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PRAISE FOR

THE DEATH OF MOUNTAINS

 

 

 

 

“The Death of Mountains shifts the anthropocentric perspective to tell a story not about our relationship to Nature, but Nature’s relationship to us. How small and temporary we are in the eyes of a mountain, and yet how impactful in our beauty and ruthlessness. This is a story to upset your idea of what it means to be a human, a mountain, a death. It is a meditation on time and inevitabilities and how one can stare pain in the face and still say yes; yes, it is all worth it. I will never look at mountains the same way again.”

 

K. TIDBECK, 

author of Amatka

 

 

 

“As lyrical and rhythmic as bluegrass, grounded as the bones of the Appalachians, ancient as stars and fresh as sunrise—Kurella has written a sharp, tender tribute to the power of love and hope. I would not have trusted this premise with anyone else.”

 

PREMEE MOHAMED, 

author of The Butcher of the Forest
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For my father and step-father, 

who taught me to be wondrous 

about the world.


 

 

 

SUMMIT: PLUNDERED MOUNTAIN

 

 

 

On our hill, which is us, all things end. That is the way of things. We have seen this done over our crests and in our valleys. In the mines where people have scraped our walls for riches and died for worse. On our cliffs where lovers made their legacies and pushed others goodbye. We have seen the deaths of our sister mountains, and we have seen the Death of Mountains come for them. Sometimes, they were on time; sometimes they were late.

Now, they have come for us, and we will not have it. We have withstood death for far too long. Seen hundreds of our sisters felled by humanity and worse. We have seen people climb across our hillsides, die on them, kiss on them, feel things die inside us. We have heard so much birdsong, so much that we could not tell you all the songs’ names (so many of the melodies are gone now). We are, in effect, history. 

Little is left of history but the land and the scars people have left upon it.

When the Death of Mountains came for us, we had been aching for a long time. There is so much loss in being a mountain; it is a terribly long time to live. Yet something awoke within us when they arrived, their face a stone skull, their hands obsidian bones that cracked and crackled like fracking. It made us hurt to hear their earthquake step across the ground as they arrived. Their breath was like coal dust, the stuff their cloak was made from. They left a trail of oil behind them as they walked. 

When they spoke, their breath was hot, volcanic; it made us wither at first. We, however, are a middling hill of the Appalachians. And we have seen much worse. 

Far worse than death.

The Death of Mountains says, “Plundered Mountain, it’s time to go.”

And we say, “We are not ready, Death. We have too much yet to see.”

The Death of Mountains smiles in fissures as they lower themselves to a felled branch with crackling knees. Their coal dust coat settles around them, painting the ground blighted. 

“Tell me what’s still so important that you still have to see it,” they say.

“We can’t know the future. No one can.”

“I can.” They reach out a hand. “Come on. It’ll be a blast.”

We sigh with a groan that we know comes from the people still inside us. Digging with their crude machines, with their thick words and hands thick with their toil. With their fatigue that hits harder and harder each day. Coated in the stuff Death of Mountains’ cloak is made from. 

“We can’t. We can only tell you what we have seen, and why it is worth continuing. To see if it is worth seeing out. To see if it is worth waiting for.”

Death of Mountains smile remains, as fissures tend to. “Waiting out? People? You know, as I do, that people are silly. No worse than insects. Worse than insects!”

“No,” we say. “No.”

“People are the ones who hurt you the most, who made you so hollow. Why do you even care?”

We would turn to Death of Mountains if we could, but we cannot. Our voice only mimics the idea of wistfulness, like a breeze across our trees. Our trees have seen better spring days than these. They’ve so little to hold on to, anymore. Our soil eroded, gone thin. It feeds no one any longer.

“It is also them who gives me the best memories.”

“And the worst.”

“What is joy without a little suffering?” we ask. “We can’t have one without the other. It’s not a life. It isn’t.”

“Speaking of life, yours has ended.” The Death of Mountains stands. “Let’s go.”

“Have you had a little joy in your life, Death of Mountains?”

