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By Shweta Narayan 
 
My house runs dark with spider sisters 
    world weavers, bold, quick, 
anonymous.  They dart  
from stillness 
        knowing         
I crumple webs 
 
   – fray their body-lace 
with cloth unwoven, 
candle flame, eyes 
        shut 
to pattern-shimmer traps.  They run 
to me 
        knowing 
I wipe down corners 
windowsills, thoughts  
I call my own, and I 
am trapped. 
 
        They know 
I catch my tiny sisters 
under glass, under steel, 
under cups bright as baby toys.  I ward  
my sisters in circle- 
    stories woven 
on white paper 
I call my own.  I am a web.   
I toss them out past glass, stone 
          sticky strands of mine 

 
     and I stare 
                caught 
        by sun-glint on Maya 
patterns body-woven 
where they fell 
 
    unwalled, I see 
lace 
and know 
 
my house runs dark. 
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By Amy Brown 
 
Carl Winthrop Stevens was twenty-two when he met the goddess Persephone. She 

was on the platform, waiting for the last train. Six trains a day come through this 
town, and three on weekend - or rather, come to, since this is the end of the line. The 

station here is only staffed on weekdays: if you travel down to the coast on a week-
end, which is what Carl was doing, you‘re supposed to report to the ticket window at 
your destination. That battered old harbour town, when you reach it, is just the end of 
another (more important) line, and the folks down south, in their tarty antipodean 
metropolis - well, they haven‘t been bothered to pay for fancy ticket barriers this far 
north. 

The goddess Persephone was sitting on the seat nearest the empty ticket window. 
She was wearing ratty jeans, and a faded red singlet. A battered leather jacket lay 
slung over the back of the seat, and she wore her hair in a dozen braids, hanging 
unevenly down the sides of her head. She had big, heavy black boots with straps and 
buckles all over them, and there were tattoos up her left arm, sprawling across her 
right breast and reaching up as far as her collarbone, and low on her shoulder-blade, 
just above the line of her top. Carl was not paying close attention, but on her left arm 
she wore flowers; above her breast, a bird in flight, and on her back, a boat without 
sails on a river without ripples.  

Carl was not paying close attention, as I said, but even if he were, he would not 
have thought much of it. He certainly would not have recognised the goddess 
Persephone: for one thing, she looked like she was about thirty, if you were being 
charitable, and everyone knows the goddess Persephone is a beautiful maiden. 
Everyone who knows anything about the goddess Persephone, that is, but this 
distinction meant nothing to Carl, since he knew nothing of ancient Greeks or their 
gods. 

You‘ve probably heard a lot about the friendly spirit of country towns. Places 
where citizens gladly exchange greetings with strangers, on the street as much as the 
train platform. It used to be said that there were no strangers in the bush, but that was 
before this country had anything so strange in it as a woman of thirty-something, with 
her hair in uneven braids and outlandish boots on her feet, smoking a pipe on the 
train platform. No doubt many of the citizenry of this sort of town would have 
steadfastly ignored her, on the principle that strangers in their town ought not to be so 
bloody weird. Not so Carl Winthrop Stevens. He knew plenty of odd folk - real 
characters, his mother would say, living and working in the town around him, and if 
he privately wished sometimes that they were odder still, that more of their madness 
and quirks fell outside of the small town mould, he never said as much.  

And so, although Carl did his best not to pay undue attention to the goddess on 
the platform, it was not that he sought to ignore her. It was simply that he did not 
know what to say to a woman so obviously out of place, and beyond the bounds of 
the coast town where he had spent his student years. He would have liked to know 
what she was doing here, but he thought that she was probably tired of hearing that 
question. And so he said nothing, and stared down line, peering at the bend ―round 
which their train was due to come. 

The goddess Persephone pulled her pipe from her mouth, and jerked her head in 
Carl‘s direction. 
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―Hey, boy!‖ 
Carl turned toward her, and blinked: he was still young enough to answer 

instinctively to ―boy‖, but just at that stage of youth where he had started to think he 
was too old for that. 

―How do you like this spring?‖ 
Carl glanced around: beyond the cement and metal of the station the town lay, 

sluggish and dusty. Like soup in the bottom of a bowl, it lay in the hollow of the hills 
all around, and they rose up at the edges of everything. Carl was old enough to 
remember times when those hills were rolling green in the winter months: now, they 
reared up, brown and grey and dry as high summer, the overall colour scheme broken 
only by great swathes of black where a bushfire had roared over the hills to the east, 
covering the town in smoke and the smell of scorched grass for a week. They were still 
imposing, still the oldest hills in the world, once-great mountains worn down to grey-
brown town walls. 

He glanced down at the goddess Persephone for a moment, and decided she must 
not only be not from around here, but probably from out of state, or even overseas 
somewhere. Somewhere where ‗spring‘ still meant something. 

―We need rain,‖ he said, because rain or not-rain was really the only thing worth 
commenting on, when it came to the weather these days. ―And not bloody flooding,‖ 
he added, as an afterthought. That was all they seemed to get, anymore: drought or 
flooding, each bad for crops and cattle in their own way, and what was bad for crops 
and cattle was bad for towns like this. It meant folk leaving for the city, and it meant 
less money for those who stayed, and that was bad for business, and that meant Carl 
had fewer and fewer development applications to approve - he could see the 
downturn just in the year he‘d been working for the Shire. He was old enough to 
remember a time when this valley, and its twin to the south, had the best fortune in 
the State: just enough rain, when everywhere else the land was dry and barren. Then 
there had been the year when all the rivers flooded at once, but all the promise of 
good flood-rich soil in a year or two had turned to drought, and then to floods again. 
It was mouthed about that they needed to adapt to the new climate, but no one 
seemed to know what that meant or how to manage when the only predictable thing 
about it all was that whatever happened, it wouldn‘t be good for stock or crops. 

―You don‘t like the spring, then?‖ Persephone waved her pipe in his direction, in a 
manner which might have been intended to be dismissive. Carl shrugged. 

―Not all that different to summer, is it?‖ he asked. ―Less chance of fire, though,‖ he 
conceded. 

Persephone rolled her eyes at him as the train pulled into the station, and muttered 
―I‘d like to see you do better.‖ Carl heard, but as challenges go, it was so preposterous 
that he assumed he had misheard. 

Dashing Carl‘s hopes of a nice quiet trip down the valley with no obligation to 
conversation, Persephone followed him into the nearest carriage, and settled herself 
across the aisle from him. They were still the only people in the carriage when the 
train pulled out, although he could hope that more passengers would join them at the 
next station, or the one after. They didn‘t, but Persephone stared out of the window 
and exhibited very little in the way of interest in Carl. 

After three stations, much to his surprise, Carl found that he was the first person to 
speak. 

