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Introduction



Fantasy literature has traditionally filled with tropes and clichés based on an imagined medieval Europe. Usually, not even real medieval history, which was surprisingly diverse, but the generic pseudo-medieval Europe springing from fairy tales. This landscape is not surprising, given the genre’s roots in fairy tales, Gothic literature, and medieval romance. These roots were reinforced by certain giants of the genre, such as Howard and especially Tolkien, who have been much imitated. However, after so many such tales have been told, some of these tropes may begin to feel a bit stale. These overworked story elements have been expertly parodied in works such as Diana Wynne Jones’ Tough Guide to Fantasy Land. Many of these tropes are also problematic, embodying violent, sexist, and racist ideas. One begins to wonder, is there anything more for the genre?

There is a whole world out there to explore. All cultures have their mythologies, their legendary tales, their sense of wonder. In many cultures, this fantastic realm is more closely integrated into the everyday experience than it is in modern Western culture. These other cultures’ tales could provide inspiration for new fantasy stories, if only we would listen. Much traditional fantasy involves conflict between “civilized” people (the heroes), and “savages” (monstrous, swarthy marauders who must be defeated with violence). 
 Thanks to Daniel Heath Justice who expresses an idea which I was stumbling towards better than I could in his essay, “On ‘savagism’ and ‘civilization’ in fantasy literature…”, http://imagineotherwise.ca/creative.php accessed 22 June 2016.
But this binary narrative does not reflect the complexity of real societies. Real societies are made of people, not cardboard-cutout enemies to be fought, and each of those people has their own story to tell. Literature that recognizes this fact is richer and, although it might upset our preconceptions, is ultimately more satisfying. By including the voices of diverse peoples, who were once often stereotyped as savages themselves, we can enrich the world of fantasy storytelling and return the denied humanity to many people of the world.

Fantasy can also expand into realms of the imagination. This genre is perhaps the most free to imagine different social structures, different ways of life. Yet much traditional fantasy remains rooted in the hierarchical, patriarchal systems of kings, priests, and nobles. Yet this is due to historical inertia only: the options available to Fantasy fiction are limited only by our imagination. Fantasy could be used to explore sociological implications of different social arrangements, just as science fiction explores implications of imagined technologies.

The original concept of the Myriad Lands anthology was to showcase non-traditional fantasy stories—stories with settings other than the standard pseudo-Medieval Europe. Some would be based on “Real World” cultures, with appropriate fantasy elements, that have been under-represented in traditional fantasy. Others would be original societies that defy the tropes of traditional fantasy to provide glimpses of radically different lands. The anthology would contain a mix of both types, and thereby illuminate many different ways of life, as well as revealing universal themes to which people everywhere can relate.

As stories came in, the collection grew beyond what could comfortably be contained in a single volume. Given the two threads in the remit—diverse real world cultures and non-traditional imaginary cultures—splitting the anthology into two volumes was convenient.

In actuality, the division of stories into two volumes is not as clear cut as the description suggests. The stories of “Real World” cultures actually involve magical analogues of those cultures, sometimes disguising them under fictional names. For example, “Keeper of the Bones” by Daniel Heath Justice draws on Native American culture and history to tell a story that reflects the native experience of colonization, appropriation, and the search for continuing identity, but which changes names and uses secondary-world fantasy so as to make its message more universal. The “imaginary” cultures are often inspired by elements of real cultures. For example, in “Poet-Scholars of the Necropolis”, Megan Hutchins combines the dry environment and funerary practices of the Nazca with historical Korean death poems to create an original, but verisimilitudinous, culture. Several stories lie along this ill-defined border, and in the end I assigned them to volumes on other concerns such as balance and tone.

With stories from at least ten different countries and various literary traditions, there is certainly some diversity in the language use among the stories. This presented a dilemma for editing. The editor is originally American, although now resides in Britain. The anthology will be sold in both, as well as several other countries. Do I follow British or American English standards? In the end I did both. Stories from US authors were sent to an American copy editor and follow American spelling and usage. Stories from Commonwealth countries were sent to a British copy editor who followed British standards. For a few authors, English is not their primary language. With these, we tried to edit them to conform to correct English grammar, yet retain some of their less-typical expressions. In all of these cases, this approach serves to best preserve each author’s unique voice.

