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“Swerve me? The path to my
fixed purpose is laid with iron rails, whereon my soul is grooved
to run. Over unsounded gorges, through the rifled hearts of
mountains, under torrents’ beds, unerringly I rush! Naught’s an
obstacle, naught’s an angle to the iron way!”

― Herman Melville, Moby-Dick or, the
Whale
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Part One

The Mendel Fragment


Chapter One

She woke as he woke, a mirror image, a
shadow, silent like him, and like a shadow just out of his view,
something taken for granted. The gray haze of the morning had not
yet appeared, so the darkness cloaked her. It also allowed her the
space to dress quickly and follow him toward the Meeting House. It
was so cold this morning, her legs and arms, though wrapped in her
many layers, remained stiff and numb.

She watched him with his thick-furred hat,
his eel-skinned leggings, and fur-lined boots, watched him tall and
secure in his own arrogance, those confident strides with that
confident crunch of fallen leaves beneath his confident boot soles.
He deserved what he got, this one. Hawthorn was right. Didn’t it
say to observe the world and see. Well, she was observing now,
wasn’t she? She observed the daily hoarding of this scrap of cloth,
that small crumb of cracker or discarded and putrefying eel flesh.
Yes, Hawthorn was right, right about it all. It started with this
one. But how? This was the question. How and where?

As she watched the High Priest, alone with
his Acolytes, his special position—as he liked to call it—as she
watched him pull apart the newly baked bread, the steam escaping,
his assured nature, she suddenly doubted her resolve. She was so
close—wasn’t she? Hadn’t she obtained access, stood knocking at the
very doors of power? Not even knocking. The door had been opened
for her...by him...the High Priest himself. She watched as he
sipped from the small cup, the ceremony of it all, the pouring just
a drop, maybe two of the Thunsae Myrrha with the wine, the
blessing. Watching it all now unfolding before her, she doubted her
own confidence. Could she really trust the Hawthorn? It had been
nearly a year. He was a schemer, she knew that, and his conspiracy
theories!

The blessing of the day complete, the High
Priest of Widorexiton gathered his satchel and, together with his
armed acolytes, walked from the Meeting House and down toward the
outskirts of town to the stables. She followed, silent, the
settling fog making it harder and harder to keep them in sight. The
rolling wooden wheels pulverized the layers of scattering, swirling
leaves, a vellum of broken, stiff biological detritus drifting,
then exploding in a vortex of panic—this sound concentrated her
mind, and she realized they were now very far indeed. Moving from
tree to tree, she pushed on, head down against the cold offshore
breeze.

By the time she arrived at the docks, the
guards and the merchants were loading the barrels of eel oil onto
the ship for its delivery to the mainland. Then it would be
exported around the Black Mountains, through the Forest of the Dead
and to the mysterious city called Kyrnunos, an outpost town at the
very edge of the known world. At least this is what Hawthorn told
her, but who knew. Kyrnunos, Cogstin, these where mere letters,
syllables, placed side-by-side without meaning, mythological
nonsense from a delusional and untrustworthy source. No, what was
true, what was hard, as real as the bone handle knife at her side
was simply, the High Priest was up to something, and she needed to
find out. She crept forward to the edge of the woods and crouched,
the hood of her coat pulled back slightly from the stiff, biting
wind.

The Intruder was a two-masted hybrid
schooner—wind and boiler, a blending of natural, thaumaturgic, and
mechanical engineering with a deep hold perfect for transporting
the eel oil across the open expanse of ocean to the mainland. She
knew the ship well, for it was the only one that ever docked at
Widorexiton. She watched the dockhands load the rope netting, hoist
barrel after barrel up to the deck, before they lowered down into
the hold. She watched as Captain Robert escorted the High Priest
with ritual and pomp up the plank to his quarters, the guards
straggling behind. She had time. Patience was needed now. This was
the first of many trips to the mainland in the next few weeks.
How easy it would be to lie in wait, scurry aboard..?

Her thoughts scattered, suddenly, a hand,
thick and calloused over her mouth and nose.

“Not a word,” he whispered close to her ear,
pulling her back so that she lost her balance and fell into him.
“What will the High Priest say to this, I wonder?” He pulled
against her resistance. “Not a word.”

She felt his body cup her own, a great span
of coat and arms. She knew that a multiple of options now stood
before her.

“Look at her,” he said in her ear. “Look at
her beautiful lines, and that hold. The way she accepts her cargo
willingly.” He moved closer, legs parted, pulling her further back.
“You can almost feel the stiffness of those masts, straight, hard,
reliable in any season.”

She sighed, pushed the hand away and stood
staring at the ordered chaos on the schooner. “So now you’re
following me?” Her voice was without malice.

“Somebody’s got to keep you from
trouble.”

Roman was tall for a Thunsi, his body more
muscular than most, strong as steel cable, notorious in the city of
Widorexiton for feats mythical during the great eel hunts. And
those eyes! Set deeply in the skull, dark and shadowed. She felt a
surge of desire as their night together settled back into her
memory. “A trouble that is none of your business.”

He pulled her around to face him. “Maybe, but
trouble is trouble.” He reached up gently to her face and cupped
her cheeks with his hands. “You left early.”

“I had some business.”

“That is obvious.”

She turned back to the docks, noting for the
hundredth time the procedures, the spaces between the patterns.
Yes, it could be done. She felt him move up to her, arms
swooping around her chest and waste.

“Lara, seriously, this is no place to be. Why
give them any reason? They catch you here, and how long would it
take to expose us. What happens then?” He reached in his pocket and
pulled out a small leather sack, opened it and handed her several
small, dried licorice root. “Here.”

“This doesn’t fix everything,” she said, but
took it greedily, shoving it into her mouth, chewing it to pulp,
the bitter aftertaste a relief to the nearly forgotten hunger
pains.

She saw the sadness in Roman’s eyes, those
beautiful eyes. Yes, so much was at stake, so many serious moments
to come. She once again realized the severe collateral damage with
every new choice from this moment forward.


