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  INTRODUCTION


  Mike Allen


  



  



  Everything.


  And then, nothing at all.


  The cosmos spins its gears and stretches wings, the ticks of its constant grinding both too slow and too rapid to ever be detected. When it collapses to ash, everything within the dimensional tiers of its clockwork body burns to nothing.


  Every pinion of this universe is a vane of time rooted in unfathomable past, grown up and out to form a spine that supports uncountable possible futures. And each of these feather-shafts fans out strands of temporal down that are themselves fractal branchings, mathematical quandaries of choices taken and not taken.


  This celestial entity is vast and avian, at once bird and gear-spun egg, its shape incomprehensible to our eyes as its outlines distort and refract through higher and higher dimensions. Our linear brains can only grasp small portions of its living surface, trivial compared to the titanic and invisible feats of mechanics that bring this cosmic beast to life.


  But that surface is all we can know — thus it is vital to know it. With more facets than a galactic cluster of diadems, each of these facades contains a new world that you and I may peer into as through a reading lens. And everywhere we look, the celestial clockwork meshed beneath the surface constructs a different face.


  Here, bodies pile in graves, and here, bodies rise from them. Here beings that were once men walk against the grain of time with ease, while here time sweeps all before it in a relentless flood.


  Here we spy upon winged machines, portraits in miniature of the universe that spawned them, sharing their dangerous wisdom with things of weaker flesh. Move our gaze here: now those wings bear madness, or the sadness of final peace.


  Here above a vista of towers numerous as molecules we seek in vain for those who’ve hidden themselves in chambers deep beneath, until someone grows their own will to fly, soars in the sky just beneath us, tantalizing, so bright yet still so far out of reach.


  Some of these surface denizens hop from world to world as easily as disrupting a dream. And some are like us, doomed always to stand outside the dreams of others, looking in.


  And yet, all these teeming shards of consciousness amount to no more than figments and fragments, elementary particles bonded in a puzzle of gearbox bird and orrery egg.


  Amid these wonders and horrors, you and I are no more than two uncertain strands, and the ends of our ropes are already burning. Every strand of time is a fuse, every event along its length the fuel that converts all our existence to ash.


  The last surfaces we see are our own skins, peeling as we ignite.


  And yet, like clockwork, like the inexorable heartbeat of the divine, a universe reduced to nothing has no choice but to crawl and crank and grind until its pieces restore themselves, ourselves still contained within it, recombined into something beyond the comprehension of our old lives, yet still enduring a rebirth. The light of new stars, the splitting of new cells, all background noise in the swell of the defiant raptor’s roar.


  We do not recognize each other when we return, and yet, here we are.


  And once again, we have new facets to explore.


  A new beginning.
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  THE GOSPEL OF NACHASH


  Marie Brennan



  



  



  1.



  



  In the beginning God made the world, and on the sixth day he made creatures in his image. Male and female he created them, and they were the bekhorim, to whom God gave dominion over every herb bearing seed, and every tree bearing fruit, to be in their care. Mankind he formed from dust, but the bekhorim were made from air, and their spirits were more subtle than that of man.


  Then the LORD planted a garden eastward in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed, and the bekhorim tended the garden, for they had dominion over all growing things. And he gave to each of them a duty, saying, Each tree in the garden you shall tend, and each of you shall have a tree, which shall be as meat for mankind, and for the beasts of the field. But of the tree of knowledge of good and evil they shall not eat.


  Among the bekhorim there was one called Nachash, and to him it was given to tend the tree of knowledge of good and evil. And Nachash was saddened, for all his kindred had purpose, but he had none, for man and woman ate of every tree in the garden save his, and he labored without purpose.


  He went therefore to the woman, who was called Chava, and said unto her, Yea, hath God said, Ye shall not eat of every tree of the garden?


  And the woman said unto the serpent, We may eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden: but of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, God hath said, Ye shall not eat of it, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die.


  But the tree was the tree of knowledge of good and evil, and Nachash knew of no death in it. And for what purpose did it bear fruit, if not to be eaten? Therefore he said to the woman, Ye shall not surely die, for in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.


  And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave also unto her husband with her; and he did eat.


  And the LORD God was wroth with them, and expelled them from the garden. And the bekhorim he expelled likewise, for the sin of Nachash, who had beguiled the woman into eating. Their forms he altered in divers ways; but Nachash he cast down upon his belly, to crawl in the dust from which man had come. He placed at the east of the garden of Eden cherubims, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life.


  2.