The genre of fantasy is growing. New voices and perspectives are coming to the fore. I hope these volumes can contribute to encouraging that growth. It is important to readers of different backgrounds to see themselves reflected in characters about whom they read. But it also gives us all new and interesting stories to enjoy.

~~~

I would like to thank all the authors who submitted stories. There were many more good stories than I could include, and they deserve to be published somewhere. Thank you to Terry Jackman, Melissa Gilbert, Crystal Watanabe, and V. Anne Arden for help with copy-editing and proofreading.


















The Truth in Fire

J.W. Hall


“Birds!” yelled the watcher from atop the tower. “The birds are flying to the west!”

Myst raced up the stairs to her window. Black shapes could be seen soaring in the distance, becoming lost in the haze of the dark sky. Below, the Searing Sea rose and fell, as if the watcher’s proclamation was strong enough to stir its tumultuous currents. Miles away, Broadbore Tower, rising like some decrepit beacon in the lava, slid out its vessel. Myst could hear the shouts of its crew even from where she stood. They would already have a few miles head start by the time her tower sent their own ship towards the oasis.

“Brim!” Myst ran down the stairs as quickly as she had ascended them. She found her brother in their family’s lounge, sprawled out amongst a bed of pillows, perched on his elbows with a book in his hand, his crooked, immobile legs laying to the side of him. He looked even grayer than when she had left him only an hour ago.

“I heard. They’re headed west,” said Brim, his eyes wide, swimming with a mixture of excitement, sadness, and sickness. He leaned back and coughed, a harsh, cluttered bark. “Probably near Iron Isle and Crow Spire. They’ll be there before we even put our oars into the scorch.”

“The captain will beat them.”

Brim stared up at the ceiling. “He always does. Captain Trike is the best vessel runner in all the 54 towers. He’ll make sure we get our share of the oasis, and give the rest of those lava lickers something to remember Cross Port Tower by, too.” He wiped his forehead. “Imagine being out there with them just once? To live their adventures firsthand and not by the text of some book. To taste one vial of fresh oasis water before I—I…”

“Quiet,” said Myst. She came to her brother’s side and felt his head. The blaze roared within him. It pained her to see him like this when it seemed like only months ago he was outside their balcony, cheering on the Hell Swallow as it sailed towards another oasis, regaling her with stories he had read in books about Captain Trike and his crew’s great adventures. He always told those stories with such vigor that it made her feel like she was there. But she had never gone, and neither had he. And now, as the sulfur sickness took him, it seemed he would never have the chance to live those dreams.

She looked down at him and already he was asleep, the excitement sapping all his energy. She kissed him on his forehead, and whispered, “I’ll see to it you get your wish.”

She stood and ran out of the door, the sight of her dying brother quieting any rational thought that had ever prevented her from the course she now ran upon.

“Where are you going?” called her father from their kitchen.

She didn’t answer for fear of what their conversation might do to her resolve. Besides, she didn’t have much time. She grabbed an empty vial from the cabinet, shoved it in her pocket, and ran.

She burst through the front doors of her family’s flat and turned down the hallway. Guards, tasked with patrolling the Upper, nodded to her as she ran by. She darted in and out of the passages, avoiding acquaintances and the councilmen her father would constantly entertain, until she stood looking down Ible’s Ladder, the immense stairwell that ran from the upper tower down to the lower regions. Down to the dock.

Never before had she dared the Ladder by herself. Her father’s campaigns were the only reason she ever went down, and that was in the sanctity of a troop of guards. It was too dangerous for an Upper to go down by herself, her father had always said. Too dangerous for a little girl.

She took a deep breath and put up her hood. She was down the first few flights of stairs before she realized what she was doing. She was going to the Fry, the portion of the tower who felt the press of the lava the most. The portion who had never had a taste of clean, filtered air like the stuff she and her family were privy to in every breath.

She hurried down, taking the stairs twice at a time. People passed beside her, walking up and down the Ladder in chore or conversation. She began to notice the change in their clothes. The fine black fabric of the Upper gave way to grey and beaten furs, clothes made from the singe rats they raised at such depths. Even the tower began to change. The clean, black ignus bricks of her home began to turn sooty and smudged. Red urlack fungus, spores planted from the magma moisture that beat against the stone, crept up walls like infected veins about to burst. And from the windows she could see the Searing Sea, the vast ocean of lava that was their world, a world created by the opening of the Three Hundred Hells so many years ago.

The sea climbed up to the windows like a savage orange beast bent on swallowing her whole, before receding in defeat. She thanked the Builders then for having the foresight to construct the towers tall and strong, and the gods for giving them ignus to protect against the heat and the soiled air.

Further down, the windows stopped altogether. The heat rose. She found herself barely able to breathe. It smelt of sulfur and sewage, sweat and sour bodies, iron and bile. The few air filters they had did little to quell the stench. She plugged her nose and looked back up the stairs.

This is your adventure. This is Brim’s adventure. There’s no turning around, she told herself.

She plunged further into the darkness. It didn’t take her long to find the crowd of people rushing across the stairwell and into an adjacent chamber. She knew from Brim’s stories that when the vessel sailed all the people of the Fry dropped their duties to see it off. It was the only explanation for such a gathering. She followed.

She lost herself in a mob of thin garb and half naked bodies, a style she imagined was adapted to deal with the temperature. She fought to keep up with the press, pushing and elbowing, until at last the crowd came to a stop.

A chant began. “Trike. Trike. Trike.”

She could see nothing but legs. She was trapped, but she would be damned if she were to fail her brother and let their adventure stop there. She crawled her way to the front of the line. Little by little she could feel the heat intensify, and soon, the fiery radiance of the lava peeked its face through the tangle of limbs. A few more pushes and she had made it to the sea wall where a hundred children just like her hung halfway over the cooling ignus stone in curious glee. She followed their eyes. The dock had been lowered, and to its side, bobbing in the magma like a giant debris of charcoal, was the Hell Swallow and its crew.