Chapter Two

Lara had known Roman all her life. Their
families forged into the classes by routine and ritual. Every year
they would head to the coast, along with the whole town of
Widorexiton, board the multiple ships and journey the forty miles
for The Begetting Festival. Year after year. This ritual created
multiple shared experiences, formed deep relational grooves.
Indeed, it was on one of these very coastal visits that Lara met
Hawthorn. That one dreaded day, mothers, and fathers, rushed and
frantic, searched for their Thunsi children, dragging, holding,
running to the ships that remained. Class and status evaporated on
that day. It was only survival that mattered. It was that day that
the families of Roman and Lara boarded the Endeavor
together, huddling in the large hold with other survivors, mothers
murmuring praises to the Horned God for his deliverance from the
Blodetan—Blood Eaters. Nobody knew back then what they were. As the
survivors buttressed the swells, the wooden hold leaking seawater,
the eel oil lantern above swaying violently with every pitch and
roll—as every family wrestled down the memories of the
slaughter—Lara found her hand clasped in Roman’s, those deep-set
eyes shadowed, a sense of calm, even after so much carnage.

Twenty years had passed. Their relationship
grew from the soil of that tragedy, like intertwining shoots,
merging, separating, merging again, separating, always within
reach, the forbidden nature of the thing pushing to an inevitable
conclusion never in question. But then last year’s Begetting
changed everything. The Horned God had spoken. The High Priest
proclaimed it.

Lara stood in the crowd at the end of the
fall festival, her belly full of licorice root pie and eel blubber,
the white foam from the tide gathering on the slick rocks behind
her, her thoughts distracted from her chance meeting with Hawthorn
a week earlier. The High Priest finished the liturgy of the
Gathering, and in a droll, monotone voice spoke the names of the
chosen Thunsi. Those who were to enter the Year of Purity and
preparation for the Horned God. She was obviously too old to be
called, her family part of the serving class, irrelevant for such a
privilege. But then the Priest spoke her name. All the sorrow,
terror, and elation suddenly exploded within her.

That was almost a year ago, and now she found
herself once again in the forbidden arms of Roman. Nearly once a
week, Lara would sneak out early from the Purity House, walk
through the cold leaf-blown world of forest and ocean to the
outskirts of Widorexiton to the small wooden shack Roman called
home. A fire blazed in the large iron stove, a red glow emanating
from the oval glass door. Their skeleton bodies fused like two
corpses twisted together from a storm. Lara lay on Roman, her head
to his osseous grooved chest, humped and scarred flesh the only
remnants of terror she could only imagine. She felt the soft touch
of his calloused fingers as he played with her shoulder blade,
drifting down her spine and to her protruding ilium. She pushed
ever so slightly upward to encourage the motion. He rolled his own
licorice root cigarette, breathed in the aromatic smoke. He now lay
contented in the smell and warmth of pleasure.

She looked up, grabbed the cigarette, and
inhaled deeply, blew out smoke. She laid her cheek to his rising
chest and stared at the familiar room. It was small for one in his
class, like the cabin, but lined with bookshelves which were in
turned lined with books. Each title an iconic monograph in the
world of Thunsi Thaumaturgy. There were books on the biological
mathematics of eels, books on creating cell generated electro
thaumaturgical interactions, books on oceanic chemo-mathematical
elements, even books on nautical and geological alchemy. Roman was
a hoarder of spell casting. Since he chose to live outside the
village and forged his personae by killing the great eels—nobody
knew the severity of his obsession. Oh sure, there were whispers
about the green and blue lights emanating from his cabin on
occasion, but most excused it as preparation for the eel hunts.

“You can’t survive as long as he has out in
the great blue desert without a little help from something!”

Roman created a Demi-god mythos about him, a
Thunsi of such greatness and courage—Eel Slayer they nicknamed him,
impervious to water and tooth. Lara knew better. She saw, like now
for instance, how intimate and gentle he could be.

“Old Bony Root has returned,” Roman said
without emotion. “The Couplings will be posted today or tomorrow.”
He glanced down at her. “You need to be prepared.”

“Which is your favorite,” she said with
nearly a whisper, a trapped thing trying to release.

“I’m serious. You need to be ready. That’s
all I’m saying.”

“I’m serious,” Lara said. “Which one?”

“Hmm?” He smoked the cigarette to the nub and
put it out in the ashtray.

“Out of them all,” Lara said now on her
elbows, anchoring on the words the more she thought about the
question. “Which one would you take. Say if this place was burning
to the ground?”

They both sat up now, interested in such a
hypothetical, like a philosophy professor positing an ethics
question to a class, and stared at the many volumes.

“Burning to the ground, you say?”

“Hot flames everywhere,” she said.

He touched her lips. “As hot as these?”

“Nothing’s as hot as these,” she said. “Be
serious. This reveals everything.”

“Everything, hmmm. I better choose wisely.”
He rolled another licorice root cigarette and played with the ash.
“Well, none of them actually.” He breathed in the
hunger-suppressing narcotic of the smoke.

She slapped him playfully on the chest. “Come
on, be serious. It was a serious question. A book tells a lot about
the person.”

She mocked like she would slap him across the
face this time, and he mocked a defense.

“I like them all, so I would take them
all...or burn with them.”

“You would burn with your books?”

“You’re right,” he said scratching his hair,
“this is a revelation.”

Lara got out of the bed and walked naked to
the shelving. Her hips were plumper than a Thunsi woman’s hips, her
chest ribbed, breasts nearly flat, her spine pressing tightly
against her skin, knobbed and slender like the mountains on a
topographical map. Her legs, bulbous at the knee and elbow were
typical of all Thunsi. She grew to like the fleshy part of herself,
and she half expected this was why the Horned God chose her. She
pulled a book from the shelf and paged through it.

“This one?”

“Let it burn.”

“This one?”

“Burn them all.”

She stood before him and pouted. “I’m
serious.”

“So am I,” he said. “Now come back to bed. We
haven’t got much time.”

She watched him as he lay there, his scarred
flesh strangely erotic. “No dessert until you have your medicine,”
she teased.

“I told you. Let them all burn. They are all
important...or completely irrelevant.”

“You know why I come here?” she said.

“For this,” he said pointing at his
crotch.

“Well, yes, but that was not the correct
answer.”

“What else could there be?”

“You have never lied to me,” she said.
“That’s why I am here. No matter what, you always speak truth.”

He sat up, a serious look on his face, the
moment of excitement suddenly evaporating. He stared at her, sucked
in the narcotic again and breathed the smoke through his nose.

“Left bookcase, fourth shelf down, fourth
book from the left.”

Lara hesitated, staring at him, then with
glee she danced over to the bookcase and followed the instructions.
She pointed to the title, The Oceanic Thaumaturgic Chemical
Periodic of Anguilliformes.

“That’s it. Open it.”

She pulled the spine out and caressed the
cover, plain with a slight engraving in the cloth board. She opened
it, then looked up with a start.

“You asked.”

“I don’t understand.”