  



  Thus were the bekhorim made wanderers in the lands outside of Eden, which were as a wilderness, full of thistles and thorns. For the LORD had cursed the ground, that Adam might labor with much toil to bring forth food from it, and for the bekhorim it was likewise cursed; that which was their dominion was now fallen into ruin. And the bekhorim lamented, saying, We are condemned; for the sin of Nachash we are condemned.


  But he had sinned unknowing, for Nachash had not eaten of the fruit of the tree. Of good and evil the bekhorim were ignorant.


  Now it came to pass that many among them sickened and became weak. In the garden there had been neither sickness nor death, nor any ill thing, but in the wilderness beyond there was much confusion, for no creature yet had knowledge of death. And the LORD God went to the tree of life and took from it a branch; and from that branch he formed a creature, shaped like unto the bekhorim, and breathed life into her, saying, This is my daughter, for she is created from me. And she was called Anaph, because she was born from the tree of life.


  The bekhorim were then living in the lands west of Eden. Nachash lived not among them, but skulked and crawled at the edges of their camps, and whenever one saw him, that one threw a stone, to drive him forth. Yet one day he came within their camp and said to them, Send me not away, for I have had a vision, which comes from the LORD God. He hath shown me a wind out of the east, where Eden lies; and this wind bringeth a great mystery, which is the mystery of life and death. Follow me into the east, that we may greet this wind, and know the will of God.


  But the people jeered and did not believe. They said, Why should the LORD show this vision to thee, for whose transgression we are all condemned? And in their hearts they were afraid, that if they approached the garden they would be struck down by the angels who kept the way of the tree of life.


  Therefore Nachash went alone, journeying forty days and nights through the wilderness, until he faltered with weakness and thirst. He said, Though I can go no further, my faith endures; I will lie here in the dust, and await the coming of that which is promised. And in that moment he felt wind upon his face.


  The wind was the coming of Anaph, who came as a storm and a whirlwind, driving all the dust before her. Yet when she laid her hand upon his face, her touch was gentle, despite that there was strength in it; and with her touch Nachash was revived, and opened his eyes. Before him he saw a glory so terrible he hid his face, saying, You are an angel of the LORD, and I am not worthy to look upon your face.


  Look, said Anaph, and Nachash looked; and now she was as any bekhira, but he did not forget the glory he had seen. She said unto him, I am the wind that was promised, and I bring the mystery of life and death, which few will understand. Because thou alone has sought me, I will make of thee my first disciple, and to thou shall be given to understand more than all the others.


  Nachash bowed his head and said, You honor me more than I deserve.


  No honor, said Anaph, but a terrible burden, for the mystery of life and death is both cruel and kind. Thou wilt grieve for thy decision to seek me here, and be despised for its consequence. Yet I tell thee truly, all of this must come to pass, for it is the will of my Father the LORD God.


  And Nachash did not understand, but bowed his head again, and accepted the burden Anaph lay upon him, which in later times brought much grief to his people.
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  Westward she went with Nachash, him upon his belly in the dust behind her, until she came to a camp of the bekhorim. And when they saw her they were much surprised, for their kind were few in number, though not so few as man; strangers had they none. Yet they welcomed her in; but when they saw Nachash in the dust at her heels they halted, saying, Here is one who is not welcome. For his wrongdoing we were expelled, though we are guiltless of his crime.


  Guiltless you are not, said Anaph, for all your kind are kindred, and what tainteth the one tainteth the many. Yet I say to you, be not wroth with him; all this was foreseen by the LORD God, from whom nothing is concealed, and nothing may happen without He permits it. You must allow him into your camps, for none should ever be exiled from among yourselves, however great his crime.


  And they said unto her, Who are you to know these things, that are a stranger to us?


  She answered them, A miracle hath come to pass with Chava and Adam. On the day I was created, so too was life created within Chava’s womb; on the day I set forth on my journey, so too did her travails begin, the great pain which the LORD promised her. And when Nachash opened his eyes and beheld me, yea, at that very moment, she put forth new life, which is a son, and he is named Qayin. For a branch hath come forth from the tree of life, and the spirit of the LORD hath gone into it, and I am that branch, sent unto you.


  But many among them believed not, for they did not understand the mystery she had imparted regarding Chava and her son. Neither did they understand Anaph herself, for they believed the LORD had turned his back upon them, condemning them to sickness and suffering.


  She went therefore among them and found one, a mighty bekhor, whose body was grown weak, so that he could no longer lift himself from where he lay. And she stretched forth her hand, and when she touched him, strength grew once more within him. Thereupon he leapt up as if newly created. Then he knelt at the feet of the daughter of God and said, I know not who you are, but you have given me back my strength; for that I will follow you to the ends of the earth.