Ten of them prepared the ship. They scurried over the vessel, testing pumps and latches, setting up oars and checking various meters. They were like no other people she had ever seen. They wore a collection of strange, metallic looking gear that could all but hide their burnt skins. For upon each of them were bubbly scars that corroded their faces and limbs, like plotted courses of their adventurous lives upon the sea.

And atop the vessel itself, watching it from a half covered cockpit was Captain Trike. His goggles were tied tight against his bearded face. The strange, curved hat that Brim had showed her in his pictures sat atop his head like a crown of authority given by another culture, another time. He pointed and barked orders, ignoring the chants of his name, seeing to the prep of the vessel with such vigor that it was no wonder he had kept the Hell Swallow running for such a long time.

Just as soon as Myst had taken in the amazing sights of the vessel was it untying its ropes and pushing away from the dock.

She froze, stuck in a moment of indecision and fear. The Searing Sea rose and fell, stirring up spats of fire that sizzled the deck. Never had she been so close to it. Never could she have imagined the ferocity of it from the height she had lived in her entire life. And the people… Who was she amongst those who had been tried by the sea daily? Those who had lived in the scorch and the smell since they were brought forth into this world afire…

She was a sister whose dying brother needed an adventure.

Myst scrambled over the sea wall and onto the dock. The chants quickly turned into shouts, ordering her back. But she ignored them and ran. Immediately she felt the sea. Its heat groped for her, choking her with its heavy hands, wrenching the sweat from her body. But she did not stop.

The vessel had pushed away from the dock completely now. She came to the edge of it and swallowed. There was nothing between her and the sea any longer. Only the vastness of lava stared back. A few feet stood between the dock and the vessel. A few measly feet between her dying brother’s wish and the failure in fulfilling it.

She jumped.

The world seemed to freeze in that moment she was in the air. The lava rose to grab her. The vessel seemed to pull away to avoid her. She reached out and grabbed the side of the ship, her small hands digging into the rough ignus gunwale. She pulled and grabbed, using her feet to scurry herself upwards. She had just about made it over the edge when a man grabbed her by her wrists.

“Stole away!” he cried through a two-toothed mouth.

“Stole away,” the others of the crew echoed up to the captain as they continued rowing. Captain Trike peered his head out from his cockpit atop the Hell Swallow. He wiped his goggles and sneered. Myst’s legs still dangled freely over the magma. For a moment she thought the Captain would order to her to be dropped.

“Pull her in, but keep course.”

The crew member lifted her up and over, depositing her under the curve of the bow. He returned to the oars along with the others. The captain emerged from a hatch not long thereafter. Myst’s heart fluttered with excitement. The Captain is coming to talk to me, Brim! Just wait till I tell you what he said…

“You must be the queen of all idiots.” He marched up to her so fast that for a moment she thought he might strike her. She hid deeper underneath the bow as he knelt in front of her. He lowered his goggles and stared. His eyes were dark, like two flecks of ignus. “An Upper? I should have known only someone with smooth skin like yours would be foolish enough to jump aboard. What in the name of all the Opened Hells are you doing on my ship?”

“Its—um—I—It’s my brother.”

The Captain only stared.

“See, he’s always loved stories of you and the Hell Swallow. Ever since we were little he would go on and on about your adventures upon the Searing Sea. Your battles with the other towers. How you dealt with fire squids and demon sharks. How you would drain an entire oasis before anyone else could even touch a drop. But those were only from books. He always wanted to go on an adventure with you himself. But a few months ago he caught the sulfur sickness. The doctors say in a few weeks he’ll be dead, which means he’ll never get to fulfill his dreams…”

“So you thought you would do it for him?” said the captain.

She nodded.

He shook his head, grabbed her by the wrist, and put her on her feet.

“What we got, Captain?” cried a crew member.

“An empty headed Upper who’s better off in the burn.” He dragged her to the hatch. “Onward. Follow the birds!”

She followed him up a narrow stairwell and into the cockpit. A dashboard full of levers and a small steering wheel occupied the small space. From the vantage point they had a view of the entire ship and the sea it sailed upon. Cross Port Tower shrunk behind them like a charred hand raised in farewell. It looked so small and strange from that view. Like just another tower in the distance striving to survive.

“What’s your name?” said Captain Trike.

“Myst Olinglade.”

“As in the daughter of Councilman Olinglade, spearhead of the Lower Water Tax and all around buffoon?”

“My father is not a buffoon!” cried Myst.

“No? Why don’t you ask the people of the Fry what they think of giving a fifth of their water to the Upper so they may continue to govern the tower properly and further their scientific research?”

“It’s for their own good.”

The captain threw back his head in laughter. “I see you’ve got your father’s sense of fantasy. You think this is all play. You think this is all an adventure to tell stories about up there in the fresh air, but what you don’t realize is that lives matter on this rig. All of them. Not just yours or your brother’s.”

She opened her mouth to speak back, but Captain Trike interrupted her.

“You’re aboard now and we’re not turning back to drop off a councilman’s daughter just for his peace of mind. There’s an oasis that just opened up out there that could quench our thirst for months and I aim to drain it properly. So sit back and have your damned adventure. Just stay out of our way.”

Captain Trike turned back to the wheel and yelled out to his crew, “Faster. The current is drifting starboard.”

Myst shrunk to the back of the cockpit. She didn’t know what she was expecting when she boarded the ship, but surely not a verbal attack. How could the man say such things? Perhaps if he knew her brother he would understand better.

“He’s a good person.”

“Who?” the captain grunted.

“My brother. He’s smart and funny. Every Rain Season he goes down to the Fry to hand out gifts to the children.”

“My mother raised three orphans that lost their parents to the sea. Even gave her arm to the scorch to protect my father when the tide rose over the walls. Does that make her any more worthy than the rest to receive more water? No. Everyone has an ounce of goodness in them. Everyone deserves the equal chance to survive in this damned world should they so choose. Your brother is a good person so he should get his dreams? Bah!” Trike threw up his hand. “Think of the thousands of people who have died of thirst and never had the chance to live out theirs. Open your eyes. This is a mission for life, not the fulfillment of a fantasy.”

“Captain! Off the bow!” yelled up a crew.

A flock of birds flew over the front of the ship. A small ridge had risen in the distance, rising from the glowing sea like a brown scab. To either side of it, she could see enemy vessels approaching.