Roman put out his cigarette and motioned her
to bring it to him. He gently took it from her hand and pulled out
the pane of glass, like two large microscope slides sealed
together. The book had been carved out and replaced with a foam
boarder, pages only a facade, a secret hidden safe bound in cloth.
He held the glass up. Pressed between the panels was a scrap of
yellowed paper. On that paper was scribbled as if in a hasty,
arthritic hand, several thaumaturgic expressions. “It’s the only
surviving example of Quantum Alchemic Thaumaturgy. I have never
shown this to anyone. You asked what I would enter a burning
building for, what book I would risk everything for...? Well, this
is it. Doctor Cornelius Mendel copied this down, this shard, this
scrap, this...this masterpiece.”

“Where’s the rest of it? Why don’t you have
the whole thing?”

Lara sat beside him. The undecipherable
equation scrawled in pencil in uneven lines. She noticed the stains
of fingerprints covering the glass surface.

“Well, it is said that he alone was the only
one to see the full book, and that was only briefly, time only for
this...a hasty copy of a half page.”

“Where did you get it?”

“Eel oil is not the only thing traded at our
port, Lara. Where do you think all these books came from?” He
stared at the glass, then gingerly placed it in the foam, closing
the cardboard cover like the lid of a jar. “It came from
Cogstin...”

She laughed, an unintended burst of sarcasm,
then covered her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...

“Cogstin is real, Lara.” He said this
defensively. “This is proof. This page proves the myths true.”

Lara screwed up her face, staring at Roman,
trying to parse any hint of sarcasm. No, he was a true believer.
“I’m sorry, but you don’t actually think there
actually was a Christopher Dante who wrote a special book in
a ruined city called Cogstin...and this is...this is
actually from that?”

Roman turned his head. He was smaller in her
eyes, frail, a puffed, feathered thing suddenly deflated. He walked
it to the bookcase, sliding it back into anonymity.

“I didn’t say I believed it,” he said to her,
his tone suddenly changing back to his confident personae, Roman
the Eel Killer.

He sauntered back to the bed and stroked
Lara’s thigh.

She withdrew, an unintended revulsion,
apologized, and began the smoldering process of artificial
lovemaking. Her head swam in doubts of character, of what if’s, of
assertions and assumptions built on sand. When Roman rolled off
her, she counted in her head to ninety, sat up, apologized, hurried
out of the cabin and down the trail to the town.

First Hawthorn, she thought, now
Roman. She did not believe in coincidences. 

Although he had an artifact, an actual artifact. Hawthorn would
know about this, could validate this. I must get to the
mainland.

She entered Widorexiton as it stirred from
its slumber, her head swirling with the unshakeable revelation that
the world she understood to be solid may in fact only be shadows on
a cave wall.


Chapter Three

What defines a community? Perhaps
it is the landscape, an outside geological force pushing and
pulling, eventually forming generation after generation. Perhaps it
is the religious practices over time, proved paths like the ancient
elephant searching for watering holes. Whatever the case, it was
indeed ironic that a people, the Thunsi of Widorexiton, who had
almost no body fat, a skeleton race of solid bones, bones as strong
as stone or metal, unbreakable—it was indeed some trick of fate
that this tribe of people should live in the bitter cold of the
North. The Thunsi were a special race. They thought themselves
special, because their bones were strong, because their blood was
like antifreeze, special because the Horned God pronounced it
so.

They were born and bred for the
North, for the sea. This northern living controlled every aspect of
their lives. They were a people of daily survival and hourly tasks
intricately intertwined with problem solving of a very rudimentary
type. How do I control my hunger? Do I have enough Licorice Root
for today? What is my store of eel blubber? What is the tide and
weather...always the weather...always the sea. Of course, tying all
of this together was the Horned God and his religious cycles. When
the sunlight faded and the leaves fell, the chill sweeping across
the Salty Sea from the North—the season of The Begetting. When the
great thaw started, the emerging of flora, fauna and Thunsi, a
season of new life, new hope—this began The Gathering. Between
these two immoveable religious festivals were the cold and ice, the
waiting, the haunting time of surviving. The snows came. The Ice
crusted and thickened over every surface. The Salty Sea began to
freeze—a seemingly eternal isolation, intolerable, desperate but
manageable. Do we have enough licorice root? Can I control my
hunger? Do I have eel Blubber? Can I make it to the thaw? The
Thunsi were made for this, prepared for this by ancestral lore, a
nearly genetic symbiosis of legend and biology passed down since
the beginning.

What was the beginning? Most
Thunsi as stated earlier, save for the High Priests, did not even
consider this. This would take archival astuteness, a curiosity.
More importantly a space and time to consider, research, write and
create codices of genealogy. Who had time for such things? Even
though there was no time, there were guesses and a considerable
amount of evidence to support the Theory of 400 which most Thunsi
took for granted. Four hundred years ago, the Proto-Thunsi crossed
the Black Mountains or crossed the Great Salty Sea from the North.
Whatever the actual event, someone entered the caves in the Black
Mountains and drew their story on cave walls which was the first
depiction of the Horned God. As every Thunsi has been taught since
their childhood, it was the Horned God who introduced the barks,
sailing on the Salty Sea which led them to settle on the small
island of Widorexiton. There they learned to kill the giant
eels.

The narrative had issues, a
chicken or egg problem with the Thunsi. That was made more
complicated with each succession and generation of High Priest.
Which came first, the Horned God or the Thunsi? Did the Horned God
create the first Thunsi...or did the Thunsi create the Horned God
into existence, invoke him, so to speak. Again, who had time to
ponder such things? As the Thunsi saying goes, “Four elemental
truths walk with you between your rising and your setting, The
Horned God, Licorice Root, the great eel, and the Salty
Sea.”

Widorexiton was
an Island, an arrowhead land mass three miles wide and fourteen
miles across. It was wind-swept and rocky, with trees and
freshwater springs, serval ridges jutting up with some cliffs on
the western side. The town itself was nestled on the edge of the
island directly in the center of the two sweeping wings of land.
These wings created a natural barrier from the always unpredictable
open blue. The Bay of Widorexiton and the town itself stared
southerly at the coastline of the continent forty miles away. This
was the port where Lara watched the High Priest and Captain Robert
board the Intruder. The crossing to the mainland was never easy, nothing ever
taken for granted. Once on the coast...well, those horrors and
savagery hid, rooted deep in every Thunis’s
imagination.

Lara, being from the peasant
class—identified by the first letter of her name—cared as little as
possible of existential things and cared even less for those who
discussed them. She was a utilitarian, a practical mind, keen on
observation, and yes, at times, swept up with the religious
festival zeal that occasionally ravished all Thunsi.