  She said unto him, Follow me and you will bear that which you understand not, for this is the will of the LORD, that the bekhorim, his firstborn, should bear to mankind this mystery, which is for them. And he was called Koach, and became her second disciple.


  She went then among the camps of the bekhorim, and wherever she found sickness, she had but to lay her hand upon the one who sickened, and that one became well. She performed great miracles in this manner, and some who witnessed her miracles followed her, even as Nachash followed her. They complained greatly of this, asking why he should go before them, who was the source of all their guilt. But Anaph told them he must be at her heels, for she had laid a burden upon him, and he must stay with her until he had delivered it unto its fruition.
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  These were the disciples of Anaph: Koach, and Gidul, and Yofi, and Savlan; Ometz, and Yedida, and Tikvah, and Machshava. And Nachash was the ninth.


  To these nine she taught many things, which were hints of the LORD’s plan for the bekhorim. She therefore took them apart, and sat with them upon a hill, and spoke, saying, You are the firstborn creations of the LORD, the elder brothers and sisters of mankind. And it is right for the elder to teach to the younger, knowing things of the world which the younger has not learned. For this you will be rewarded.


  I bring to you the mystery of life and death, which is to govern the world now the gate of Eden has been barred. On this day Chava has brought forth a second son, who is called Hevel, and in this manner shall all of mankind be propagated: in woman’s desire for her husband shall the seed be planted, and in pain for their sins shall she bring it forth. And their days upon the earth shall not be without number; in time their strength shall wane, and when that hour comes their souls shall depart their bodies, going to their heavenly Father to be judged. But of that mystery none among the bekhorim may speak, nay, not even myself; for that is reserved to mankind alone.


  Through me do they gain this gift of life, but you must bear it to them. As once you tended the trees in the garden, now shall you inhabit the wilderness without; to you the LORD gave dominion over every herb bearing seed, and every tree bearing fruit, to be in your care. You shall be of the trees, and of the waters, and of the airy winds, and of all things giving life. For you there shall be no weakness, nor any departure; you shall neither eat nor drink, save by your own desire, and the toil of mankind is not for you. Eternal shall your lives be, and this is the gift of the LORD to his firstborn creations.


  So taught Anaph, and the disciples marveled at her words.


  Then she laid the commandments of God upon them, saying, Remember always the day of your birth, which was the sixth day of creation; and celebrate it with your actions. Fear the name of the LORD, for it is fitting for the eldest to show respect by their fear. Give not your own names to those who might abuse them; names are holy things, and in them is power. Break not your oaths to any creature, for as light and all things came into being upon the word of the LORD, so too do your words call forth the thing which you swear; to render them false is to destroy that which you have created, which is an abomination.


  These were the teachings of Anaph to her eight disciples, and to Nachash, who was the ninth, and first among them all.
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  After Anaph had wrought many miracles among the bekhorim, and taught to them their holy covenant, she drew apart for a time. And Nachash stayed by her side, for he had been with her since she opened his eyes in the wilderness, and he bore great love for her. Recognizing this, Anaph said unto him, It is not good that thou holdest me thus in thy heart, for it will only make heavier the burden thou bearest. But Nachash said, It is only through my love that I was saved; though I am not yet redeemed, for I still go upon my belly in the dust. I will obey any commandment of yours, save that which commands me not to love.


  Then she gathered together her disciples and once more imparted to them the will of God, saying, Chava hath borne two sons unto Adam, who are Qayin and Hevel; she will in time bear more, and daughters besides. But it is not fitting for a man to marry his sister, nor for a woman to lie with her brother; it is an abomination. How then are the generations of mankind to continue? I say to you, this is the gift the bekhorim shall bear to them, taken from the hand of the LORD. Two of you must go forth now to the place where Chava and Adam dwell, and give yourselves as wives to their sons. And before you depart I shall baptize you, and wash from you the gifts given to the bekhorim, that you may receive the gifts of mankind; human you will be, and bear sons and daughters to the sons and daughters of Adam.


  When the disciples heard this, they were much disturbed. They went apart from Anaph to consider her words in the stillness of their hearts. But when the bekhorim heard what had passed among them, many were wroth, and the angry ones said, We are the eldest children of the LORD, and favored in his eyes: for us there is no toil or sweat, no sickness and no death. Why should we abandon these gifts to become less than we are? For Anaph said also that others must go: until the numbers of Adam’s seed grew so many that one might not be close cousin to all the rest, they must take their husbands and their wives from among the bekhorim, who thereafter would be human.


  And even those who heeded Anaph yet questioned, asking, Is it not fitting that the seed of Adam should give something to us in return? This sacrifice is asked of us alone, whose numbers are few and unchanging; why should we not have compensation out of the multitudes of his children, to console us for those we have lost?