―So,‖ he attempted, and had to repeat himself when he failed to draw her 
attention. ―So, um, where are you from, then?‖  

She turned, her braids thunking against her shoulders and seat as she moved. She 
blinked slowly, once or twice. Her eyes were heavy with mascara and eyeliner, all 
black, and the effect was a little disconcerting. 
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―The Underworld,‖ she said, with a twist in her lips. Carl nodded.  
―That‘s in Sydney, isn‘t it?‖ he asked, because he was not the kind of man to judge 

a woman on the basis of her choice of nightclub. 
Persephone blinked in surprise, and then shook her head sharply. ―No,‖ she said, 

sadly. ―I‘ve looked there.‖ 
―Oh,‖ said Carl, a little at a loss. ―I hear Brisbane has quite a Goth scene?‖ 
Persephone tilted her head, looking genuinely interested. ―There‘s a river there,‖ 

she said. Her voice was low, for a woman‘s, and she spoke slowly and with an accent 
he couldn‘t quite place. ―What do they call it?‖ 

―Uh,‖ Carl scrounged around in his memory, and found the results disappointing. 
―The Brisbane River, I think.‖ 

Persephone appeared pleased with this pronouncement, and smiled a little. She 
had, he noticed, really lovely teeth, perfectly straight and white, not at all stained from 
smoking that old-fashioned pipe. 

―There‘s a river, somewhere,‖ she said, earnestly. ―It‘s going to take me home.‖ 
Carl thought about asking if she was lost, but how could she be? She was on the 

train, the trains only went to one place. 
―Are you going home, boy?‖ she asked, and the look in her eyes was eager, 

hungry. Carl shook his head. 
―Spending the long weekend with friends,‖ he answered, and then wondered why 

he‘d given away even that much. 
Persephone smiled, a pleased sort of smile which bordered on a smirk. ―Spending 

the weekend partying?‖ she prodded. ―It‘s the season for it, springtime. Good food, 
good wine, meeting pretty girls...‖ Carl just shrugged. He knew how his weekend 
would go: he would be met at the station by one or other of his former university 
mates, and whisked off to someone‘s sharehouse, where there would be food (pizza) 
and wine (cheap), and probably video games in one room and cards in another. At 
some point, there would be drunken sex, but past experience suggested that it was 
unlikely that Carl would be involved (not with pretty girls, and this was not the kind 
of town where you took up with anyone else). There would be talk of classes and part-
time jobs and surfing. The handful of Carl‘s friends who were holding down full-time 
jobs would blend effortlessly in, and everyone would spend the weekend pretending 
that Carl did, too. Someone would ask about what he did for a living, and there would 
be the usual round of jokes about the usefulness of ‗Development Officer‘ in a town so 
stagnant as his. On the third day he would go home again, and try to decide if a thing 
worth having is a thing worth holding onto, as time wore away at common fetters. 

Persephone shuffled over in her seat, leaning across the aisle to speak in a low 
voice. ―Act like it‘s spring,‖ she urged him. ―Don‘t stop because of all this -‖ with a 
wave at the parched brown hills around them. ―Act like it‘s spring,‖ she was half-
begging now. ―I‘m going home. I promise, I‘m going home.‖ 

She must be drugged, Carl decided. Drugged, or brainwashed by some kind of 
cult. Looking at her, eyes wide and black-rimmed, desperate and afraid, he thought 
she might be younger than thirty, aged by smoke and stress. 

―You remember when we had real winters,‖ she said: not a question so much as a 
fact. Carl nodded, because he did. He remembered when it was cold, really cold, in 
the mountains in July. He remembered when winter was more than a few sharp 
weeks wedged in between the interminable dry autumn, and the spring which sidled 
unremarkably into summer. The imported trees all stripped bare and stark, but the 
natives grew lush and green under the steady, dismal rain. 

―I was a kid then,‖ he said, slowly, and it‘s hard to be sure if he‘s remembering it 
rightly, if it really was winter, if it really did rain like that. 
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―I was young,‖ Persephone said, her gaze wandering off toward the horizon. ―I 
was young, and I hadn‘t the sense to be happy where I was.‖ A difficult childhood, 
Carl thought: maybe a split family? Some violence or trouble to explain this erratic 
woman she‘d become? 

―There was a man,‖ she said, slowly. ―A man who loved me. And I left him for an 
endless summer, and now I cannot find my way home. When I‘m home,‖ she 
promised him, ―I‘ll put the seasons back the way they ought to be.‖ 

―I think the damage there is done,‖ Carl told her. ―Global warming, hole in the 
ozone layer, and all that.‖ 

Persephone looked crushed. ―I‘ve been gone a long time,‖ she admitted. ―But I 
have to try. You‘ll help me?‖ 

Carl nodded his agreement. Many people would know better than to swear aid to 
any kind of deity, Greek or otherwise, lest they find themselves ensnared in 
dangerous quests. But Carl, as I said, knew nothing of Greek gods, and little of quests 
besides. He knew only a distressed woman on a train, and he understood something 
of her.  

He‘d thought he was out of the small town forever: he‘d switched his courses to 
part-time, found a job close to uni, stayed down on the coast until his mother gave up 
insisting that he come home during the holidays. He‘d watched droughts and floods 
on the evening news, and worried about water rates and the price of vegetables. When 
he took the job back up the valley, his friends in town had laughed.  They told him he 
was mad, they told him he should stay, and he‘d had no explanation to give. 

―Did you love him?‖ he asked her. 
Persephone blinked, once or twice, and then answered: ―I do now.‖ 
―Is that why you left? Because you didn‘t think you loved him?‖ There had been a 

man, down here on the coast. A man - a boy - a man who‘d loved him. Who‘d thought 
Carl had loved him in turn. That wasn‘t why he‘d left. That wasn‘t why he‘d gone 
home again. 

Persephone smiled sadly. ―Because he loved me too well. Eternity is a long time, 
you know.‖ Carl knew. Persephone spun her pipe between her fingers, and told it: 
―It‘s a long time to be lost.‖ 

And then, sharply, she demanded: ―Where are we?‖ They coming to the junction 
of the valley line and the coast line: a handful more stops on the rickety old train, and 
they‘d be at the end of both. 

―I‘m leaving here,‖ she said to him, as she stood up. She loomed over him, all black 
and red and ink on skin. Her fingers on his cheek were rough and worn. 

―Act like it’s spring,‖ she said, her voice low, almost a hiss. ―In the name of 
everything you love, act like it’s spring.‖ 

She kissed him, a strange touch, knowing and yet devoid of intimacy. Her lips 
were as rough as her fingers. 

She turned back as she left the carriage, and her eyes twinkled over her shoulder. 
―Kiss a pretty girl for me,‖ she ordered, and then she was gone. 

Carl did not follow her instruction, at least not the part about pretty girls. He went 
with his friends, he ate food and drank wine and played cards. It was warm and dry, 
and he sat outside with a boy who spoke little and said much, and when it started to 
rain, he kissed him. 

If Carl knew anything at all about Ancient Greeks or their gods, he might have 
called it appropriate. As it was, he kissed a pretty boy in the rain, and decided things 
were changing. 
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Patty Jansen 
 
Tizzo planted her hands on her hips. She knew Ilac‘s mocking smile, which said I 

win without even trying, without flashing his white teeth in his bronzed face. He 

smelled of compost and something she couldn‘t define, but which made her shiver. 
He was halfway a man, and had become so much taller than her. She was kind-of 
scared of him, but then again, she wasn‘t; she had made up her mind. 

―I want to see the sky.‖ 
―Please, Tizzo.‖ His eyes were wide, and he looked kind-of sad like that.  ―I‘ll have 

to call the elders if you don‘t come for your pedalling duty.‖ 
―Fine.‖ She looked up. The trunk of the tree before her was massive and full of 

handholds: strangler figs and clumps of plants. ―Pedalling is stupid anyway.‖ She 
flung down her blowpipe, bow and arrows and put one foot on an aerial root, the 
other in a fork in the strangler fig‘s growths. She hauled herself up.  