Now her head was filled with other
things. Primarily that was Roman and Hawthorn and getting back to
the Purity House without notice. She hurried to the entrance of the
town, being careful of potential observing eyes, and made it to the
back door without incident. She rushed down the hallway adjacent to
the dining hall and turned the corner when she heard that
voice.

“Well, finally. You’re
back.”

She stopped, closed her eyes
tightly and calmed herself, the path for the morning obviously now
obstructed. She chose a new path, a new story, reset and headed
down the new ever-narrowing route filled with traps.

“Good morning,” Lara said, walking
past Raya to the brewing licorice root coffee steaming on the black
iron stovetop.

She took a copper cup from the
rack and poured the bitter liquid into it, hand slightly shaking.
Raya stepped up and stole it, sipped it, and stood imposingly
before her.

“I’ve been
waiting for quite some time for one of your kind to come.”

Lara reached up, took another cup
from the rack, desperately trying to subdue the ingrained
subservient triggers now screaming in every muscle of her
body.

Raya pulled out a paper packet of
licorice root cigarettes, walked elegantly to the plush table and
cushioned chair and sat down, legs crossed, arm cocked upward
holding her lit fag, lips an annoyed straight line. “Where were
you?”

“What do you mean?”

Lara sat down at a nearby table and sipped
from the cup.

Raya just stared, her smug
confident self. She was tall, perfectly thin, Thunsi gorgeous thin,
generational breeding thin with each bone curved and angular. She
wore her coat and winter attire open to expose the beautiful,
sculpted torso, being sure to wear her tailored eel skin under
garments as tight as possible. Her face was long, long chin, high
cheek bones, lips thin with jowls pronounced, her hair wispy thin
and pulled straight up atop her skull to show its gossamer
qualities. Her eyes were set deeply, so deeply in fact that her
nearly imperceptible nose was pronounced. The dark shaded lines
around her sockets enhanced this feature perfectly. With each
moment in Raya’s presence, Lara saw the chasm between her world and
the world she had now entered expand...Raya and Roman now only a
sightline.

“I walked past your empty room,”
Raya said. “I wonder what Ruth will say.”

Lara pulled out a pack of
cigarettes and lit one, trying desperately to steady her ever
increasing tremors. “I don’t care what Ruth says. My morning is my
business.”

She sucked in the licorice root smoke, holding
it there, allowing it to calm her muscles and growing
appetite.

“Is that so?”

That was when Lara entered the
first trap set for her. Too late.

“Everything is my business,” said
a cackling, strained voice from the doorway.

It was the Chief Acolyte to the
High Priest—Ruth. She was dressed in her usual heavy coat and large
hood. She had been part of the ruling class for so long, the
generations before her all Acolytes one after another that she
cared little for demonstrations of any kind. Class was class. Those
who are, are. Those who are not—well—they are not. She was firmly
in the camp that Lara’s choice for the Begetting was indeed an
abomination, one more artifact in a long line of evidence that the
current High Priest was losing favor with the Horned
God.

Ruth pulled her
hood down and waved ceremoniously to Lara to fetch her coffee.
“...and my dear, you most certainly should care what I say.”

She hovered for a moment for
effect, then glided to her official seat off to the side of the
room and sat. Her face was a bag of loose skin, translucent and
folded about her chin and neck, lined, and creased across her
forehead and cheeks as an old, folded map. Her lips were drawn in
from her missing teeth, and her eyes nearly vanished in the
recesses of her sockets. “Routine. Preparation. Did you have your
Prayers? If I asked for the Begetting Psalm, I wonder if you could
repeat a single line.”

She smirked, mumbled something
else, fading into herself then coming to as Lara brought her the
cup. Ruth waved her away, a bothersome fly.

Raya smiled and pressed out her
cigarette in the ashtray. At that moment several other young Thunsi
women sauntered in, all with the features of Raya, all giddy and
excited. Young, and innocent, in awe like belles at the ball
groomed to be chosen by the Horned God. There was Rebecca, Rachel,
Rita, Raelynn, Regina, and the youngest at fifteen—Renilda. They
swooped and swarmed, separating like a flock of birds, chirping and
pecking at each other, huddling around Ruth, scattering, then
finally gathering together at two tables intensely drinking the
coffee and eating cut portions of eel blubber.

Lara sighed, put out her cigarette nub and
stood up.

“Oh,” Raya said, voice higher and
more pronounced for effect. “I almost forgot.”

She pulled out another licorice
root cigarette, rolled it in her hand, then lit it. Breathing out
the smoke she said, “The High Priest posted the list.” She smiled
wanly. “Poor dear. Well, what does one expect. It does seem,
however, Roman and I...well...”

The young Thunsi Rita, Rachel and
Renilda huddled close, heads turned toward Lara, hands to mouths.
Rebecca and Roberta, friends with Raya since babies—watched with
delight as Ruth opened her mouth, gulping the air, staring at Raya,
then to Lara in complete astonishment.

It was the second trap, and Lara
walked right into it. She should have anticipated the move. Roman
had said as much. “I see,” Lara said in a whispered
voice.

Raya sipped her coffee, her hand
steady as the granite cliffs of Widorexiton. She hesitated, as
light and airy as if speaking of the tides, “I’m sure you and old
Bony Root will...” She tapped her ash into the tray. “Roman and I
had such a laugh over it all.”

Lara gathered herself and walked,
steady, calmly. The story in her head once again shifting, another
extremely dangerous path stark and bold before her. When she was
out of view, she raced down the hallway and out into the cold of
morning to find the posting, the dining room exploding in a
cacophony of laughs and chortles.


Chapter Four

It was evening when the old Thunsi knocked on
his door. She was expected, and the conversation to be had—delayed
for obvious reasons—now increasingly desperate. The High Priest
adjusted his coat, fluffed out the gilded sleeves and hood, like an
exotic bird ready to mate. He smirked with the thought of Ruth and
him in the act of coitus, lips souring, like a rotted piece of eel
blubber mistakenly chewed. He heard the knock, soft and feeble,
Ignored it again. Good to make her wait. And in his standard
authoritative High Priest voice said, “Enter.”

Ruth hobbled through the door, pulling her
hood down, her wrinkled face reminding him of the ancient breeds of
mythical dogs he fastidiously studied so many years ago.

“It’s late and cold,” she said in her faded
voice.

“Good for the bones,” he replied, delighting
in her discomfort, but very much aware that his body also was
resisting the warmth, and the hunger more pronounced than ever.
“There is coffee, tea, something stronger if you would like.”