The captain held up a telescope and scanned the purview. “Broadbore and Crow Spire again. Haven’t learned their lessons yet. Ready the pumps. Load the cannons. I want both ships towed home this time.”

The men responded in a unified yell. The Hell Swallow seemed to double in speed. Myst stood on her tiptoes, her fingers gripped on the sill of the open cockpit window, the hot wind whipping her face. Never before had she ever felt such excitement. Oh, she couldn’t wait to tell Brim about this. She was already concocting her own story when up from the deck came the cry, “Dire Whales, port side!”

The captain pushed Myst aside and dropped his scope. “Harpoons! Keep them at bay.”

She shuffled up to his side and peered out. Four fins dipped in and out of the lava, cutting through the sludgy liquid. Their heads breached the surface showcasing eyes as red as blood, their faces full of horns, their mouth a trap of phosphorous gums. They raced towards the oasis, veering closer to the Hell Swallow. Myst had always seen the creatures in the far off distance, frolicking in the magma. Never could she have imagined ever seeing them so close. They were beautiful, majestic things. The captain was wrong. Brim was right. Being aboard the Hell Swallow was magnificent and—

“Spray!” cried the Captain. The creatures arched their backs, exposing their blowholes, and spewed a geyser of lava onto the ship’s deck.

Most of the crew took cover underneath the curve of the gunwale, but an unlucky few were caught in the scorching shower. Petals of fire bloomed on the exposed sailor’s clothes and skin. They cried out, slapping at the flames and their injuries, rolling upon the vessel’s floor like squirming fish. Myst saw their faces. The pain. The bubbling flesh. The smears of blood put there by their hands’ attempt to silence the burn.

She sunk further into the cockpit, her eyes wide, her heart rattling in her chest.

“Douse them!” ordered the captain.

A few of the braver members dared to dart from their safety under the gunwale to unravel hoses. Someone turned a valve and from it came a spray of water. The burning men whimpered as the liquid met their skin. The crew pulled their injured to safety just as the whales came near once more.

“Harpoons, damn it!” called Captain Trike.

The crew snapped into form. From underneath the gunwale they produced rifles, strange weapons with thick arrows protruding from their shoulder-mounted muzzles. They aimed. For a moment, nothing happened. Only the slap of the sea against the ship’s hull and the screech of the approaching whales could be heard.

Closer and closer they came. Myst’s hands clenched tighter on the sill. Why didn’t they fire? They’re coming! she wanted to yell. Shoot before they cover you again!

The whales breached the surface.

Bam!

The harpoons fired, the report a concussive blast that clapped in her head. The great arrows sunk into the whales’ backs in a spurt of magma and blood. The beasts rolled and submerged, diving into the lava, their angry song tossed like a curse back at the ship.

They didn’t reappear until much later, further off the bow of the Hell Swallow. They were safe.

Myst felt like she could finally breathe, but that feeling did not last.

“Onward!” cried Captain Trike, his scope turned towards the ridge. Below the men scurried back to their posts, even those who had been burnt, holding their injuries and limping to their stations, new scars added to their already marred skins.

“What an adventure,” snarled the captain.

Myst looked up. The captain stared down, emotionless. “The men… they’re injured.”

He put his back to her. “And they’ll proudly wear the scars. Ugly badges of honor given for each ounce of water that has ever gone into you and your brother’s throat.”

Myst gulped.

“If you want to live in this world. You have to burn. You brother never said that in his stories, did he?”

She didn’t respond. In the stories the crew always returned unscathed. In the stories, Captain Trike led them to flawless victories against all foes. In the stories, dire whales helped to guide the Hell Swallow to the oasis just as much as birds did.

The captain turned his attention back to the ridge. “200 meters. Broadbore vessel. Off the port bow.”

The crew echoed his response.

She could see it now, the ridge began to rise out from the magma sea like the spine of a drowning giant. Two vessels were parked at its edge, a black pump slithering out of each, tossed over the side of it like an onyx rope. The Hell Swallow veered straight for the one on the left. Dark figures scurried about its deck, pointing at the Hell Swallow as it approached.

“Cannons and pumps,” called Captain Trike. “And don’t stop rowing until the bastards have gotten out of our way.”

The crew cheered. They positioned cannons onto the gunwales and bow, huge muzzles that were connected to hoses. Others threw the other end of the pumps over into the magma. Captain Trike steadied the wheel. Like some predatory raptor of the sea, his eyes did not leave the vessel. The Hell Swallow cut through the lava, skipping over the small waves. The Broadbore vessel reeled back in its hose and pushed off from the banks of the oasis’s ridge. Myst could see the glint of their own cannons being aimed. But they were too slow.

The Hell Swallow was upon them.

Myst slunk back as the vessel came crashing into the side of the Broadbore ship. The two metals screamed in a horrific union, barely drowning out the call of the men who steered them. Myst lurched into the back of Captain Trike who held so tightly to the wheel that he barely moved. He made no offer to help her up. So she scrambled up the side of the cockpit to watch the great battle unfold.

But as it turned out, it was no battle. It was a massacre.

The Broadbores had lost control of their cannons, leaving them defenseless. The Hell Swallow’s crew wasted no time. They flicked a lever and the pumps turned on. The cannons spat up gallons of lava, upchucking it from the sea beneath and onto the deck of the enemy’s ship.

Everywhere the Broadbores burned. Everywhere the Broadbores cried out. At one point someone had undone the valve to their water storage, letting it loose all over the deck. Steam rose into the sky, making a foggy curtain over what happened next. Like demons scurrying out from a gaseous abyss, three men from the Hell Swallow’s crew rose from their ship and onto the Broadbore vessel. Myst could see the rise and fall of their daggers like pitch claws in the steam. Screams echoed up to the cockpit. Screams and gurgles and calls of surrender. But none was given. Such horrible sounds were they that Myst had to pinch her ears closed in order to keep the noise from entering her conscious.

“That’s it! Every last one of them,” cried Captain Trike over the chaotic din, his smile wide and proud. “Make it so they have to scrap every last ounce of that blasted tower in order to brave the seas again.”

When the steam finally dissipated Myst could see into the wreckage of the Broadbore ship. Bodies lay sprawled across the deck, its floor a filthy slosh of water, un-cooled magma, and blood. The three members of the Hell Swallow stood amongst the ship, victorious.

“Their pump and then hook it up.”

A member of the crew flipped a lever. The pump sputtered and then chugged. A dribble of water could be seen slithering down the ridge. They were expelling the water from the ship’s bladder.