―Please, Tizzo, you‘ll become a monkey.‖ 
―I don‘t care. Rather a monkey than a slave to the pedalling room. I‘m going to see 

the sky.‖ 
She grasped for new handholds and climbed another step and then another. 
The soft green glow of the Vine lit her hands and the trunk before her. Its flow 

protested in her mind. Comebackcomebackcomeback. The voice was that of the tribe 
elder; it sent images of tribespeople. Women stirring a large pot over the fire. Children 
playing in a tree house. The tribe house full of pedallers on duty, without whom the 
Vine‘s glow would die. Her tribe, where she belonged. 

This time, for once, she was not going to listen to their voices.  

She climbed. Leaves and branches scratched her bare chest; bark was rough under 
her hands. 

The glow from the Vine grew weaker. She could no longer hear its voice, its 
incessant babbling. 

For the first time in her life, Tizzo heard the pure sounds of the forest. Birds called 
in the distant greenery. Insects buzzed between the leaves. A troupe of monkeys 
squawked and cackled. There was also another noise, a distant hum she didn‘t know, 
a sound that made her shiver. 

―Hey, Tizzo.‖ Ilac stood at the base of the tree, looking up, his face very small. 
She called down, ―What?‖ 
―Please come to the pedalling house. I … care about you.‖ 
Now that was a confession. 

―Why don‘t you come up here?‖ It was not as if they would lose the Vine. It passed 
the trunk of the tree; there was no other way down. Up, she went, and up. 

Monkeys darted all around her. They, not the Vine, spoke to her. 
They cackled. 
They whooped. 
And they looked funny. 
They had smart little beady eyes with which they followed Tizzo. Lose the Vine and 

you might as well be a monkey, the elders had said. 
But monkeys were pretty. And from their home in the trees, you could see so much 

more. 
Up here, it was so light, so incredibly bright, she had to squint.  
―Tizzo! Tizzo!‖ Ilac‘s voice came from somewhere below. 
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But she was so close; she just had to see the sky. Then she‘d better go, or Ilac would 

tell the elders what she had done and she would be made to do double duty in the 
pedalling room. 

She grabbed a trailing vine to climb further up. At that moment, the trees, and the 
leaves, and the branch vanished. 

Tizzo sat on her knees on a hard, flat surface that was grey and dirty. Her hands 
were dirty, too, her skin grey. Bits of sharp rock hurt her knees. 

―Who are you?‖ 
A boy stood over her, fists planted at his wrists. He wore a cloth that might once 

have been white, but was so no longer. The arms that stuck out were incredibly thin. 
Tizzo rose from her crouch. A cut on her knee was bleeding. 
―What am I doing here? Where is the tree?‖ 
―The — what?‖ 
The grey box was open on one side, from where listless light shone in. She ran to 

the edge and looked down into a huge hall, where silvery monsters hissed and 
steamed. Overhead was a covering of grey material. 

―Where am I?‖ she screamed. ―Ilac, Ilac!‖ 
A teenage boy at ground level stared up, his eyes distant. 
―Have you seen Ilac?‖ 
He didn‘t reply. Most likely he couldn‘t hear her over the hissing and clanging. 
Tizzo spotted some thin vines, leafless and bronze-coloured. They were rigid and 

cold in her hands. She let herself slide down the side of the grey wall as fast as she 
could. Down there, in the semi-darkness, the boy still waited. He looked a bit like Ilac, 
she had to admit, but rather than strong and muscular, he was thin and pale, although 
there was a toughness about him that made her think he worked hard for many long 
days and he‘d battled and survived many illnesses. 

―Come,‖ he said. ―We have duty now.‖ 
It was like resuming their old conversation. ―Duty?‖ 
―At the boiler room.‖ 
She followed him between the silvery monsters that hissed and spat steam. They 

moved, but never left their spot. They had arms that turned, wheels that whirred, 
hammers that clanged. Each such monster was attached to the others by a metal vine. 
All these vines met up with other vines, bronze strands leading into the middle of the 
hall. 

There, they disappeared into an arched door. It was terribly dark and humid 
inside, with clouds of hissing steam and the scent of hot coals. Men, women and 
children slaved over fires, hauling water, emptying buckets into huge vats, stoking 
fires.  

―What are they doing?‖ 
―Keeping the fires burning. That keeps the machines going.‖ 
―Why?‖ 
―Machines make light. Machines make tea. Machines make bread. We can‘t live 

without machines.‖ 
Tizzo looked up at the faraway roof. A group of monkeys played on a beam near 

the ceiling. They were no longer golden, but dark grey. 
―Does anyone ever go outside?‖ 
―What would you want there?‖ 
―Look at the sky.‖ 
He frowned. 
―Is there a way … out of this place?‖ 
―Why? We have everything we need here? Look—can we talk about this after 

duty?‖ 
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―No, because I‘m not going to do duty.‖ 
Tizzo ran. A ladder led up the wall, and at the top was a trapdoor. She climbed 

and climbed. She pushed the trapdoor open and climbed through. 
But it was dark and she couldn‘t see where she was going. There was a steep hill, 

with no footholds. She slid down a slippery surface, first slowly, but then faster, until 
she landed on a hard and cold floor. And when she looked up, she was in a room 
made entirely of grey material. 

A square opening appeared before her when a part of the grey slid aside. A young 
man looked in. 

―Ah, here you are. Come.‖ 
He, too, looked like Ilac, but was neither muscular and strong nor thin and hardy. 

The eyes that examined her held far more intelligence than those of the other two 
Ilacs. He wore a white suit that covered his whole body except his head, hands and 
feet. 

Tizzo was too stunned to protest. She followed him outside, but ‗outside‘ was 
nothing but a long corridor of more grey metal. There was shiny stuff on the floor; 
there were lights above. She couldn‘t see the end, because the entire corridor curved 
up, and up, and continued to go up as they walked, yet she never felt like she was 
actually walking up. It made her dizzy. 

She wanted to ask the young man so much, but she didn‘t dare. Her questions 
would betray that she was not who he thought. 

Eventually, they came to a large room, where people – if they were people – sat 
wearing similar white suits to Ilac‘s and strange things on their heads. Before them 
were square things made from light. 

He gestured at an empty spot before such a square. ―Come, sit down; I‘ll show you 
what to do.‖ 

―Do what?‖ 
―Operate the light sails. They need to be angled to the nearest star. We need them 

to provide the energy. How else do you think we can keep the ship moving?‖ 
Ship? She didn‘t see any water. 
Tizzo squinted at the lighted squares. There was another square, huge, at the far 

end of the room. It showed darkness, and a curved surface, grey and scratched, and 
beyond that, huge sacks of billowing cloth. 

―Can you see the sky from here?‖ 
He laughed. ―The sky? We are in the sky.‖ 

―I don‘t believe that. The sky is blue, and has clouds.‖ 
They were all lying to her, telling her things so she‘d do the mind-numbing work. 

And before he could force her to sit down, Tizzo ran from the room, into the curved 
corridor. Monkeys cackled somewhere in the distance. She found the door through 
which she had entered this strange place, scrambled up the slippery roof, tumbled 
back into the hall with the hissing machines, climbed back up the metal vines into the 
leafy canopy. 