He saw her eyes widen with that last
statement, and he rung the small bell on the table next to him. An
acolyte entered. “Bring the 35 reserved, please.”

The acolyte bowed again and left the room.
The High Priest gathered his pipe, a reddish briar with a slight
bent stem. He pulled dried licorice root from a glass container,
pinched, and rubbed it into the bowl, delighting even more in his
slow, glacier delay.

“We had agreed it was to be last week,” Ruth
said. “I’m assuming...”

The acolyte came in, served the Thunsae
Myrrha Reserved 35 into polished copper tumblers. The High Priest
interrupted her by toasting the air. “To the favor of The Horned
God and success to the coming hunt.”

She smiled at him, then gulped the rich
liquor down, closing her eyes.

Was it remembrance? Prayer? What
was behind those eyes of the petrified turd? “More?” he
asked.

She looked up, but before she could answer he
bid the acolyte pour another round. This one without ceremony, his
intentionally untouched on the table as a show of power and
confidence as he fiddled again with his pipe. That should blunt
the fangs of the old bat.

“What news from the coast?” she said. “Your
recent trip was unexpected.”

“Unexpected in its timing, but not unlooked
for.”

“The church calendar is quite emphatic on
when...”

The High Priest drifted off to that
unexpected and unlooked for journey to the coast. The timing was
indeed off. The threat of sinking from waves or eels was so high,
he almost did not believe the calling. Better to fade out then to
drown or be eaten in the sea. The calling was real, and his
presence summoned. He tried to muster as much thaumaturgy as he
could, a stability hex around the Intruder. His powers had
so diminished by then, that he knew it was a futile gesture which
made it doubly precarious and anxious. He did make it, and he did
travel without incident through the forest to the Grove of the
Horned God, to the Black Mountains, to the Cave of the Horned God.
The terror of entering was still palatable, the absolute—how does
one articulate the experience—obliteration? He shivered with the
absence of memory. Yet, what resonated in his brain, pounded in his
thoughts was simply, COME. COME. EXPECT SOMETHING WONDERFUL. So, he
did. He would go every week. He would stay and wait. He would
expect the wonderful. On the third trip, the last trip, only two
weeks ago to this very day...

“If you refuse to explain your journey, and
if nothing has changed...” And with a sudden and ferocious voice,
“Ralph! For the love of the Horned God! Are you even listening to
me.”

Ralph raised his eyes. Yes, yes, yes, I am
listening to every dried, ruined, and crumbling word you say, you
horrible little shrew of a woman. Instead, he said, “Now, Ruth.
We have been friends for what now...?” He puffed his pipe to life,
breathing in the acrid calming smoke. “Fifty years at least. You
know as well as I do that a summons can come at any time.”

“So, you were summoned? The Horned God
Summoned you...all those times?”

“Indeed, I was. Indeed, he did.”

Ruth’s visage screamed doubt and cynicism. He
could feel those dark, hidden eyes probing him for signs, signals
of weakness. They both knew the stakes of this game. The Horned God
only called or summoned the High Priest if he (the Horned God) was
pleased with the fruits of the Begetting. It was a precarious
position, for if he was not pleased... The High Priest calmed
himself and closed his eyes. No, he called me. What else could
that be? Was I not there? Did I not come and pray before the cave
paintings? Did I not see the blessing? Well, maybe I didn’t see it,
but something wonderful was to happen. He wouldn’t have called
if...

“Ralph.” Ruth said with force. She was
leaning forward now in earnest. “What was the sign?”

Stirred from his terrifying thoughts back to
the cozy room, the waft of licorice root smoke rising and gathering
at the ceiling peek. She knows only what I tell her, he
thought. She believes to be true only what happens right now.
Can I do it? I have nothing left...there is...nothing.

“What was the sign?” Ruth was now on the edge
of her seat. “I have believed for a long time now that something
was amiss. Why, this choosing of the peasant...this Lara. Misguided
is one thing. A test...well maybe but setting such precedents can
only mean one thing. I am sorry, but...”

She droned, pushed, pinned, and he tried to
recall even the most rudimentary equations, but it was no use. He
knew deep within it was over. He knew his demise was eminent. He
failed in the last Begetting. He chose wrongly, and the Horned God
was displeased. That was the very reason for choosing the peasant
woman. Maybe she would be the offering to restore his favor. If he
could only make it to the Begetting ceremony...he knew the Horned
God would restore his blessing. So, he tried again, while the crone
badgered and prodded. He dove deeper and deeper into his memory for
any thaumaturgic equation that could show his favor was restored.
Still, there was only darkness, and he knew right then that he had
been found out. The concreteness of such a moment started to weigh
upon his very soul. He had not only lost the favor, but he had now
lied for months. This was surely the most egregious.

“You are right, my dear friend, Ruth,” he
said as his thoughts raced, desperate to grasp any equation,
anything. “I went to the coastland on false pretenses, and...”
Anything! Please! Anything! I will do better next time. I
promise...

Ruth was standing now, her hand outstretched,
pointing, accusing? He stood to face her wrath, to kneel before her
unquestioned authority as the Chief Acolyte to the High Priest.

There was no wrath. Her face turned from
scowl to...to...wonder. He turned to see what so bewildered her. A
halo of green and blue light, a pulsing flash of intense
thaumaturgic power released, growing from outside, penetrating the
House of the High Priest, the very room where they both sat. Wonder
of wonders the cups filled with Thunsae Myrrha, even the bottle on
the table...they were...floating.

“A sign. Ruth whispered.

“A sign,” Ralph the High Priest of the Horned
God squeaked, eyes still blinking.

“Congratulations, Ralph. Oh, my dear, dear
friend. Another glass, please. We must celebrate
this...miracle.”

As Ralph poured the Thunsae Myrrha, his hand
shook, for two reasons. First, what happened before him was not of
his doing, and he was most certain of this. Secondly, and this was
what truly shook him to his foundations—as Ruth droned on about the
Begetting, the annoying young women, the poor choice of the peasant
girl—as Ruth droned on, Ralph could think of only one thought, The
Horned God had chosen someone else...but who?