They pause. It’s a trick we’re playing, and they know it. Their hand hesitates before they drop it to their side, their slim shoulders slump as they look down my cliffside to the people exiting the mine for the day. The sunset slices through my gorge, lighting up the people’s faces like daffodils.

“Guess I’m not killing you today, so I have time for stories.” The Death of Mountains sits once more. “Stories, then. One from you and one from me, then the people will kill you tomorrow. It’s gotta happen. I don’t have time to sit here any longer than that.”

Birds coo and settle in our delight. 

“Very well,” we say, “you go first. As our guest, it is only right and fair. A joyful story from the Death of Mountains, for us to hear. It will help ease us on our journey.”

They seem amused by this. “You want a happy story? From me? Fine, sit and listen, and you’ll get just that.”

So, I do. And so, they begin.


 

 

 

THE DEATH OF MOUNTAINS’ FIRST STORY

 

 

 

For the sake of this story, I am in Peru. I was in Peru, and it was raining in Peru for this story. Most expect that we Deaths enjoy the rains. But all Deaths are not the same; that is like saying all dogs are the same or all people are the same, but people and mountains and dogs know inherently that this is not true. I, Death of Mountains, do not like the rain. It makes climbing mountains and the job I have to do on them difficult. Which is not exactly killing, but not exactly not killing, either.

The rain was not pleasant. It was not the sort of drizzle that I could hardly feel on my bones. A rain that rushed the mud in rivers between my toe claws and sent rocks tumbling down the dying mountain face. It was a rain that might kill the mountain before I arrived to do it myself. And I was on my final warning regarding tardiness.

We Deaths are not the ones that do the actual killing. That is a fault in our branding; instead, we are more like chaperons or ushers or maître-d’s. Of course, mountains might have no concept of these people-made things for people-type things. So, my job, as Death of Mountains, is to oversee a mountain’s demise (each mountain’s demise), the act and point of her death, ensure the death is recorded (the how and the why and the who by), and assure the mountain that they were (in fact) good. 

All mountains are (in fact) good.

That last part is a joke, an attempt at humor, which I am (all told) terrible at as well. The point is this: Morality is outside of all Deaths’ purview. We, as Deaths, simply take the soul of whatever Death we are assigned to and send it on its way. As Death of Mountains, I would take your soul and send your soul to wherever its meant to go. No, I don’t know where that is. No, I don’t know where it’s going next or where you’re meant to go. And no, I don’t get to decide how you die.

That was decided by people far higher up, or lower down, than me.

Still, the fact remains that I am, all told, terrible at my job. I have been too often tardy, so many times I am far too late to kill so many mountains, as people had taken care of that for me. And far too early on killing others, as it was not yet their time. It is not an easy job being an entity of killing things so permanent that the very foundations of a landscape that people have in their heads are so unmovable and unshakable. 

Yet here I am.

Plundered Mountain, you are one of the oldest mountains I have had the pleasure of killing, and you, being one of the Appalachians, remain one of the most stubborn. The Appalachians are the stubbornest range of mountains. So old and so proud, having stood on this earth longer than bones, longer than we Deaths have existed, you seem to think that you can outlast bones, that you can outlast us.

But all things die, even permanence. As a Death of permanent things, here I sit, and there I was, in Peru. For the sake of this story, I am climbing that particularly muddy mountain, falling down that particularly muddy mountain. I am scrambling up that mountain, likely to be late (again). I was there then, and it was the rainy season, and the rain was truly a deluge. The birdsong was nil, all other animals sheltered. Their noises and calls drowned out by the thunderous impact of raindrops on the soaked ground, and the likewise thunderous sound of a landslide screaming down the dying mountaintop. 

Trees? There were nearly none, as people had taken them to make way for livestock and roads. People things for the benefit of the people themselves. Never for the mountain or the birds or the monkeys or the other things that lived here. Never for the benefit of humanity itself. People rarely see beyond the lifespan of their own nose. That is what the Death of People is for, and I’m getting lost in my story as I had gotten lost on that mountain.

I often get lost, it is why I am so
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