“Finished!” cried the crew. They tossed a rope back over to the Hell Swallow where it was hitched to a clasp on the bow.

A crank was turned. Slowly the Broadbore’s vessel was pulled back into the sea, pulled into their possession, a capture of precious ignus to be used to rebuild and repair the tower and the Hell Swallow sometime down the road.

“Onto the ridge.”

Three more rows and the Hell Swallow skidded onto the rocky beach of the oasis. The men gave a muffled cheer, but Captain Trike had no time for celebration.

“The hose, damn you!”

From the depths of the ship the crew unraveled a black hose, each member of the crew inching out the thick, bulky tube. They carried it forward until the crew made landfall. They grunted and groaned from the weight of it as sweat glistened over them like some new translucent outfit.

Myst had never imagined the process to be such hell.

“Imp fish, port side!” called a crew.

All attention swung. A school of fire colored fish had flopped upon the oasis shore. Their scales gleamed like blood against the lava. They worked their powerful fins against the rock, eking their way forward until, flapping their tremendous tails, they flung the one behind them closer to the edge. One by one they gathered and somersaulted. At last a fish climbed high enough where it could extend a long, fat tongue over the edge of the oasis and scoop out water in tremendous heaves, raining droplets onto its family’s slurping mouths.

“They’re stealing our water,” said the Captain. “Wash them away.”

Some of the crew dropped the hose and turned the levers of the other pumps. Gouts of lava ushered out, sweeping the creatures off the ridge.

“Move,” said Captain Trike, and he pushed Myst out of his way for a better view. Myst was cut off from the frantic action. She was about to push her way back into view when she heard a noise at her back.

Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh.

She turned in time to see that another vessel was coming straight for them.

“Captain!” she shouted.

“What do you—” he turned, but it was already too late. The vessel rammed them. Myst tumbled into the Captain and both folded onto the ground as the ship tipped. She grabbed hold of his vest as she nearly rolled out the window. The screams of the crew echoed up to her. She looked behind her and saw a man fall from his comrades grasping hands and into the hellish muck of the sea.

“Pumps!” she heard a foreign voice yell. Something gulped.

The Captain swore beside her. “Spray, starboard! Cover.”

The Hell Swallow seemed to level out. She clambered back into the cockpit, breathing heavily, her heart thrumming inside her chest. Captain Trike reached over her and slammed close the cover over the starboard window just as a spit of lava fell into the cockpit.

Myst roared in pain. Her arm. Her leg. Never before had she experienced such agony. She looked down to see drips of molten liquid scarring her skin. It only made her scream more. She went to slap them away with her other hand, but the Captain grabbed it. With his own glove he subdued the fires. Each hit added to the pain. She was sure her skin was gone.

He grabbed her by her chin so hard that her scream became lost in her throat. “Do you want to live? “

Her eyes bulged with in her head. He shook her.

“Do you want to see your brother again?”

She forced herself to nod.

“Then swallow hard and take it.” He rose from the ground, and dared to look around the corner of the window. “They’re filling the deck,” he whispered to himself. From his belt he produced a cruel looking dagger. He beat it against his chest, closed his eyes, and said something she could not hear. When he opened them again, he yelled, “Over the top!”

A cry responded from below. Without another word, Captain Trike slipped out of the cockpit. There were yells. There was the sound of metal upon metal. Though her head rang with anguish, Myst could not stand the mystery of the violence happening at her back. She dared to look out the adjacent window.

A fight had erupted on the enemy craft. Captain Trike waged war against a dozen foes on its deck, while the still standing members of the Hell Swallow’s crew clambered over the roof of the cockpit to join him. The lava cannons still sprayed into the Hell Swallow, but they were useless against the boarding members. Blood spilled. People were pushed into the scorching sea. It was horrible.

All this, she thought. All this for water. All this for ignus. All this to keep the tower alive.

Her eyes fell to the ridge of the oasis standing calm and serene amongst the chaos. It seemed funny that such a thing should blossom upon the always shifting skin of the world. It seemed funny that the gods would give them some respite to keep them alive amongst this hell, a hell she and her brother had never truly appreciated before so high in their roost.

But what did it matter if they couldn’t live long enough to have the water in the first place. Then she noticed the hose. It was so close to the edge of the ridge. All it needed was a few more inches of push and it would be over and into the precious resource.

She looked back at the fighting. Who knew who would come out alive. Who knew if they could even stay long enough to drain their share of the oasis.

She bit her lip, and before she knew what she was doing, she was out of the cockpit. She jumped over the lava filled deck and onto the curve of the gunwale, her feet slipped and she stumbled onto the hard ground of the oasis.

She could not believe the texture of it. This natural born phenomena felt so much like the stones of her home. The cries of the fight happening behind her did not let her dally. She ran up the slope. She grabbed the end of the hose and lifted, her burns screaming in pain. It was so heavy. Her body wanted to give up. Sweat poured off of her as if her muscles were sobbing. Yet she dragged it, inch by inch, adrenaline coursing through her blood like magma. At last, she dropped it over the top and looked out over the oasis.

Her jaw dropped. It was a pool of deep blue, a color she had only ever seen in story books and hinted at in a glass of water. It was beautiful. Never before could she imagine so much of it in one place, but clearly it was not enough to quench the thirst of all who took from it. For on the far reaches of the ridge she could see other hoses dipping into the reservoir, the tentacles and tails of beasts dangling in the precious resource for sweet relief. The Hell Swallow would get its share before this oasis closed up, but not all of it like the stories claimed. She reached in her pocket, produced the vial, and filled it with the unfiltered water. Satisfied, she dropped the hose into the water and flipped the lever. With a slurp, the tube went rigid, drinking up the water by the gallon.

“Retreat!” came the yells.

Myst turned to see Captain Trike limping over the edge of the enemy vessel, his injured crew avoiding attacks to do the same. The enemies hurried to realign their pumps. They were preparing to spray again, but the Hell Swallow was already pushing away, swinging the Broadbore’s derelict ship between them. “Cut her loose,” she could hear the captain yelling. The empty ship fell away into their attackers, buying them time.