The forest returned, and the golden monkeys. And the smell of mushrooms. 
Familiar. Comforting. 
She slid down the tree. ―Ilac, Ilac, there are strangers out there. The whole world is 

different ...‖ She jumped the last part of the distance to the forest floor. Her hand 
found the Vine. Green light flowed through her body. The calming chatter of the 
elders‘ voices once more soothed her.yYou’rebackyou’rebackyou’reback. They were 
happy voices. 

Tizzo fought to keep her mind clear. ―Up there, Ilac, I saw—‖ 
don’tworrydon’tworrydon’tworry. 
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Tizzo balled her fists and shouted. ―Go away!‖ Her voice echoed through the 
forest. The monkeys cackled in the crown of the tree. 

―Tizzo?‖ A voice at the edge of her awareness. 
Ilac shook her arm. Behind him stood Yuko and three other elders with almost the 

entire tribe, thunder on their faces. 
―You...‖ Anger rose inside her as her gaze met Ilac‘s. ―You went to tell on me?‖ 
Ilac shrunk back. ―You were so long gone. I couldn‘t see you any more. I was 

afraid. And there were monkeys ...‖ 
don’tlistentothemonkeydon’tlistentothemonkeys. 
Tizzo pressed both hands against her ears. ―Stop! Listen to me. There are other 

places out there.‖ 
Elder Yuko raised his eyebrows. ―Other places? Why do you talk such nonsense, 

girl?‖ 
―It‘s not nonsense! I saw them! From up there, in the tree.‖ 
―The Vine has shown us nothing. Do you question the wisdom of the Vine?‖ 
―I saw it.‖ Even to herself, her voice sounded less convinced than before. Did being 

away from the Vine make you see things?  
A tribeswoman gasped. ―A monkey. She‘s a monkey.‖ 
And a man yelled, ―Banish her!‖ 
 

~ 
 

So Tizzo was a monkey. Well, that was just fine by her. The tribespeople would 
never have understood the other worlds anyway. She climbed another tree and sat on 
a low branch, her arms crossed tightly over her chest.  

Beneath her, the tribe went about their business. The men plucked and scaled their 
catches, the women cooked. Tribespeople took their turns in the pedalling house. 

Sometimes Ilac stopped to watch her, but when she returned his gaze, he quickly 
left. 

Tizzo couldn‘t see the world in the same way she had before. She climbed to the 
top of the trees and looked out for glimpses of sky, but the branches were too thin to 

let her push aside the leaves. 
At night, when most of her anger had faded into a dull ache, she came to the forest 

floor and made a fire. She wasn‘t hungry, and sat staring into the flames. Was it all a 
dream? Did the sky even exist? 

 
~ 

 
The old man came out of nowhere. He padded across the forest floor and sat down 

at her fire. 
Tizzo narrowed her eyes; she remembered him from when she was young. He, too 

had been banished from the tribe. 
―Who are you?‖ 
He didn‘t answer that question, but said, ―You are blessed, my child, to be a 

walker of worlds.‖ 
―You mean … all those places were real?‖ 
―As real as this one.‖ Which was either very real, or not at all. 
A blessing it was not. Her life was ruined. She‘d wanted to mate with Ilac, but he 

only ever saw the world of the Vine. Or the grey building, or the metal place with the 
curved corridors. In all those places they had pedalling houses, or something similar, 
stupid places where people did stupid things for no good reason at all. 

―I only want to see the sky.‖ 
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―And have you, my dear?‖ 
―Just so briefly. It is pretty. But no one seems to care.‖ 
―They will, once you show it to them.‖ 
―How? No one will listen to me.‖ 
―Long ago, something happened and the world separated into different cells of 

reality each of them as large as the pedallers can maintain. These chambers are no 
longer connected. If we stop the pedalling or steam-making or sailing, the structure 
will collapse.‖ 

―Is that going to kill anyone?‖ 
He shrugged, letting the answer hang between them. Then he rummaged in his 

pocket and withdrew three smooth stones. They were black and heavy in her hand. 
―Long ago, the monkey king gave me these. I‘ve never dared do what I think must 

be done with them.‖ 
 

~ 
 
Tizzo knew she had one chance. She ran to the pedalling house, and threw the first 

stone in the wheel. It jammed in the cogs and all along the Vine, the green glow jolted 
and went out. Then she clambered up the tree, down the metal vines into the grey 
world with the hissing machines and threw her stone into the boiler‘s furnace. It 
belched fire and sparks. The doors blew off. The hissing pistons squealed and 
stopped. Then she climbed up the ladder, slid down the roof and ran into the air ship. 
In the sail room she threw the stone at the big lighted square. It shattered 

All the people shouted and ran. 
The world shifted. 
Tizzo fell … and fell … 
 

~ 
 
She lay on her back in the grass. Above her, the stars spread out. There were 

clouds, and a sliver of moon. There were no trees, no walls, no sails. 
―Hey, Tizzo, there you are.‖ Ilac knelt in the grass next to her. The light of the fire, 

because there was a fire nearby, showed his face, with the strength of the hunter, with 
the endurance of the boiler-man, with the intelligence of the star-man. 

He sat down and took her hand. ―The sky is very pretty tonight, isn‘t it?‖ 
Once again, the world was whole. 
A monkey cackled in the distance. 
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By Mike Miller 
 
You are in a cell. 
You see BONES and AN OLD SHOE. 
The exit is NORTH. 
 
> go west 
 
Walking to the west, 
you are kissed on the forehead 
by a stony wall. 
 
> damn it 
 
Could you specify 
which object you‘d like to damn? 
Please type DAMN [OBJECT]. 
 
> go north 
 
It's a prison cell; 
there's a DOOR up to your NORTH, 
and you shall not pass. 
 
> 
> 
> 
 
? for HELP 
INV lists what you have 
LOOK examines things 
 
> inv 
 
You are quite bereft  
of worldly belongings now. 
Try to GET some stuff. 
 
> get bones 
 
So … is forensics  
a hobby, or are you a 
necrophiliac? 
 
> get shoe 
 
Ever the packrat,  
you stoop to grab AN OLD SHOE. 
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It jingles a bit. 
 
> look shoe 
 
Shoeless Joe Jackson 
might have wanted this old thing; 
you‘re not sure you do. 
 
> shake shoe 
 
I don't even know 
what a SHAKE is, you numbskull! 
Please speak in English. 
 
> vigorously shake shoe 
 
Parlez-vous Anglais? 
Mama never tole me of     
no ―VIGOROUSLY.‖ 
 
> SHAKE THE FUCKIN SHOE 
 
Take a deep breath, then 
count to ten and let it out, 
calming yourself down. 
 
> 
> 
> look 
 
Not yet, pottymouth. 
You drop F-bombs, then you sit 
until you calm down. 
 
> 
> 
> 
> 
> 
> 
 
Okay, that‘s better. 
What would you like to do now? 
You still hold A SHOE.  
 
Last command was ―LOOK‖: 
you are still inside the cell; 
light is fading fast. 
 
> ? shoe 
 
You can WEAR a SHOE, 
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DROP it, THROW it, or even 
use it for storage. 
 
> wear shoe 
 
OUCH!  That really hurt! 
Something‘s still inside the shoe: 
-1 hp. 
 
> look in shoe 
 
In the failing light, 
you can just barely make out  
a small SILVER KEY. 
 
> get key 
 
You‘re searching around 
but you cannot see a KEY 
anywhere you look. 
 