  She answered them, saying, Consolation shall be yours, for when it is needed, you shall bear children, and not with the pains of Chava. As you bring life to mankind, so must they bring it to you; they shall be your midwives when that time comes, that your numbers may be restored. And this reassured many, but not all.


  Her disciples then came to her again, and Anaph asked them for their answer. And Ometz stepped forward and said, I will be wife to Qayin, and Yedida followed her, saying, I will be wife to Hevel. To them Anaph said, Sorrows you both shall know, for hard is the way for those who first break the path; but you shall be rewarded for your choice.


  Then she took them to the banks of the river, and there she washed from them the guilt of Nachash, so they were bekhorot no more, but as women. But she clothed them in green, in remembrance of their former natures, and thus they went forth to the place where Adam and Chava dwelt, and there gave themselves as wives to Qayin and Hevel. And Anaph said, Keep the memory of this act, as your tribute to Heaven, and to the Father who gave you life; that in future times others may go unto mankind and cleave to them as wives. But let mankind treasure that which hath been given to them, and mistreat it not, lest they lose that which they have received.
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  And to the six of her disciples that remained, and to also Nachash, Anaph said, The final mystery is soon to come, which shall seal your covenant with the LORD. Truly I say to you, though you understand it not, this is the fruition of all that my Father hath willed for you; for I am born of the tree of life, and this is the fruit I give unto you. Take, eat; by this are you washed clean of the guilt of Nachash, and made holy again in the eyes of the LORD.


  And the disciples did not understand. But Anaph drew apart with Nachash, and said to him in secret, This is the burden laid upon thee, that thou must understand more than all the rest. Unto Qayin thou must go, and counsel him; for the time hath come for the sons of Chava to make an offering unto the LORD. And he is a tiller of the ground, as his brother is a keeper of sheep, and from this will each make his offering: but unto Qayin thou shalt go, and tell him there is a fruit he must offer to the LORD.


  But Nachash, fearing, said unto her, I cannot tell him of this offering, for in the silence of my heart a voice speaks, warning me that great grief will come of it.


  Anaph said, And so it will. For it shall be as I warned thee: that thy greater understanding would be a burden, and thou wouldst be despised for it. Yet this is the mystery I bring to thee, that without death there cannot be life: whereas in the garden all was perfection, and neither life nor death were needed, here in the wilderness there must be both; and so I bring them. Through me did Chava bear her first son, and through me shall come also death, so that man’s time upon this earth shall not be eternal, but only that of the bekhorim.


  Then Nachash wept, for love abided in his heart, and so great was the pain that he thought this must be the death of which Anaph spoke. But death was not for the bekhorim. And he had promised her that he would obey any commandment, save the commandment not to love; and the bekhorim could not break their word, lest they commit an abomination.
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  So he went forth, crawling upon his belly in the dust, until he came to the feet of Qayin. And to him he said, Go you into the wood, and you shall find there a tree, whose fruit is more pleasing than any that grow in this wilderness. Take with you your sickle, and reap from that tree, and offer its fruit unto the LORD. And Qayin thanked him and rewarded him, saying, For this gift I will give you a gift in return, that the first child my wife bears shall be yours to keep.


  When Nachash returned all the disciples questioned him, asking, Where is Anaph, for we cannot find her. Then Nachash told them all she had said. Of the mystery they did not understand, but Koach saw the meaning of his words, and began to stamp upon his back, crying, Traitor. The others took up this cry, and threw stones at him, as they had in days past, saying, Traitor; thou hast betrayed our teacher, and because of thee she will die. And he lay beneath their feet, accepting their punishment.


  At last Savlan halted them, saying, We must go find Qayin, and stop him, for he will slay our teacher.


  In haste they went, and Nachash followed them, crawling in secret upon his belly, hidden by the grasses of the earth: but in haste also went Qayin, to the place where Nachash had told him the tree might be found. Together they came to that place, and there stood Anaph in the form of a tree; and Qayin took a jawbone, the sickle with which he reaped his crops, and swung it at the fruits of the tree; and they fell into his basket. But the blood of Anaph fell upon a stone, staining it red: which henceforth became anathema to the bekhorim, for it was the blood of their savior that made the stain within the stone. And a voice came out of the temple of Heaven, saying, It is done.


  In that moment the tree withered and died. And the disciples, weeping, said, Where is the fruit that was promised to us? We have lost our teacher, the daughter of God; and in her place we have only desolation. And from the eyes of Nachash the tears fell unceasing.
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  Then Qayin brought of the fruit of the tree an offering unto the LORD, and his brother Hevel brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. And the LORD had respect unto Hevel and to his offering: but unto Qayin and to his offering he had not respect. And Qayin was very wroth, and his countenance fell, for by his hand the savior of the bekhorim had died. But all this was intended by the LORD.