Myst flipped back the lever on the hose and ran. She clambered up the tube, her small feet walking it like a balance game as it slithered out from the water. She clung to the side of the gunwale and hoisted herself up just as the crew evacuated the lava that had filled their deck.

The enemy vessel celebrated in triumph as the Hell Swallow crawled away. The crew and Captain Trike stood behind her, watching, breathing, bloodied and burned.

“Damn them,” he said. A gash was opened over his head. His goggles were gone. His eyes were as red as fire. “Six of our men dead, and not an ounce to show for it.”

“Captain,” said a crew from behind. “The gauge is reading the bladder is an eighth full.”

“An eighth full? How can that be?”

“It was the girl,” said a crew member. “I saw her scramble back onto the boat with my own eyes.”

Captain Trike turned to her. He did not smile. He did not frown. He just stared. Then he limped towards her and lifted her arm. He pointed to the burn that had bubbled there. “You earned those badges today.”

The crew gave a sullen cheer and called out her name. She knew that deep in her head she should be thrilled that her name was on the tongues of the Hell Swallow’s crew and what a story it would make for Brim, but somehow it felt hollow. There were dead men beneath them that had helped put that water in the bladder. She had seen them die. And those horrible sights stayed with her as the Hell Swallow rowed back to their tower.

They were greeted as they had been said farewell to, in a mass of onlookers. Except this time her father and his guards were amongst them.

“How dare you leave this port with my daughter,” he began on Captain Trike. “You bring her back burned and nearly dead, I should—”

Myst rose to speak, but Captain Trike stopped her with a rise of his finger and winked. She supposed he had faced much worse than the wrath of an angry father on the Seared Sea. She left them to their debate.

On her walk back up the Ladder, where people gawked at her and whispered behind her back, she saw the hose of the Hell Swallow splashing into the well at the bottom of the tower. A huddle of scarred, scrawny children stood beside it, hoping to catch the occasional spray that a hiccup in the pump would cause. Praying like followers to a shrine for a single, unfiltered drop. She looked up the stairs and then back into that gurgling hole. From her pocket she took the vial of water, uncorked it and dumped its contents down the hole.

The kids called her names and swore at her for wasting water, but who were they to decide who received it and who didn’t. The water belonged to the people, not to any one person.

She climbed the stairs, exhausted and in pain. When she entered the room, Brim could barely sit up.

“Father said you boarded the Hell Swallow,” he managed.

She nodded in return.

“Water?”

She shook her head, “But I have something even better.”

“What’s that?”

“A story.”

He smiled and leaned back.

And so she told him of her adventure. It was full of dashing heroes who saved comrades and allowed surrender and flawless victories without burn or injury. Like his books, it was a fine story and nothing else. Something to let Brim see when he closed his eyes and dreamed. Fiction. The real stories she would carry within the bubbly lines of her new scars. There a person could read the truth. There a person could understand the way of the world. If you wanted to live in it, you had to burn.
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The corpse arrived wrapped and ready for drying atop the necropolis.

“Got a wet one!” Onyo called from the entryway.

Royzca, the other poet-scholar in residence, stared listlessly out the slit-window in her room, watching the porters spiral down the hill road and into the adobe city below. She already knew whose corpse they’d delivered. She’d gotten a private note yesterday.

Royzca’s door creaked open. Onyo frowned at her, his furry, white eyebrows pulling together into a concerned line. “Aren’t you coming?”

Royzca exhaled and walked through the brick corridors with him, her head down, her throat too tight for words. The narrow windows only let in shafts of light, but her old eyes would have been poor even in full daylight. She trailed her fingers against the wall, letting the time-smoothed bricks lead her.

For all her advanced warning, seeing the body still stabbed needles through her heart. One side of the wrapping was lumped, where the corpse cradled a premature child.

The porters had placed the body atop the necropolis’ floating, poem-enchanted board—useful for shifting bodies around. A death poem in the traditional red envelope lay across her chest.

“Do you want me to read it out?” Onyo asked.

“No.” She felt like a sandstorm had torn up her throat, but Royzca managed to keep her hands still as she opened the envelope. Squinting hard, she read silently.

The poem opened and closed in the traditional style.



I go to Paradise—

Holding my healthy child

Like my grandmother held me—

That is Paradise.




Tears blurred Royzca’s eyes, turning the page into a wash of white and black.

“Clearly, an amateur poem,” Onyo said, looking over her shoulder. “There’s a bit of alliteration across the second line, but there’s no depth. No clever assonance or figurative language, no allusions to other works to give it resonance.”

Royzca’s throat tightened. “My granddaughter wrote this.” Onyo peered at her, not understanding. “Yula. She died in early labor yesterday.”

Reflected grief creased all the lines in his old face. He didn’t bother with meaningless condolences—he laid a hand on her shoulder. Royzca let it rest there, heavy and reassuring.

She remembered the day of Yula’s birth perfectly—holding the warm babe, watching her eyes flutter open even as the midwife closed Yula’s mother’s. Joy and sorrow had raged inside Royzca. She could still hear the cheerfully unaware singing of her other children and smell the roasting fish and sweet potatoes.

Yula had grown up with a cacophony of cousins. She loved children. She was eager to become a mother herself.

“I’m going to bless her poem.”

Onyo’s hand stiffened. Concern bled over his features. “Royzca…”
 “Yes?” Royzca stood tall, chin jutted out. She clutched the precious poem to her chest, as she’d once held the child who wrote it.

He sighed. “I know this is hard…but it’s still our responsibility to judge her poem. You swore not to waste sacred water on poems that aren’t beautiful, on poems that can’t become mighty spells.”

Royzca glanced at the bulge cradled at her granddaughter’s side. Yula knew Royzca would read this. She’d used her poem to send her love. Like my grandmother held me.

Hopefully, in Paradise, Yula now had that chance. Hopefully she was playing with her infant, while here her husband and cousins wailed their loss from the rooftops.

“This is the most beautiful poem I have ever read,” she whispered. “I’m blessing it. I don’t care if it’s useful for magic afterwards.”

“Royzca…” Onyo pleaded.

She faced him, voice adamant. “Anyone can appreciate an excellent poem. It takes an especially skilled poet to appreciate a poorly-written one.”

“Lord-Governor Alyocandro’s aunt is coming soon, and she’d grab any excuse to report you to the Guild. If she sees you’ve blessed that poem, she’ll push charges of treasonous misuse. Treason is a capitol offense.”

Treason or no, Royzca didn’t care. Her granddaughter’s last words deserved the last blessing she could give. “Then I’ll make sure I hide it well.”