> get key from shoe 
 
You upturn the shoe 
emptying out the contents: 
a small SILVER KEY. 
 
> open door 
 
The door remains locked 
and it‘s getting really dark. 
Darkness brings the Grue. 
 
> open door with key 
 
The door swings open, 
freeing you from your cell and 
clearing your way NORTH. 
 
> go north 
 
YOU ESCAPED THE JAIL! 
And you managed to do it 
in 31 turns. 
 
You are in last place: 
MARTI did it in 13; 
TOM did it in 5. 
 
To continue your 
journey into the dungeon, 
PLEASE INSERT DISK TWO.  
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By R. L. Stedman 
 
 ―Da!‖  
Aidan paused, startled. Was that a human cry?  
―Da!‖ Insistent now. Aidan straightened and rubbed sweat from his forehead. 

Outlined against the dark of the forest stood a little person in a grubby top. 
―Hola!‖ Aidan raised a hand and glanced at the sky. Pink clouds were gathering; it 

looked like rain. Carefully, so as not to step on the tiny plantlets that would one day 
be his food, he made his way to the edge of the field and squatted in front of the little 
boy. ―And who might you be, little one?‖  

The child looked up at him with doubtful eyes. ―Da?‖ 
Aidan shook his head. ―I‘m not your Da, child.‖ Apart from himself and this 

strange child, the field was empty. And growing cold. He pulled on his shirt. ―Where 
have you come from? There are no people near here. Not that I know of anyway...‖ 
His voice trailed off. There could be more settlers, maybe someone had come over the 
mountains, seen the plain below. Had thought that this may be a good place to raise a 
family. He wasn‘t sure he liked that thought.  

―Da?‖ 
Aidan smiled at the boy. ―Where have you come from, little one?‖ He pushed the 

leaf-like sporillacea aside and peered at the forest floor. ―Have you left any tracks?‖ 
The understory of the forest was in shadow. It was hard even to see the brown feet 

of the child, let alone prints he may have made, but surely he couldn‘t have come far, 
not clad in just a muddy grey shirt and breeches.  

―Well now, little one, might take a while to search out your kin. Better get you fed 
and clad, then we‘ll go a-searching.‖ Aidan lifted the boy high with two hands and set 
him on his shoulders. With a chuckle of delight, the child tipped Aidan‘s hat over his 
eyes and grabbed two strong fistfuls of hair. 

―Ow!‖  
The child giggled. Aidan squatted, careful not to upset the child, retrieved hoe and 

other essentials and strode back along the grassy strip towards the cottage. He 
stooped carefully when he went through the doorway, so the child didn‘t hit his head 
on the lintel. 

The boys‘ eyes were wide as he looked up at him; his serious expression made 
Aidan smile. Was this one examining him too? What would he think of him, with his 
dark jack sockets, work roughened hands, his toes that peeked from the front of his 
home-crafted sandals? 

The boy looked healthy. His legs might be scratched but his feet seemed strong 
and undamaged. How far had he come? Not that the forest had dangerous animals in 
it, not here, not on Red, but a forest is dangerous to children just as the waves are 
dangerous; they are perilous in themselves. Cool nights, lack of water, lonesome 
wanderings, steep cliffs would kill a child as efficiently as a bear in the old world. 

Aidan clucked to himself. Get a grip, man. Focus. The child needed food. Good 
thing he‘d made soup. Long ago, Persephone had given him its recipe. He‘d teased 
her, told her that because she was organic, she couldn‘t know everything.  
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―My composition does not alter my knowledge.‖ She‘d replied in typical, ship-
speak: scientific, multi-syllabic. She‘d posted a recipe on his door screen and sampled 
the taste from his memory when he‘d jacked in. Then he realised with some pride his 
usefulness; he offered her senses that filtered the world in a different way: taste, smell, 
touch.  

Strange, how the recipe she‘d given him lingered in his memory; besides, he‘d 
liked its salty flavour. 

 
The boy seemed interested in the food. Interested in the spoon too, putting it in his 

mouth, sucking on it and watching as Aidan dipped his bread into the lentils. 
―Yuum,‖ said the child, sucking on the end of the spoon and finally Aidan 
remembered; children need feeding. 

The child looked like a little bird; mouth a-gape, ready to receive its morsel. 
Strange, to think about birds, so far away from Earth. How to find the child‘s kin? 
With rain arriving, best to be practical and use the universal coveralls; they were 
waterproof and kept the wearer‘s temperature steady. Shame they were so 
uncomfortable. Aidan preferred traded threads; they were older and tattier but didn‘t 
make him itch.  

He wrapped the fabric around the boy and pressed the fit button. The child 
chuckled and pulled at the zipper as the garment shrank to his shape. ―Tum,‖ he 
announced and pointed to his rounded belly.  

Aidan retrieved four ration bars from the top cupboard. Amazing how he could 
live on these shrink wrapped packages when in trancesleep. He‘d have to make some 
more when his plants had grown; trance was a good way to pass the colder weather. 
He packed a water bottle and the magnifier into a small pack, laced up his boots and 
picked up the child.  

The forest was gloomy in the pre-rain pink haze, so he plugged the magnifier into 
the jack at the back of his neck, blinking away the visual shock as the forest floor 
brightened.  

―Hey, child,‖ said Aidan, pointing at the ground. ―Help me out. I‘m looking for 
your footprints.‖  

 ―Toe,‖ said the boy, and pulled at the jack cable.  
―Ouch! Don‘t!‖ 
―Eyes,‖ announced the child, and pointed to Aidan‘s neck. 
―You want to know what this is?‖ Probably the child had never seen someone 

jacked in before; only the ship-bound had AI interface jacks. And since he was the 
only one of the crew with the longetivity mutation, he‘d be the only one from 
Persephone‘s crew left alive by now. An ancient mariner.  

 Just then the first drops of rain fell and the magnifier caught the tell-tale imprint; 
tiny footprints imprinted on the thick flagellae moss.  

 ―We‘ll follow your footprints. I‘ll carry you on my back; we need to be careful 
with the moss. It‘s delicate.‖ 

―Toe,‖ agreed the child. 
It’s not a moss, Aidan thought. Its bacteria. Mike would have been disgusted. 

―See this growth?‖ Mike had said. 
Aidan peered down the microscope. ―They look like little strings.‖ 
―Actually, they‘re bacteria.‖ Mike looked as if he expected a response. 
―Gosh.‖  
―Exciting, isn‘t it?‖ He‘d stroked his beard. ―They‘re fragile things. The way they 

deform under pressure. I‘d guess there‘s not a lot of animals in Red‘s forests; they‘d 
destroy this too fast.‖ At the time Aidan had been distracted by Mike‘s moss-like 
beard.  
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~ 

 
Above them the rain pattered on the leaves, heavier drops filtering into the 

understory. Rivulets of water ran down gnarled trunks and into the dark soil. The 
moist smell of the forest became tempered with a smell of rotting flesh; Red was rich 
in waterborne bacteria.  

When they received the first visuals, the botanists had crowded the viewing 
platform, to gaze at the pink- marbled planet below them. ―Incredible,‖ said one. 
―Look at the ocean. It‘s blood red! Cyanobacteria. Some of that sea will be like jelly.‖  

A woman laughed. ―We‘ll be able to walk on water!‖  
―Will it smell?‖ a child asked. 
 