Chapter Five

The High Priest sent word for her. It had
been nearly a month now since the High Priest’s return from the
coast and the visit to the Horned God. Nearly a month since the
posting of the Couplings, and all those days, hour by hour, for
Lara to feel the full weight of such a monumental collapse upon
her. As the city of Widorexiton readied for the Great Eel Hunt
which ushered in the Horned God and the Begetting Ceremony, Lara
wandered the cliffs of the western bank and pondered what would be
better. To jump to her death or spend the rest of her life with old
Bony Root, The Great Knob, Mr. Carbuncle, and all the other
pejorative, demeaning names the young Thunsi women gave the High
Priest. That was it, wasn’t it? Since she was not to be Coupled
after the Begetting, her name absent from the posted list, she was
to be forever a slave to that old lascivious husk. She heard the
rumors, the whispers all through her life about how the poor
“uncoupled” would hole up with that old turd for the winter. By the
time The Gathering finally arrived...well, let’s just say the
shoreline below the great cliffs where she now wandered were
littered with the bodies of the misfortunate, deflowered
youths.

She sat on the edge, feet dangling into the
air, sat, and stared at the great gray Salty Sea. She pulled the
course strands of her hair around her ears, several strays swooping
across her face. She breathed deeply. It wasn’t just the posting
that bothered her, was it? Yes, the shock of not being on there,
even after that bitch Raya pronounced the shame to everyone in the
Purity House, that shock was quite severe. One always hopes that
Raya’s sharp knives weren’t really going to be used so early in the
morning. Oh, they were, and they stabbed alright, stabbed deeply.
The deepest cut of all was the actual pairing. Raya and Roman were
to be paired after the Begetting! She did not want to think about
it! She grabbed a small granite stone from the rubble of erosion
near her and threw the jagged piece into the open space.

Roman and Raya! Great Horned God! Must I
remember! Raya prancing and pouting every time Roman walked into
town. Pawing, and cooing at every word! She fisted her hands in
a futile effort to stop the whole maddening thing. Maybe she just
jumps. Right now! Slip off this cliff, one push—a bit of panic
maybe—then darkness. The Horned God would forgive her in the
afterlife. Of course, he would. The fates had been conspiring
against her, her whole life—the Horned God would welcome her with
open arms. Just one tiny push, falling—but her luck had been quite
bad lately. Instead of falling and meeting the Horned God on the
other side—she probably would survive the damn fall. She would land
in some soft spot of sand, just enough force to cripple her, break
her back and arms, become some shattered thing that must learn to
walk, speak and drag about the town for the rest of her days. She
would be scorned and laughed at. Mocked, forever watching Raya and
Roman pump out children. Watch while they danced, ooed and caudal
each other, while she still forced to hole up with old Bony Root as
the town’s untouchable! Better to be a Blodetan.

She stared down at the rocks and sand below
her. She sighed once again. Nope, time to see what The Great Knob
wanted. Thank the Horned God. He could not touch her before the
Begetting. She stood to her feet, glanced at the great gray beyond,
turned and hurried down the cliffs and back to town.

When she arrived at the High Priest’s house,
she was bid wait in the hallway until his present business was
completed. It was a tall ceilinged thing, ornate furniture and
chairs, sculptures placed throughout as if to pronounce to every
Thunsi who entered. You are not chosen. I am chosen. The Horned God
chose me...not you. In fact, you tiny little being, you who were
not even posted on the Coupling list—you of all Thunsi should not
even be here. Well, that was how she felt, anyway.

The chair was too tall for her. Her legs
dangled and swung in rhythm to nothing in particular. And she heard
the muffled voice on the other side of the wall rise, escalate into
a sort of rage.

“Well why do you think I did?” The High
Priest’s voice boomed. “I give you what you want. You give me what
I want!” And a sudden blast. “Do you think this some sort of
game?”

The other voice mumbled and pleaded. Sobbing?
An acolyte opened the door, and Lara could hear quite clearly
now.

“The eel hunt is in a week. Now get out of
here before I lose my temper.”

Lara heard shuffling, a collecting of
garments, more shuffling, and Raya hurried from the great room. She
glanced at Lara, wiped her eyes and was gone. Lara stared after
her. And then, “The High Priest will see you now.”

She entered the grand room demurely, the High
Priest with his back turned to her, his long, gilded robes thick
and course around his frail frame. When he turned, his face
brightened considerably. He motioned her to sit on a cushioned
bench.

“May I offer you some Licorice Root tea?”

She nodded.

He bid the Acolyte to fetch the tea, and he
took up his pipe, pinching the dried herb into the bowl, packing it
with his thumb, puffing it into a red ember. “I’ve been waiting to
see you, Lara. It’s been such a while since the Posting, and I have
meant to...acquaint myself.”

He sat across from her. He watched the
acolyte pour them tea, then disappear out the door. When he was
quite convinced, he left, he leaned forward. “You must be
quite...well, astounded really, maybe even a bit confused.”

Lara sipped her tea, feeling the anxiety of
the morning surface again. She looked at the old codger, his lined
face, lined neck, the hollow holes where eyes barely appeared, the
thin gray skin of his hands, velum covering bone. Of course, she
was astounded! That wasn’t the half of it. She could think of quite
many words more clarifying than “astounded.” She nodded.

“Yes,” the High Priest said, “I’m sure it
came to you as quite a shock. Why, the whole thing, this
whole...process...has probably got you guessing which end is
up.”

He puffed his pipe contentedly.

Not knowing how to respond, she nervously
pulled out the paper packet of cigarettes and lit one, the calming
licorice root smoke suppressing the great hunger that suddenly
snuck up on her, ferociously clawing at her insides. She breathed
out.

“I knew your mother quite well,” the High
Priest said, his eyes riveted on her. “Did you know that? I wonder
what she would say now. Just look at you. And yet...” He leaned
forward ever so slightly. “...you are so...downcast of late. Ruth
tells me you barely eat or sleep. Up early, home late...I am quite
concerned.”

Lara’s mind whirled and scattered, now here,
now there. Did the old Thunsi know? Did he know she was tracking
him? Did he know about Roman? What had that old crone Ruth said to
him? For that matter, Raya! What diabolical knife was now hidden
ready to strike?

The old Thunsi Priest leaned still further
toward her, now on the edge of his seat. “You can tell me, little
one. You can tell me...anything. What is it that finds you so
removed from your former self?”

She stared at his face, then glanced down.
Was that concern? Was he actually asking her? Could she be so wrong
about Bony Root? Maybe he did care. Maybe all those rumors where
just that...terrible gossip designed to defame and denigrate a
truly good hearted Thunsi.

“Well,” Lara said. “There is something.”

“Of course, there is something.” The
High Priest retorted. “How could there not be? You have been put
through so much. Quite a lot, really. More than such a young and
beautiful flower—one sprouted from a mud puddle—should ever be put
through.”