~~~

Royzca helped Onyo navigate the enchanted board up the snaking stairs to the roof. They nestled Yula in the sand next to another dozen drying bodies. A tightly-woven mesh kept birds and bugs away. Filtered through the mesh, the afternoon sun gave everything a white glow. Royzca liked to think that meant the inhabitants had reached Paradise.

“Do you want me to come with you to do the blessing, or should I make supper?” Onyo asked.

“Food.” Her soul needed the comfort of a warm bowl. She couldn’t find the words to thank Onyo, but after a decade of working together in the necropolis, she knew he’d see the gratitude in her face.

Royzca lit a torch and headed down, first on broad stairs, passing floor after floor of entombments. Her knees creaked as the stairs tightened into a spiral, plunging her into the roots of the hill. Shadows flickered around the curves.

At last she reached the alcove. She placed the torch in its sconce—the uneven light flickered over a broad shelf inlaid with obsidian. A niche held the gold vial.

Royzca spread Yula’s poem reverently on the shelf. Yula had been so hale, so flush with life, during Royzca’s last visit not two weeks ago. She should have had the chance to hold her child in this world, with her husband and cousins around her. Royzca couldn’t give her that, but she could do this.

She opened the gold vial. All the water to touch this kingdom came from mountain run off—all the water except the Guild’s sacred spring, a place connected to Paradise, a place known only to Poet-Masters. Royzca was just a poet-scholar, entrusted with a necropolis and a vial of the scarce, sacred water.

Maybe she was breaking that trust now, but she’d held the position of grandmother long before she’d been a scholar.

She read Yula’s poem aloud. The alcove echoed the words, reverberated the syllables through the bricks. While the air was still heavy with the spoken word, Royzca sprinkled the paper with sacred water. The paper glowed, then turned a brilliant, uncanny red; its mundanely-dyed envelope seemed pale in comparison.  The next time someone read these words aloud, the sacred waters would pull a piece of Paradise, shaped by Yula’s death poem, into this world.

Likely, the quality of the poem was too poor to be of any effect. But it was beautiful. Royzca folded it back into the envelope, climbed the stairs with the torch, then wandered the entombments until she found the shelf holding Yula’s mother. Royzca tucked the poem under her mummified body.

“I didn’t think you’d mind hiding this for me.” Royzca bit her lip. “I…I suppose you already know. About Yula. I hope you’re holding her, like you never could in life.”