~ 
 
The answer, Aidan knew now, was yes. It was one of the reasons he never went 

into the forest, not if he could help it. Not harmful to people, the scientists explained. 
Just a little smell; you‘ll get used to it. He hadn‘t yet, and it had been millennia. Mind, 
he‘d spent much of his time on Red in trancesleep; the dreamless singing stream of 
sleep that was his sanctuary. Not much sensitising happened in trance. 

The little boy slept, his cheek resting on the top of Aidan‘s head as they moved 
through the understory. Apart from the weight on his shoulders – how could one 
small child weigh so much – Aidan was almost happy. It was nice to have 
companionship, even from one so young. The child was strange; he appeared 
vulnerable, but already he‘d had his needs met; food, clothing and now sleep. The 
boy‘s attitude to life mimicked his own; sleep through the boring bits and wake for 
food.  

As if on cue the boy wriggled and moaned, a low sound that suggested a potential 
for increased volume.  

―Ah, here,‖ said Aidan and put down his pack. ―Now then.‖  
He sat on a wet rock while he ate, listening to the wind, while the boy, ration bar in 

hand, climbed onto a grey sporillicae sack and tumbled off, giggling.  
The soil was becoming stony and Mike‘s moss didn‘t grow so well on stone. Soon 

the tracks would be hard to see; how would they find the boy‘s kin with no prints to 
guide them? He was still connected the weather satellites, it would be possible to track 
settlers, but not through this thick jungle. Puzzling over this problem, at first he didn‘t 
notice the distant sounds of water. A river! 

Boy and man pushed their way through drooping branches, stopping on the edge 
of a narrow gorge. White rock, carved by water into fantastic shapes, gleamed below 
and Aidan, blinking in the light, unplugged the magnifier. How wrong this place was. 
Rivers should be blue, and clear. People fished in rivers, or swam, or boated on them. 
Yet here on Red, this frothing pink waterflow, smelling like a factory outflow, was a 
pristine ecosystem. 

 
~ 

 
―Forget all you‘ve ever known, boy,‖ a condescending geologist said to him as 

they hunted for a place for Persephone to land. ―This place will blow your mind.‖ 
 

~ 
 
―Ta!‖ a finger pointed downstream.  
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―You want to go that way?‖ No one lived downstream from here. The sea-fishing 
might be good, but there was no mooring, the beach too exposed to the southern 
winds to be a good place to settle. Yet the child pointed again, his body quivering.  

―Are you sure?‖ Was the boy an Islander? They were the only one who‘d use the 
beach. Aidan squatted down by the boy and gently picked up his hand. Such a small 
object, with dirt lining the creases of the palm and nails like tiny shells, but straight 
fingers, no gently folded webbing. No. He couldn‘t be an Islander; they were born 
with changed hands. 

The boy slipped his hand out of Aidan‘s grasp. ―Da!‖ he said with emphasis, and 
pointed downstream again.  

Aidan shrugged. ―So then. Let‘s see if the sea can tell us where you‘re from.‖ He 
hoisted the boy onto his shoulders and, with long strides, left the clearing. 

 
~ 

 
It wasn‘t the changed hands that bothered Aidan. It was the way, all unasked, the 

Islanders had changed their children. A lover had argued with him, back in the days 
when he was still captain of Persephone. ―We want this,‖ the woman insisted, her 
hands crossed against her chest. ―It‘s what we came here for.‖ 

―I think it‘s wrong.‖ When he was unborn no one had thought: this foetus might 
not want to be a star captain and wander far from home.  

―Our children have already been changed,‖ she said. ―We were warriors once, with 
pride and power and we lived on our islands, fished our waters. Our mountains 
protected us. But now our islands are gone, swallowed by waves, as the sea rose in the 
warming. The mountains have gone; mined. The fish have died from pollution. And 
the soul of our people diminished. Where is our pride now? By changing we will 
return to our roots. We give our children their heritage.‖ She paused. ―Strange, isn‘t 
it? To travel so far to return to a home?‖ 

Aidan had no home, did not understand. A star captain, pre-programmed with 
wanderlust, must sail forever onwards. He was a flying Dutchman, but with a modern 
ship and the ability to attract passengers. 

 
~ 

 
Aidan stumbled and nearly dropped the child. Bacterial tendrils lay like root 

systems on the river bank and tree- like sporicellae arched over the river, sighing in 
the breeze. He could smell the harsh smell of the sea. 

The shore was empty. Piles of drying seaweed tangled among blood-red foam and 
breakers sighed onto the empty beach, the sound of their roaring reminded Aidan of 
Persephone‘s silver shell sinking deep, the sharp slap of his desolation. And the bleak 
and certain knowledge that he was marooned. 

The child wandered along the shore, jumping into clumps of foam, laughing when 
they blew away, like fragments of pink sponge. Great red clumps of gel caked the sea 
shore; the boy reached out and patted it tentatively, wailing when it stuck to his 
fingers. 

Aidan sighed. Too much brooding; what has happened has happened. He 
removed a towel from his coverall and wiped the boy‘s hand with it. ―Don‘t go 
poking your fingers where they shouldn‘t be.‖ The red clumps were tacky, hard to 
pull from the boys‘ hands. ―Here, wash them off.‖ He dandled the boy into the water, 
upside down.  

The child laughed and chuckled, putting his grubby hands on Aidan‘s coveralls. 
―Leg.‖ 
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―No, not like that,‖ said Aidan, and squatted into the water, putting his hands 
under, showing the child what to do. ―Here. Swish your hand around. Like this.‖ His 
hand brushed against some more of the stuff. ―Bugger. Not like that at all.‖ 

 
~ 

 
Mike had been so excited by this stuff. Calling it a ‗network‘; a multicellular living 

organism. ―Bacteria is the dominant species.‖  
―It‘s the dominant species on Earth, too.‖ Aidan remembered his biology.  
Mike wasn‘t impressed. ―It‘s the most numerous, sure. But a dominant species can 

change the environment. We think this Red stuff can do this too. If you hurt one part 
of it, another part responds, amazing really. We‘re running lab tests to see how the 
phenomenon works.‖ 

―If it‘s the dominant species, is that a good idea?‖ 
Mike paused. ―It‘s only bacteria, when all‘s said and done. Look, if we experiment 

on individual cells in your brain...‖ 
―Why mine? Why not yours?‖ 
―Ok. On mine then. Whatever. The point is, if I experiment on individual brain 

cells the brain doesn‘t feel it. Its only when you interfere with a significant proportion 
that the brain becomes aware of the negative stimulus, seeks to remove itself from it.‖ 

―Or destroy it.‖ 
―Or remove the stimulus,‖ agreed Mike. ―What we are doing is experimenting on 

individual bacterial cells. Not the whole nexus.‖ 
 

~ 
 
Was the stuff clinging to his forearm enough to be counted a nexus? His hand was 

covered in pink goo and there were flecks of darker red impregnating the mass, its 
edges fringed with froth. He wiped it on his coverall, but the stuff was stuck hard. 
Aidan picked at it with his other hand and, when that didn‘t work, he put his hand 
under the wave, hoping the action would wash it off.  

―Arm,‖ said the boy in encouragement. 
―Arm,‖ agreed Aidan, shaking it violently. 
 