  In the place of sacrifice, Nachash remained upon his belly in the grass, gazing upon the desolation of the tree. Then came to him one whose face he did not recognize, whose form was that of an angel, saying to him, For what cause do you weep?


  Broken with grief, Nachash said, For the one who was my teacher and my love, who is now but dead wood before me; but truly for myself, who betrayed her, and who must now live with this pain until the day of judgment. For she brought death into the world, but it cometh not until its appointed hour, which lieth far off for me.


  Unto him the other said, That need not be so.


  Then he spoke divers things unto Nachash, of how the world might be changed; for if death were born untimely, then any creature might depart this earth and proceed to that which lay beyond. But Nachash said, Nothing lieth beyond, not for me, nor for any bekhor; for to mankind the LORD hath promised the paradise of the righteous, but to the bekhorim he hath promised nothing beyond this earth.


  The other answered, You would end, and be no more; and be annihilated utterly. And to Nachash this seemed a thing to be desired, for it would bring an end to his grief.


  He went therefore among his kindred, and again they drove him forth with stones. But many were angry, and to them he spoke, saying, Qayin hath killed our teacher; he hath slain the branch of the tree of life. To them we bring life, but to us they bring only death. And this perversion of the teachings the disciples did not hear, for they were occupied with their own grief.


  To those who listened, Nachash promised a different covenant, saying, In this covenant shall the bekhorim be exalted, and not made servants to mankind; for we are first-born, and it is fitting that the eldest should have dominion over the youngest. From among them we will take our servants, and surrender none as their wives; to them we will give no gifts, but take that which is pleasing to us. And we shall have life eternal, a covenant sealed with blood.


  He went therefore to Qayin, and to him he spoke, as once he had spoken to the woman Chava, but this time malice lived within his heart. He said, Why did the LORD have respect unto your brother and to his offering, and not unto you? Why should the younger be given the task of herding, that he might offer of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof, and the blood which is pleasing to the LORD, while the elder toileth among the thorns and the thistles of the ground? For Nachash had hatred in his heart for Qayin, and this was the counsel given unto him by the one who found him in his desolation, that it should bring greater grief upon him.


  Qayin went therefore to his brother Hevel, and walked in the field with him. And with the jawbone that cut down the branch of the tree of life he slew him, spilling the blood of his brother upon the ground, so that all the earth cried out. Then came the voice of the spirit of evil, saying, It is done; death hath entered the world untimely, and now man may die before his appointed hour. For Anaph had died at the time appointed by the LORD, but Hevel was the first to be murdered.


  And the LORD said unto Qayin, Where is Hevel thy brother? And he said, I know not: am I my brother’s keeper?


  And he said, What hast thou done? The voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from the ground. And now art thou cursed from the earth, which hath opened her mouth to receive thy brother’s blood from thy hand; when thou tillest the ground, it shall not henceforth yield unto thee her strength; a fugitive and a vagabond shalt thou be in the earth.


  Thus was Qayin exiled from the presence of the LORD, with a mark upon him lest any should slay him; and this brought great joy unto Nachash, that he who spilled the blood of Anaph should suffer, and the gift of death should be denied him. But unto all the earth now that gift had been given: and so he went among the bekhorim who had heeded his words, saying, Remember this; slay their youths in the flower of their youth, before their appointed hour, in remembrance of the first murder. And this they did every seven years, on that night upon which Anaph was slain.
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  But when half a year had passed after the murder of Hevel, a great wind sprang up in the lands about Eden, bearing a wondrous scent, as of blossoms and growing things; and all the wilderness came into bloom, though its glory was less than the garden of Eden. And the disciples went into the place of desolation, and there they found the tree that was dead now lived again, and upon its branches were a myriad of fruits. These they took and gave unto the people, and everyone who followed not the words of Nachash ate of them, and the fruit was the fruit of life. Then came Anaph among them once more, saying, This is my body, which hath been given for you.


  At the sight of her all the people marveled, and her disciples fell at her feet. Six there were, for Ometz and Yedida had gone as wives to the sons of Adam, and Nachash came not among them now. And Anaph questioned them, saying, Where is my first disciple? and where is he upon whom I laid this burden, which was to betray me unto my death, that I might be born again? And the disciples said, Teacher, he is gone; he hath formed a new covenant, which is not a covenant with God.


