seghers nods. He does not speak.


  To me the jailer says, “May the forces of the divine protect you.”


  I feel alone with the Alone.


  “Am I,” I ask myself, “acting foolishly? Placing my children in danger?”


  Oh, Salmaya, the oldest, deepest part of myself is unsure.
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  My Salmaya, Dear One,


  We have entered an oppressive landscape of indescribable desolation.


  At the start of this sacred quest to heal the children, Seghers said only this: “Let the wind of the unforeseen blow in our faces.”


  I did not ask him to explain.


  It appears that we are following an old caravan trail south to southwest, I believe. For several hours I felt drunk on an untenable combination of hope and dread.


  The void of the great desert holds us captive.


  Seghers, however, displays no sign of alarm.


  Thankfully, during a treacherously hot part of the afternoon, we gain the shelter of a trio of large rocks that materialized almost magically. I can only assume that Seghers knew their location and had been leading us in that direction. I give a spoon or two of water to the children; they lift their mouths to me like baby birds. While we sit and rest, I spy, off in the womb of a mirage, a band of wayfarers, oblivious to us, their slow steps taking them deeper into the unknown.


  What is their story? I wonder. What is their quest?


  The buzz of hordes of black flies sounds like meat frying in a skillet. But our children, Salmaya, are brave and resigned with a gleam of cheer in their eyes. Not so much Forg, of course; his breathing does, though, seem less congested. Gela is singing a ditty she has taught herself and Simeo—it’s not in the language of Always; neither is it in the language of Old Sentences. Simeo sings along, then apparently forgets the words, thus sending him and Gela into a spasm of laughter. The two of them often seem to live in the bubble of a secret language. Forg chooses not to, I believe. I touch his shriveled hand. I give him more water. He burps. I rub his head. It feels as hot as freshly baked bread.


  Salmaya, let me describe our curious group, for we have more living entities than just Seghers, the children and myself. Two animals—the property of Seghers—serve as our load bearers: one is a magnificent wild ass named Nightheart; his hide, butterscotch in color, is as smooth as silk, his mane and tail are as black as crows. What a strong, noble creature he is! The children adore him, and he them. We also have a single-humped camel known as Bloodfire, the name appropriate because the beast has the unusual coloration of dried blood. This camel, while sometimes a dependable pack animal, is not friendly; his voice is repulsive—I often think he is either crying out for help or being strangled or both. Mostly, I try to avoid him. I think he’d like to bite me. I warn the children to keep their distance.


  Of Seghers, what can I say?


  I know that I must trust him.


  And I sense that his connection with The Empty Too Much borders upon the unknowable. Often I find myself believing that he engages in a mystical communion with sand and wind and sun and stars. He speaks the language of the elements. And there is this: my soul trembles when I ponder what the children and I would do if Piro Seghers should ever abandon us.


  As evening approaches, and we light our fire for supper, I hug each of our children and tell them of my undying love for you, their mother, and I remind them that you are with them always. Gela sheds a quiet tear; Simeo mutters a few words that sound like a giving of thanks. Forg coughs and whimpers to himself.


  And now night has suddenly fallen. The stars here are so close I can almost reach up and pluck them like fruit. The children are asleep. Bloodfire is chewing his cud. Nightheart and Seghers are roaming on the perimeter of our campsite, their purpose not to be shared. I stare into the flames of our low dancing fire. I breathe in the air of an imagined eternity and recognize that I shall never understand the tortuous, secret soul of this realm.


  Never.


  5


  Dearest Salmaya, My Comfort,


  When I ask Seghers about The People of the Wild, he is clearly annoyed. Only when I persist does he even respond: “They have power,” he says. “Many powers, in fact. And much, much strangeness.”


  “Are you afraid of them?”


  He stops cinching up Bloodfire to face me. I believe I hear something like awe in his voice.


  “They ask too much, he says. Too much.”


  I drop the issue, for I’m learning that in certain spots of time Seghers elects to enter an almost deadly abode of silence. He closes the door behind him. At such moments I am not welcome.


  Later, on our only water break of the day, I ask him to tell me more about the healer he claims he can locate. What I learn, Salmaya, is that our hope centers on one who is barely more than a child himself: the Gazelle Boy, he is called.


  “He has the healing touch?” I say, wishing I did not sound doubtful.


  “Believe it when you see for yourself,” is the response of Seghers.


  I gather that we are traveling to the home of a woman who apparently knows where the Gazelle Boy keeps himself. A necessarily secretive aura surrounds the boy—he is both feared and revered. There are those who wish to kill him because they believe he is possessed by demons. Others would hunt him down as a trophy or a bragging right, it seems.


  We somehow survive another day.


  Evening, Salmaya, is always the best time for conversation. Thus when the children have been tended to and Seghers has seen to the animals, he and I poke at the fire. Words come more easily as one shares the reverie of flames. Words sometime flow like the breeze that kicks up as midnight arrives.


  I would like to pay Seghers for his services, but he will not hear of it. When I ask him whether his being exiled troubles him, he snorts and tells me that now as he nears his ninetieth year of life such things mean nothing. I did not realize that he had acquired so many years.


  And when I allude to what I saw at The Tavern of the Bones—the skeletal remains of what might be a Man of Never—his face takes on the dark etching of weathered rocks: “Do not speak of them,” he says. “Put them out of your mind.”


  But for some reason I can’t.


  I have more questions. Too many probably.


  Fate, for one. Does he believe in it? I remind him of his first comment to me from his jail cell.


  “Yes,” he says, “but it comes from within us and moves out into our moments.”


  Salmaya, his wording strikes me almost as poetry.


  “And the voices of the invisible?”


  “You will discover them for yourself,” he says.


  We then sit silently and drink a final cup of tea. It is a companionable moment broken finally by something he says to me—something that catches me completely off guard: “At first light,” he says, “I must speak to you of your children. A thing about them you must consider.”


  He turns away from my need to respond.


  Why must he be so cryptic?


  I despise that about him.


  And I know that I shall not sleep well.
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  Dearest Salmaya,


  Seghers cannot keep his fingers from touching sand.


  First light found me waiting for him to wake. I watched impatiently as he stirred and then sat and shifted the nearest grains of fine sand from one hand to the other as if he were measuring the infinite.


  Then, as if he had secretly consulted an oracle, he sought me out.


  Oh, Salmaya, what he shared is too bitter to swallow.


  It seems that in his many years of seeking out the far corners of The Empty Too Much Seghers has learned and has taught himself much about medical conditions. While he is not a doctor or a surgeon—and not himself a healer—he has the power to diagnose based upon experience and observation.


  During our pilgrimage, he has examined our children closely.


  And, in the briefest of summary, here is what he told me about them: that I will be forced to choose.


  At first, I didn’t fully grasp what he meant.


  Or perhaps I did and rejected the dark implications.


  Salmaya, it is the belief of Seghers that only one of our three children can be saved. He maintains that the rigorous healing procedure they must undergo—the spinal separation—makes it virtually impossible that more than one child will survive. When I press him as to how he can be so certain, he deflects my words.


  “I have seen,” he says. “I know.”


  When the children wake and I begin fixing them breakfast, Gela
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