~ 
 
He‘d never believed Mike‘s premise that a little bit didn‘t count. If someone 

operated on a bit of his toe without anaesthetic, he‘d feel it. Maybe the clumps of 
gooey mass that they‘d had in tanks was the equivalent to a toe to the dominant 
organism on the planet, because the accidents had started happening after they‘d 
flushed the bacterial experiments from the tanks.  

 
~ 

 
As though it was on a search and destroy mission, the gel aggregated in the water, 

joining with other fresh clumps. Aidan, in a sudden panic to get out of the stuff, 
headed back onto the beach. Once it dried it might be easier to remove. 

The boy patted him on the knee, watching intently as the man swung his arm 
through the air. I look like I‘m throwing a ball, Aidan thought, remembering playing 
games back on Earth. The memory took him by surprise; strange how these things 
come back to us.  
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―Aidan?‖ The beach was still empty, the only sounds the waves and the wind. His 
hand, covered by the red goo, was itchy. ―Aidan?‖ 

He recognised the voice. ―Persephone?‖ Now he really was going mad. 
She had been gone for many a year now, down into the ocean in the tsunami that 

hit soon after they‘d landed. Served them right, for disturbing the biomass, he‘d 
thought, after he‘d started the long climb back into sanity. Not easy to think straight 
when half your heart goes missing. And now paranoia was settling in.  

 ―You‘re not going mad. I‘m here.‖ His hand was really itching now. The clump on 
his arm oozed blood-red liquid, and pulsing with his heart beat.  

―Persephone?‖ He must have spoken out loud, because the boy turned to look at 
him. 

―You thought I‘d be destroyed by water?‖ The voice sounded amused. ―I‘m made 
for space, Aidan. Water can‘t hurt me.‖ 

 ―It‘s not good for you to be alone, my dear. You‘ll end up talking to yourself.‖ 
There was a hint of laughter. ―I sent you the child.‖ 

―The child?‖ Aidan looked down at the boy, who smiled up at the man, and 
climbed into his lap. 

 ―When we landed on Red we awakened something.‖ 
―The tsunami.‖ The giant wave, crashing over Persephone‘s shining carapace, 

drawing her down into the depths, while Aidan stood, stunned into immobility, on 
the cliff edge. 

―That? No. That was automatic. A reaction to injury – like a bee stinging the foot 
that stands on it. Red didn‘t mean to hurt us.‖ 

―It succeeded, though,‖ said Aidan. Three thousand years of isolation, adrift on a 
planet without a ship, his scientist crew scattered, forced to become the settlers they 
never wanted to be. The only people who were happy were the Islanders. 

―Can you imagine what it was like for Red? Suddenly aware of a concept called 
‗other‘? I think it‘s been very forbearing.‖ 

―Da!‖ said the child, and shook him. ―Eye.‖ 
The boy. ―What of the child?‖ 
―He‘s a creation. A messenger. A prophet.‖ 
―What?‖ 
His head was aching with loss, love, regret. And confusion. Persephone always 

knew when he needed facts. ―The child is a biological construct. He looks human, 
doesn‘t he? Remember Mike and his mosses?‖ 

The child touched the blood red matrix on Aidan‘s arm; it flowed to his touch, 
covering his finger. An image of a child, standing on a beach, settled into Aidan‘s 
mind.  

―He‘s not human.‖ 
The child shook his head. ―Na.‖ He clambered out of Aidan‘s lap and squatted 

beside his small sandcastle. 
―Red‘s interested in us. We, the other.‖ Like an over-exposed image, the child in 

Aidan‘s mind faded gradually. It waved, smiling, as it disappeared.  
―Are you coming back to me?‖ When he‘d been bonded with his ship they‘d 

warned him it could be like this. True love.  
―When the boy is grown. You and I, we‘re meant for deep space.‖ Her tone grew 

brisk, hiding concern for him. He knew her so well. ―This interface is not good for 
your brain, my dear. Look after the boy, Aidan. Go well, my love.‖ 

―Wait!‖ The mass faded slowly to brown and Aidan‘s fingers, working 
automatically, loosened the substance. It fell in great clumps onto the sand. The wind 
picked it up and it rolled away, bouncing like a tumbleweed. 
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Aidan took a deep breath and wiped salt-spray (or was it tears) from his cheeks. 
―Looks like we‘re stuck with each other.‖ He picked up the child and considered him. 
Solemnly the boy and the ancient mariner regarded each other. The boy reached out 
and pulled the catch of the man‘s zipper, watching it flash in the sunlight. ―Da.‖  

―You need a name,‖ said Aidan, suddenly. Remembering the stories the aunties 
had told him of a bird which repeated what it heard, he decided. ―Pirrit. What do you 
think of that, little one?‖ The child suddenly smiled and the sun, caught behind a 
cloud, flashed golden on the red and white beach.  

―Ya,‖ he agreed cheerfully and struggled to get down. 
Aidan turned to look at the waves again. They remained empty, but he 

remembered the Persephone and her slow descent into the deep. One day, you never 
know, he might see her again. As she said, the command module was built for deep 
space. The sea couldn‘t hold her forever. He just needed to keep looking. And at least 
he wasn‘t alone. 

―Come, Pirrit,‖ he said. ―Let‘s find somewhere to camp. We‘ll head home in the 
morning.‖ The boy came to him and took his hand. ―Kay,‖ he agreed. 
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By Grant Stone 
 
I am M______, a puppeteer. You will not have heard of me. Forgive me if I do not 

dwell on further biography. I have much to say and there is little time.  
But where to begin? Ah. With the oranges. 
Three days ago I was ensconced in my usual spot, a corner of the market away 

from the noisier stalls. A gaggle of children sat at my feet, entranced. Rabian, my 
marionette, was serenading them with lyrics of my own devising, set to a melody I 
stole from a bawdy tavern song.  

From the other side of the square I heard shouting, then a crash; I looked up in 
time to see a carriage, bearing the duke‘s standard, disappearing through the harlot‘s 
gate. A river of oranges rolled across the cobblestones: the carriage had caught the 
edge of a market stall and tipped it. Old Preshan the fruitseller shouted and grabbed 
his crotch in insult, but he stopped that quick enough when another carriage rattled 
through, squashing fruit under its wheels. 

 The children cheered and raced off, some trailing the carriages, hoping for thrown 
coin, others scooping up as many oranges as they could.  

There were cries of disappointment as the second carriage left the square. Gaben, 
one of the older children, walked back to me, splashing water from between the 
cobbles with his bare feet. He was not, strictly speaking, a street-lad. His mother 
worked the costermonger stall and was content for him to tarry as he pleased.  

―Mam says they're coming for the Spectacular. Come from all over, Mam says.‖ 
I placed Rabian in his case. ―Your Mam's right.‖  
He wiped his nose on his sleeve. ―Saw a bear come in last night, led in on a chain. 

Didn't half set the dogs to barking.‖ 
I nodded, not listening as I pushed the few coins I‘d collected that morning into my 

purse. Enough for a few beers, at least.   
―Are you performing? In the Spectacular?‖ 
―The duke has no need for a humble puppeteer.‖  
―But you're the best.‖ 
―I‘m not a dancing bear though, am I?‖ 
I closed the case and made my way across the square to the Broken Lion, the 

closest tavern I had not yet been thrown from.  
It was a small place, and dark: I stood just within the doorway, waiting for my eyes 

to adjust and my nose to get used to the stench of stale oat beer. 
The proprietor of the Broken Lion stood behind the bar, cleaning a pottery jug with 

the front of his shirt. Occasional Jack he was called, given that occasionally he‘d lash 
out at paying patrons for no apparent reason. There were stories of how he‘d come to 
own the place: he‘d won the bar throwing alley-dice, or a poker game, perhaps. The 
rumour I thought most likely to be true was that he‘d walked in one day, liked the 
look of the place and commenced to kick the living shit out of the previous owner. I 
slid a couple of coins across the bar and Occasional Jack picked them up with a grunt. 