  And Anaph sorrowed, for her Father had foreseen all this, that Nachash would love her, and that his love would bring him to obey her; but upon her death it would lead him away once more, and into the path of evil. But of this Anaph herself had not known, and it grieved her.


  Of the resurrection of Anaph Nachash had heard, for the wind bore her touch to him. But he could not bear to look upon her again, with all the blood of his guilt upon her hands, and so he went once more into the wastelands about Eden, which were as wastelands no more, but blooming in the spring of her return. Unto the gates of Eden he went, and the cherubims permitted him passage, and the flaming sword did not strike him; unto the tree of knowledge of good and evil he went, which had once been in his care.


  And of its fruit he ate, and understood what he had done. He cried out then, and Anaph heard him cry, and bowed her head in sorrow; for upon his understanding, he went without hesitation unto the tree of life, and from its branches he hanged himself. For the gift of the spirit of evil unto the bekhorim was the gift of death, which to them brings annihilation, and Nachash was no more.
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  And in after times those who kept the holy covenant were called Seely, which means Blessed, but those who kept the covenant of Nachash were called Unseely, and they kept his pact with Hell. And unto both was given eternal life, but iron is anathema unto them, for its mark in the stone is the mark of the blood of Anaph, who was the tree of life, and slain by Qayin. All this was known beforehand to the LORD God, who permitted Nachash entrance into Eden, that one among the bekhorim might understand what had come to pass. But when the day of judgment comes, then all the bekhorim shall cease to be, for on that day their appointed hour will come, and for them there is only life eternal, but nothing to come after.
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  TOMORROW IS SAINT VALENTINE’S DAY


  Tori Truslow


  

  

  Elijah Willemot Wynn: A Life • Chapter 7


  

  Your Strangenesses are numberless



  For each I love you all the more


  It is not me that turns from you


  But my unenchanting form.


  —Catherin Northcliffe, “The Mortal Lover,” 1887


  

  Merish song was attributed unique physical qualities even in folklore, and as with much folklore this has proved to have a factual basis. We now know that their songs move through the air as particles rather than as waves, penetrating and becoming stuck under the shells of moon-floating molluscs. A layer of tissue forms over the song-grain, and a kind of pearl is formed. What remains unexplained is the remarkable fact that shells containing these pearls have recently been found on mortal shores, and when held to the ear have echoed mer-songs from over a hundred years ago.



  —Tony Peacock, “Defining Elemental Sound,”


  Modern Faery Studies, June 2008


  

  After the lecture tour and all the controversy that bubbled in its wake, it was suggested to Wynn by his colleagues that he leave England for a time. Not surprisingly, he embraced this advice and made preparations to visit the Tychonic Institute in Denmark. Before he could leave, however, came the announcement that was to open a new door for him, one that would lead to so many captivating insights and the promise of lasting good relations between humans and merfolk. Had he lived longer, history might have followed a very different course. But whatever did happen to Elijah Willemot Wynn? Previous biographers have latched onto wild conspiracies, but in the light of cutting-edge new research, the facts speak for themselves. We are now entering a darker chapter in his life: the academic alienation and the increasingly bizarre theories leading up to his disappearance—but alongside that, the unorthodox personal life, and at the start of it all, New Year’s Day, 1880.


  On that day, it was announced that at long last members of the public would be able to buy tickets for the Great Ice Train. Wynn was among the first to book his place. It was the moment he had dreamed of all his life: the journey to


  

  the moist star,


  Upon whose influence Neptune’s empire stands1.


  

  The train departed on Friday the thirteenth of February—a date now infamous in history. Horace Hunt, who was also on that fatal journey, recorded it in his memoirs:


  

  We stood shivering in our thick coats on that desolate Northern platform… the train rose out of the water like a ghost. We stood, gaping idiotically at it—but not Elijah. He mounted the step and strode into the carriage. Emboldened, we followed—several slipped and fell on the frozen steps, but at last we were all aboard. I had followed Elijah into the first carriage. Directly before us was the captain’s car, completely filled by the intricate engine, pipes connecting jars and tanks of strange half-substantial things. The sea glowed all around us…we gazed up through the ceiling to our destination and felt a queer tug as the Moon opened her pores. A watery clicking came from the engine; the enchanted molecules of unfrozen water thrummed through the sides of the train as it was lifted with all its captive passengers into the heavens. We were utterly silent, awe-struck by the sight of the Arctic sea beneath, the vast starry expanse above, all seen through the pipes and gears of ice in the glass-green walls of this glacier shaped so much like a train.