Yes. She thought Yes. He does see
it. He knows about Roman and me. He knows how horrible Ruth has
treated me, the mocking, Raya’s jealousy. He does care. How could I
possibly not be Coupled with Roman. She said, “It’s just that I
think it was a mistake...”

“Yes. Exactly,” the High Priest said, a
sudden relief covering his face. “I see that now. How foolish I was
to assume...?”

Lara sat forward as well, her mind focused, a
great burden exhumed. “I just didn’t know what to do,” she blurted.
“It happened so fast...the Naming, the new rules. It just did not
seem...well, I know I shouldn’t have but I just...did. Now the
Posting and I’m sure it makes little difference... Roman
said...”

“What?” The High Priest stared intensely.

“What?” Lara said watching old Bony Root’s
lips purse, thin and white.

“What did Roman say?”

Lara pushed herself back into her chair as if
that would save her from the moment. “I was just saying that...”
She whispered and sucked on her cigarette nearly extinguishing the
butt.

“Since being named to the Begetting,” The old
Priest said in frustration, confused like a circuit had misfired.
“Er... A mistake. I shouldn’t have...” And he placed his pipe down
on the table. “What in the Horned God are you...? What about
Roman?”

There it was, boom! The room became
suffocating and small, a coffin, and she trapped below the earth,
her oxygen evaporated. “It’s just that...”

“Speak plainly, young woman. What about
Roman? What did he say? Speak up.”

“Nothing. He told me nothing. You’re right,
it’s all this...this...”

The High Priest now stood up, a statue of
power and authority of terrifying awe. “What did Roman say?”

“Nothing. You asked me why I was feeling so
beyond myself. I’m not like...Roman...or Raya. I’m not like any of
them. I feel...out of sorts...”

“Yet clearly you are withholding
something.”

“I’ve told you all I know,” Lara said.

“You have seen something. Something with
Roman. What did you see, girl? What secret?”

“I don’t know any secret.”

“Are you two...?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Confound it, girl! Who do you think stands
before you. Now tell me!”

“Roman reads magic books!” She blurted out
because to continue down this road was to cast oneself in blazing
fire.

The high priest suddenly waved his hand like
shewing a fly. “Of course, he does! That’s not news. Thaumaturgy is
a fascination to most Thunsi, fire to an insect. By the Horned God,
just as dangerous. Knowledge and power are two very different
things, my dear. Ha-ha.” The old Priest sat back down in his chair,
a withdrawn, intimidating bony root. “You have not answered my
question. Why are you spending so much time over there?”

She could not tell him the truth, that she
was screwing an aristocrat when she was supposed to be preparing
for the Begetting. What was she to say? Every word out of her mouth
got her closer and closer to losing everything she gained. One word
from him, the High Priest, one word, and she would be back emptying
chamber pots and sweeping floors. No, she needed to distract him,
deflect. “He showed me something.”

The old priest looked up from his thoughts.
“Go on.”

“It was...in a glass plate. Some scrap of
paper.” She saw him becoming more and more interested, so she dared
not stop. “From...Cogstin.”

Silence. Complete silence. The old priest sat
back in his chair.

Was he laughing? A cackle? Something odd, but
quite obvious fluttered out of the old Priest’s mouth. He put his
withered hands to his forehead, rubbing it. “Oh, my dear, dear
girl. You are quite a comical little wit. Ruth must have her hands
full with you, little flower.” He picked up his pipe. “Yes indeed,
it was my mistake to choose you.” He rubbed the bowl of his pipe,
then tapped it out. “One I’ll regret, I’m sure.” Then, “You need to
stay away from him...Roman. Raya’s got that under control I assure
you.” He shook his finger at her. “Your families were too close. I
never considered the tangle such things can cause. Separation of
the classes is important. I warned your mother when she was your
age.” He pinched more licorice root into the bowl and lit it. His
tone changed considerably. “Stand up,” he said to her. “Take off
that coat. Let me look at you.” He puffed his pipe. Waving and
pointing. “Turn around, slowly, yes, quite nice, quite nice
indeed.”

She felt his lecherous eyes scanning and
poking, penetrating secret places, delighting in her
vulnerability.

“Up,” he said pushing the air with his
fingers. “Higher. Go on. I’ll be seeing those delights soon
enough.”

She pulled up her long skirt, up passed her
knees, up, up to her thigh, hesitating, a sudden coldness, like a
corpse fondling her.

“Yes, I was right to omit your name. Quite
right indeed.” He watched her frozen, standing before him. “You
have kept the purity rules?”

“Yes,” she lied.

“I want no more nonsense with Roman, you
understand? Raya has been quite emphatic. You should know your
place. It’s a privilege of no small thing to be where you are...a
mere peasant girl.” He pondered her in silence. Then, “The Horned
God may or may not be pleased. We shall see. You are a
delight.”

The High Priest strained to stand, then
hobbled out of the room, leaving Lara all alone. She wrapped the
coat around her and stood next to the chair. The Acolyte came up
behind her and ushered her out.

What had she done? What choice did she have.
Better to mention Cogstin than say she was sleeping with Roman.
Besides, the old fart laughed. No big deal. Roman would find out,
and she would lose Roman... Wasn’t he already gone? She pulled the
hood over her head to greet the newly falling snow. There was to be
a great storm coming. It was earlier this year. It seemed
everything was changing now, new, and uncertain. She ran from the
porch and disappeared into the whitening haze of the day.


Chapter Six

Roman was bone tired, and that was a severe
commentary since Thunsi were mainly skeleton to begin with. He
spent the last month consumed—possessed really—desperately trying
to negotiate the equations on the Mendel Fragment. Each small
failure, each reorganization of the phrases, letters, symbols—a
seemingly infinite and tedious endeavor—each failed moment pushed
his imagination toward another possible alternative for the next
night. Possessed! His mind spun like a vortex as he lay his head on
his arms and drifted to sleep only to wake consumed with new
expectations...new what ifs. It was more than that...it was...how
would one put it—musical! Yes, that was it. Musical, a beat that
wouldn’t leave, a persistent rhythm, simple, but all consuming. He
woke with it, it growing, pulsing, intensifying until all he could
do was concentrate his whole will on arranging the phrases and
symbols of the Mendel Fragment until exhaustion, pass out, wake,
repeat.