Royzca waited there for a moment, as if her daughter could respond. Only silence and the dry-must smell of the dead replied.

~~~

Onyo had a vegetable stew waiting for her, warm, thick stuff that seeped into her marrow. He refilled her bowl after she’d emptied the first one.

“So. I’ve been re-reading Motyono’s Epic of the River War. And I do have to conclude that it’s the most brilliant poem of all time.” Onyo said it with a touch of mischief in his eyes; this was a decade-old debate they’d started on Royzca’s first day in the necropolis.

She fell into the conversation easily. “Even better than Pusarla’s Odes to Paradise?”

“Ah, that’s not one poem, it’s a dozen.”

“While each ode can be enjoyed individually, there’s added enjoyment in reading them together. I think this is a point in Pusarla’s favor; it is good in part and in whole. I cannot read the third portion of Epic by itself with any enjoyment.”

“That’s because what goes before is crucial, not merely tangentially connected! Even you’ll have to admit that Motyono was a master of allusions, carefully building and enhancing his story by drawing on his poetic forbearers.”

“And what do allusions matter, when he sacrifices rhythm to squeeze it in? None of his works benefit from being read aloud—especially Epic.” She’d uttered that argument a hundred times, in a hundred different ways. She knew how Onyo would counter, and mouthed along as he decried Pusarla’s lyricism as less moving than Motyono’s story.

Which, of course, moved them into the never-ending debate of what made good poetry. Form or content? Aesthetic beauty, or emotional resonance?

In truth, Royzca liked both poems, but she’d never admit it—she liked the familiar argument even more. It distracted her. It warmed her bones in a way that stew couldn’t.

Half-way through a passionate argument about the nature of narrative, Onyo passed wind. He coughed politely. “Ah. Apologies. I dearly wish there was a small child nearby.”

“To blame it on?”

“I’m old! My bowels are less trustworthy than they once were. And I’m always cold at night.”

“And food burns back up my throat.” They’d had this conversation a hundred times, too. Complaining about old age was almost as soothing as debating poetry.

“And my memory’s not what it used to be.”
 
Royzca shook her head. “You already said that one.”
 
“I did not!”

“Perhaps your faulty memory is why you enjoy Motyono over Pusarla? It’s far easier to keep track of Motyono’s broad strokes than it is Pusarla’s intricate imagery.”

And so the debate began anew, as constant and refreshing as water from the mountains.

~~~

Hedrana, the Lord-Governor’s aunt, arrived the next morning. She banged on the necropolis door as if she’d been locked out of her own house. “Hello! I won’t be kept waiting!”

If Hedrana’s shrill, sing-song voice couldn’t wake the dead, nothing would.

Royzca was already awake, but she took her time shuffling down the hall, her hip aching as it did every morning. Onyo joined her from his room. “Do we have to let her in?”

“If we’re nice, maybe she’ll go away more quickly,” Royzca said. “She’s only here to flatter herself.”

Hedrana was obsessed with proving that she was better than the rest of the nobility because she not only had connections and a massive fortune, but also a refined appreciation for poetry. Unfortunately, that meant she insisted on touring the necropolis whenever she visited her nephew.

Royzca turned her face into a polite mask and opened the door.

“About time!” Hedrana blustered, sweeping inside. She seemed too young for this place, with only a few wisps of gray in her hair. “If I held a post in a necropolis, I would not keep people waiting. I trust the two of you have been dutiful in my absence?”

As if this woman held any stewardship over them. Royzca bowed, back creaking. “Of course.”

Hedrana sniffed. “Perhaps you did not know, but I have been attending the Guild Academy.”

Royzca doubted there was anyone in the city who didn’t know it. There were betting rings on whether she’d threatened or bribed her way in, but no conclusive answers yet.

“And I have just passed their tests.” She rolled up her sleeve, displaying a tattoo of a stylized scroll—the insignia of the Guild. It marked her as a novice poet-scholar.

Royzca rubbed her own tattoo under her sleeve. Royzca had earned that—and certainly not with bribes or threats.

“Come! I wish to inspect all of the necropolis. After all, I am sure the Guild will assign me here as soon as a post is available. Shall we start with the roof?”

“Of course.” Royzca barely kept the words civil. She led, patience evaporating. How could Hedrana speak of a post opening—her or Onyo’s death—so casually?

“Ah!” Hedrana sighed melodramatically over the bodies drying in the sand. She laid her eyes on Yula. “So fair falls the blossom of youth in bringing forth fruit!”

Royzca gritted her teeth. She didn’t care what connections this woman had, she had no right to vomit overwrought verses on her granddaughter.

Onyo shot Royzca a warning glance, then smiled and stepped next to Hedrana. “Truly, your metaphors are as clear and piercing as Gorel’s in his Verses of Adulation.”

Hedrana flushed. “You think so?”

“Undoubtedly.”

Royzca bit back a laugh. Gorel had been a great poet, but nearly everyone agreed that Verses, with its laughable mixed metaphors, was an unfortunate stain in his corpus of compositions.

“You are a poet of excellent taste,” Hedrana said, and swept back down the stairs.

Royzca flicked him a thankful glance. He beamed at her, face crinkling down all the familiar lines.

After that, they wandered through the tombs. Blessed and used poems were, by tradition, painted on the walls in blue and green. Hedrana paused often, leaning close with the torch and reciting them aloud.

“You have the voice of Asoyla,” Onyo said.

Hedrana nodded, satisfied with herself. Royzca smiled and nudged Onyo with her elbow when Hedrana wasn’t watching. Asoyla had been known for her fear of reading publicly; she
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