  We gathered speed and were soon moving faster than the fastest locomotive on Earth. The rattling was just as loud as any train at home, so loud that I thought the carriages would splinter and leave us in the void above our darkened planet. To be sitting on the thick silver fur that lined seats of ice with all that space and darkness in every direction was beyond belief. I suppose I sat gaping at the sublimity of it for some time, but I eventually roused myself and had started to form some great thought that might have changed the course of philosophy and religion, when I saw the Lunar surface was growing closer and closer ahead—why was the captain not slowing us down? He paid no heed to the shapes so frantically dancing in the engine’s bulbous jars—the smoke in one tank had materialised into a tangling of cuttlefish which all turned jet-black—the captain had gone as pale as the Moon’s face, staring as if he could not comprehend where he was…2


  

  Hunt and Wynn were among a small handful of survivors. Many were killed by great shards of ice as the train shattered; many more when the wet lunar air entered their lungs. Before Kristoffersen’s successful refining of sailor’s stone, the only way mortals could survive on the moon was to receive a kiss from a merwoman. An explorer of those early days recalled “a row of sirens, lovely naked bodies with hideous scaly legs and flat disk-like eyes, waiting on the platform to bestow their briny kisses of life”3. The train crashed outside the city’s dome, with no platform and no waiting merwomen. As the moon was soaking up seawater, however, several merfolk were appearing in their moon-forms nearby. Some noticed the peril of those still living and rushed to plant kisses on the men who held their breath.


  Wynn was reached by a young mermaid who had been gathering sea-flowers for her garden, who


  

  Bedecked with microscopic nacre scales


  Outshined the galaxy’s starry spray4.


  

  Dizzy and bruised, he let her take him into the dome.


  The city, until six years before, had been mobile, washing between moon and sea with the tides. Since the construction of the dome, the merfolk could enjoy the same permanence there as in their enchanted sea-palaces—but the moon-form of their city was then a tight cluster of palatial seashells and nothing more. This would remain as the centre of the new town, but the settlement that Wynn crashed in front of was at that time still a network of industrious, rough-cut hamlets and villages around a gilded heart.


  Wynn’s rescuer and her family lived in an isolated crater by the dome’s circumference. He limped badly across the short distance, his feet lacerated by the fragmented train. Thus it was that he arrived at the setting of his most vivid passages: permanently crippled and leaving a trail of misty blood in the air.


  

  They are citizens of Melzun, a family of gardeners toiling to make this young city beautiful. They live in a hollow fringed by thick multihued polypi, surrounded by glimmering rock-pools and pearly boulders that serve as anchors to the long-tendrilled flowers that caress this strange, moist, salty air.


  At the bottom of the hollow, lined with living sponge, my pretty little saviour and her sisters laid out food in silver bowls. They eat lying down on their stomachs, which appears uncomfortable—but I think they are used to grazing on their bellies. We ate elongated mushrooms that reminded me of oysters, and some of the polypi from their garden—gelatinous and red; I was apprehensive of them at first but they were delicious, although it is impossible to describe the flavour; they tasted bright—and fruits rather like oranges, but turquoise, with a taste something like spiced rum. It seems everything that grows here takes on a subtle salty taste, but it is not unpleasant.


  I spoke very falteringly in the mertongue, trying to somehow explain that I needed to find the RAEI [Royal Anthro-Elficological Institute] building. They insisted that I rest till I have recovered from the accident—they will take me to the town when I am better. So here I sit on a bed of slowly beating sponge, gazing out of this hole at the sky where sleeping nautili float weirdly in the starlight, writing this—though I don’t know when I’ll be able to send it…


  (Letter to Robert Creschen, 1880)


  

  His wounds healed well, “with the aid of an unpleasant, squirming unguent,” though even then the long journey on foot to the gilt shell-buildings of central Melzun must have been painful. Wynn forgot his discomfort as they drew nearer, becoming wildly excited by the symptoms of mer-human cooperation he saw around him. Man-made streetlamps held blue mer-conjured fire and drew “silent fish on gossamer wings to kiss their own reflections.” He was equally impressed by the old shell-buildings and the newly built ones in more human styles—in particular, the water-house, stocked with “great tanks of clean water that we mortals may drink, but securely sealed so no merman will touch it and dissolve.” He got as far as the first step leading to the RAEI and stopped, enraptured, at the sight of an omnibus rounding the corner, “exactly like a London ’bus, but with wheels encircled by delicate anemone fronds and pulled by a beast rather like an overgrown mackerel in the shape of a horse” (Letter to Nellie Bell, 1880).