He was no fool. He knew the cost of dabbling
in Thaumaturgy. Every Thunsi knew the cost...and yet. This was not
some infantile infatuation. No, this was something quite serious,
something mature, thought out, something pursued with caution and
exuberance. Cautiously exuberant. That was it, he thought
with an addict’s pride and confidence. A composition of sorts, a
constructed thing, a puzzle as it were, placing one piece after the
other as it formed...well...inevitable ruin. He rubbed his head
manically, then his face, slapping his cheeks to allow the blood to
circulate where it had probably puddled from sleeping so long,
breathed out with exhaustion, and stood up. Yet... There was that
music again! A humming throbbing thing that concentrated his mind
and will on another, different, more satisfactory possibility for
the equation. He did succeed with it, didn’t he? That was real.
Wasn’t it? In a complete manic state, he organized the equation in
such a way...well, it hummed, didn’t it? It so consumed his
thoughts that he felt “pulled into it” as it were. Yes, pulled in.
A moment. A moment of absolute...well, how could he put
it...antiphony—call and response? Whatever he did, it worked...sort
of...an explosion of energy, a sort of casting out, an undulating
wave. By the Horned God! He hovered in the damn air! Well, maybe he
did. He felt he did, floated. Okay, maybe it was all in his head.
That was the tricky bits. Whatever happened, it was late and nobody
knew about it. Thank the Horned God for that. That’s all he needed.
Snoopers, thieves. Oh, he was so exhausted. Tomorrow...the
hunt.

Roman thumbed the glass, clipping off a bit
of dried eel blubber. He grabbed a cloth and wiped the smudge. Next
he dampened the cloth with spit and rubbed the now smudged smudge,
breathed on it, wiped again until it was crystal clear. He closed
the book staring at the stiff board cover, The Oceanic
Thaumaturgic Chemical Periodic of Anguilliformes. He placed it
back into the open slot on the shelf. Out of sight out of mind.
Yet... He lingered before it, tapping the binding, adjusting it
just, perfectly flush with the others. He was pulled from his
reverie.

“Roman.” The familiar voice called and
thumped again. “Roman. Cap’n about to have a blow. He’s been
waiting for an hour. Roman!”

Roman shook his head as to clear the fuzzy
signal and opened the door. It was Linus, a short Thunsi, a wide,
big boned thing wrapped from head to toe in his traditional
fur-lined eel skin coat and trousers. He smelled of harbor and eel
viscera, of salt and wood and rotted, hidden things that had been
rubbed into his every pore. On his head he wore a great hat
complete with fur-lined earflaps, a bubble-topped thing that gave
every indication he made it himself and held it in quite high
esteem. He was the master cook of the Intruder, but known to
the town as many other things, none of them good. He was a rogue
when the mood came upon him, always looking out for something
easier when the quickest way was putting the head down and grinding
through hard stuff. The life of a cook was hard, so Linus was
always searching for a way out. He was a happy sluggard who drank
and slept too much which became problematic when he was to mind the
helm as the Harpooners sailed their eel boats out into the Salty
Sea. He was never without a licorice root cigarette dancing from
his thick lips.

Roman grabbed his coat, pulled on his hat and
gloves, and stepped through the door, closing it and locking it
behind him.

“You look a right mess. That’s say’n
something from me, eh.” Linus slapped Roman on the back.

“I see the captain still lets you wear that
dead animal on your head.”

“Aw you know me, Roman. Do something until
they hang you. Right?”

He laughed which turned into a husky, raspy
coughing expulsion of phlegm. He grabbed another cigarette, licked
it with delight and popped it in his mouth. “We best hurry, Roman.
Captain Robert is in a foul mood this morning, no mistake. No
mistake.”

With that, Linus hobbled, limped and hurried
alongside Roman who quickened his pace, realizing how late in the
morning it was.

The town of Widorexiton was fully preparing
for The Begetting Festival now, and Roman’s heart was lifted. He
loved this time of year, loved the singing and the music, the
decorations, the delightful dishes of eel blubber pie and licorice
root candies and tarts. The smell of bonfire and the heat and sweat
of the dancing. He loved it all. He found his thoughts drifting to
past childhood memories, his father standing stern and proud as he
introduced the High Priest and opening prayer to the Horned God.
Indeed, there was so much to look forward to this year, so much
expectation. He and Lara talked about it all. Hoped and dreamed
about their future and how his first commission would change
everything. The world was at his feet. Then the High Priest posted
the couplings. Now what was he to do? Oh, it all seemed muddied
now...complicated. Still...the Festival of The Begetting was
here...

Linus elbowed him hard and pulled him from
his revery. “There’s a sight and no mistake, eh boy?” Linus cocked
his head toward a group of Thunsi women wrapping greens into
bundles and hanging them around the eves of the Purity House. Raya
was staring at him, eyes wide with joy and expectation. Stalking
him, perhaps, waiting. Lara was watching Raya. They were
both so...attractive. Both beautiful in their own
way, exotic even! By the Horned God! Raya was downright gorgeous.
She was one more reason that he was losing Lara. Raya was a
sycophant. Snap his fingers and she would dance any dance he
wanted. Roman’s face soured ever so slightly, and he turned in
the opposite direction. He pushed Linus down a side alley which
would now delay them even more and keep the old hot-headed Captain
Robert stewing even longer.

By the time the two of them did board the
Intruder, Captain Robert was below in his quarters, hovering
over a map. His demeanor was calm, minor tremors here and there, a
sudden unchecked tick like a crust of earth ready to blow into
pieces by the force of geologic pressure.

“Forgive me, father. I was delayed.”

“It looks to all indications,” Captain Robert
said tapping the map with his spindly finger, “tomorrow they will
be here.”

Roman gauged the old man, his wrinkled,
hardened skin, the scarred flesh running like streams up his neck
and right cheek, under his brimmed hat only to emerge down the
other side, past his left ear and disappearing into his shirt
neckline. He saw how tired his eyes had become, how deep and
sunken. Yet...an unforgiving tempered piece of iron, unbreakable,
unyielding. Roman stepped up and hovered over the map,
concentrating on the eastern portion, the tide chart, the cycles of
the moon.

“Any Idea how much we are behind in our
preparations?” Captain Robert said. “And you casually saunter in.”
He continued, in a low whisper, “With that...that peasant girl, I
suspect.”

“No, father. I was not with...the peasant
girl.”

“It all has a bearing, you know. All of it.
The peasant girl, the silly books, the time spent away...away from
the important things. This. The Hunt tomorrow.” Captain Robert
gathered himself again, a slight intake of breath, and he walked to
his licorice root cigarettes and lit one. He stood staring at his
son. “I did everything I could, you know. It’s out of my hands
now.”

Roman glanced up, suddenly understanding what
the conversation had now become, the reason for the summons.
Captain Robert motioned him to
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