  The Institute, however, was a bitter disappointment, stuffed to the top with stuffy government scholars who squinted at fins through lenses and made futile attempts to render merish architecture on paper. They did not warm to Wynn, regarding him as an amateur and his ideas dangerous. He endured their old-fashioned methods and their comments on his lack of alchemical knowledge for a month, before deciding that he would make more progress living amongst the merfolk and observing the routine of their lives. He returned to the family that had shown him such kindness on his arrival.


  Wynn reports that they were just as welcoming the second time, even building him some sort of room out of fine yellow coral in their now-thriving garden. Why they were so keen for him to stay and study them remains a mystery. It was there that he wrote his most celebrated works, uncovering a great deal of information on mer-culture in conversation with his hosts. Not long after his arrival, he witnessed the event that inspired a series of writings eventually to be collected in Festivals and Rites of Passage among the Merfolk:


  

  The youngest daughter sat at the heart of the house, her hair entangled by tentacled flowers that writhed from the limpet-starred ceiling and her face scintillating with fins plucked from countless scarab-like fish. She was given a bowl, into which her sisters placed various lunar fruits. She ate these sitting upright, an awkward position for her species to eat in. Her family stood around, holding censers filled with a bladderwrack-like plant that smelled, when burned, like a summer’s sea-breeze, singing songs that appeared to ripple through the smoke in colours never seen on Earth.


  When she had eaten, she joined in the song, at which the woman of the house stepped forward with a silver tray holding fish-bones strange to the eye, as if they were of mercury, flowing inwardly while keeping their outward shape. The tentacles from the ceiling gripped the girl’s arms as the woman pierced her back, between the spikes of her vertebrae, with these unearthly bones. The child cried out, and the air around the holes was coloured by red spray.


  I observed the parents’ own piercings, quicksilver spines which seemed part of their flesh, significantly larger than the girl’s ornaments. After the ceremony, which ended with more singing and the drinking of a heady liquor made from pearls, the mother explained to me that they are a part of her. After piercing, one tidal cycle between mortal moon-form and elemental sea-form transforms the jewels first into a part of the merman’s soul and then of his living body. From what phrases of their singing I could glean, I believe this is somehow connected to their longevity, an area which still demands meaningful research. A merman can live for an astonishing three hundred years, yet no established elficologist has provided a convincing study of this. I submit that my discovery of the piercing ritual is a possible key to understanding it.


  (FRPM, first edition, 34)


  

  The dig at the RAEI did not pass unnoticed, but by the time complaints were aired, Wynn had quite different matters on his mind. In his essays and books, he continued to call his favourite subject for observation “the youngest daughter of the house,” but in letters to friends, as the years went by, the descriptions of her changed. From “my pretty little saviour,” she was transformed into a variety of whimsical creatures, including “the bright pearlskinned flower-enchanting heart’s light of this cold moon” (Letter to Catherin Northcliffe, 1882). By the time she was eighteen, he had a name for her: “Opal,” which he claimed was wonderfully similar to the first syllables of her merish name (never recorded). It is hard to miss the Shakespearean connotations here, especially given her love of flowers and a curiosity about humanity that prompted him to travel to Earth and back just to bring her books—including the plays of Shakespeare. By all accounts she was a charming and innocent girl who loved to sing—Wynn would have lost no time in imagining her part in the favourite play of his youth and naming her after the “mermaid-like” Ophelia. Perhaps “Opal” herself embraced this association, uncommonly enamoured as she was of human poetry.


  As her womanhood bloomed, so did their romance. This is largely documented in the poems of Catherin Northcliffe, who controversially gained the title of Lunar Laureate in 1885, and treated Wynn’s adopted household as an idyllic writing retreat for some time. Two years previously, Wynn had written to her (then still in England) about Opal dancing,


  

  in a splendid squid-silk tent all sewn with dusky pearls. Since she came in on the last tide her arms are encrusted with the tiny peaks of silver barnacles that flare in the deep blue lamplight, like sequins or perhaps armour. Her tiny peacock-scaled feet twist in ways that jolt my eye, suggesting, in the corners of my vision, that they are not tiny at all. I never used to think of my feet, and if I do now it is only to regret their condition. What must it be to have toes that are really the fleshy, scaly shell of a vast, unworldly tail-fin? There is a subject for you! A mortal, upon seeing a mermaid dance, yearning to have such legs, such power, such strangeness. I will await the poem, sealed in a mottled glass bottle, on the next tide.


  (Letter to Catherin Northcliffe, 1883)


  

  Northcliffe was captivated. Their correspondence from then on focused on little other than the merfolk and their culture. When she came to the moon she stayed with Wynn for long periods of time. The mermaid figures in her poems are doubtless almost all Opal. The mortal lovers are often a version of Wynn.


  How far Wynn allowed the physical aspect of the relationship to progress is unknown. Some
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