I sneered at Gaben‘s estimation. The best. Best what? Puppeteer? Fuck that. I‘d had 
dreams once that my art would make me famous. Not out in the fields of course – the 
streets of Youngston were paved with gold, they‘d said, people who had never been 
more than a day‘s walk from their Mam‘s hovel. But I was young and bored, so I spat 
in my palm and smoothed down my hair and came east. Turns out they were right – 
there was gold in the streets. I saw it every morning when I pissed out my window. 
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I held up two fingers and Occasional Jack slammed two more flagons down in 
front of me. I traced a finger through the beer spilled on the bar. Gaben‘s words still 
chewed at me. True, my station at present was pitiful, but was I not an artist? 

I slammed another empty flagon down on the bar and ordered another. Rabian 
would be no good. The thought of presenting myself to the revels master with the 
marionette I used to entertain urchins – No. I needed something new. It would not be 
enough to make the audience laugh; the bears would do that. ―Let them dance, the 
stupid hairy bastards,‖ I shouted to nobody in particular, ―I am an artist. Can a bear-‖ 
I stood and spread my arms to address the other patrons. ―Can a bear make you feel 
love, horror, heartbreak?‖ 

―I‘ll make you feel something in a minute,‖ someone called from the back and 
laughter ran through the room. I was about to march over and break my flagon over 
the bastard‘s head, but I caught Occasional Jack‘s eye and sat back down instead. 

It was true, though. I was more than a trained animal.  
I would audition for the revels master. More, I would deliver them a performance 

of such heart-rending beauty that every face in the room would be streaked with tears.  
 

~ 
  
When they finally shoved me through the door and barred it behind me I knew 

what I would do. The streets were empty as I staggered away, following the Carver‘s 
Path downhill. The gate was open and unguarded, as always. Nobody had tried to 
bring arms against the city since the Duke did to the previous ruler of Youngston 
what Occasional Jack had to the last owner of the Broken Lion. Life is never a gift, I 
thought. The best of it must always be taken. 

The Eastern wall was ten times my height bottom to top, but it had been left to 
ruin: the stones were thick with moss, though in the past week a half-hearted attempt 
had been made to apply a fresh coat of whitewash. No guards were posted. The other 
side of the wall was just as ill-kempt. Every time I came this way the forest seemed to 
be a little closer to the city walls. The full moon shone above the trees, lighting the 
way ahead. 

 
~ 

 
The moon had traversed a quarter of the sky by the time I reached Niam‘s hut. 

Niam yawned as he opened the door and ran a hand through grey-streaked hair. He 
didn‘t seem surprised, though it had been years since I‘d knocked on his door. I held 
up the wineskin I had brought and he opened the door wide. I kissed him and then, 
before he could say anything, pushed him back into the hut. 

A simple table and chairs occupied the middle of the single room. Niam‘s 
woodworking tools sat neatly in shelves above the bench. His axe rested against the 
wall by the door. Against the back wall, half-hidden in shadow, was an ornately 
carved bed, more like something the duke would lie on than a woodcutter. Niam had 
carved the bed himself, same as he had built his hut. I pushed him again, down to the 
bed and reached between his legs. 

 
~ 

 
―You told me of a tree, once.‖ I said, afterwards. 
Niam stared up at the ceiling, hands laced behind his head. ―There are a lot of trees 

in the forest.‖  
―Only one like this.‖ 
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―You come all the way out here in the middle of the night to ask me about trees?‖ 
I ran a hand down his chest. ―You know what I came for. But now I cannot sleep.‖ 

It was a plausible lie. Niam could spend days not speaking to another person. Despite 
this, or perhaps because of it, when he spoke, it was with the voice of a poet. I had 
been lulled to sleep by his words many times.  

Niam sighed. ―My father told me this, long ago. A witch lived, once, in the very 
deepest and sun-starved heard of the forest. Women visited her hut during the day, 
for herbal cures, love potions-‖ 

―To have their fortunes told,‖ I said. He had told it to me so many times it had 
become a litany; I had learned my lines years ago, lying in his arms. There was 
comfort in hearing, and speaking, familiar words. 

―By night, the men would come for something else.‖ 
―A tenuous situation,‖ I said.  
Niam nodded. ―When her belly became too big to conceal, she told the women a 

story. There was, she said, a spot where the river curved around a large rock. Above 
it, with roots extending on one side into soft earth and on the other side dipping down 
into the water, lived a tree.‖ 

―Lived a tree. A curious phrase.‖ 
―Indeed. But that is what she said. As if the tree had a choice in its location. As if, 

had it desired, it could move somewhere else. This was a spot the witch knew well. A 
particular type of mushroom grew in the shadows under the rock. Then one day, as 
she bent down and dug her fingers into the soft loam, the tree reached down and 
touched her.‖ 

―A gust of wind, perhaps.‖ 
―So she thought. But as she gathered up the last of the mushrooms a voice 

whispered in her ear. The end of the branch curled like a fern frond and moved slowly 
up her trembling arm.  

―She stayed. After that she was a frequent visitor to the rock in the bend of the 
river.‖ 

―Pregnant to a tree. They could not believe that, surely.‖ 
 ―Some did, perhaps. Others-‖ Niam shrugged. 
―Better to believe an impossible story than wonder if your husband was 

responsible.‖  
―No matter if the women believed it or not. They told the story they had been told. 

It spread.‖ 
―The women knew the story was protection, for the witch and for them.‖ 
―But men are not women. And it was a man who ended the story. The father, 

perhaps, taking steps to hide his infidelity. Or a superstitious one, believing the story 
and afraid of what was growing. One morning a group of women arrived to find the 
walls of the hut rent by heat and the bones of the witch lying scorched in her own fire 
pit. Something was growing in the ashes beneath her ribcage.‖ 

I rolled off the bed and rummaged through the dirty crockery on the bench, 
poured my wine into two dirty bowls. ―None were accused of the crime?‖ 

Niam took the bowl with a grunt of thanks. ―Not to my knowledge. It was 
forgotten. Those same women who took such pleasure in telling the story fell silent, as 
it spread ever wider.‖ 

Like ripples in a pond, I thought. Look for the still point in the centre if you want to find 
the stone that was dropped. 

―This is a story your father invented to stop you straying too far into the forest,‖ I 
said, though I knew this was a lie. You were as likely to hear the same story told, more 
or less, in any town from here to the south coast.  

―I thought so, once. But then my father -‖ Niam stopped, sniffed. His father had 
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been dead ten years. ―He knew the forest better than his own roof, so when the light 
began to fade and he had still not returned, I refused to believe he was lost. But he 
was not as sure a rider as he had been in his youth, and his hands- I worried he had 
fallen from his horse or caught his head on a low branch or –‖ 

The bowl shook in Niam‘s hands and I took it from him. 
―As I waited I thought of all manner of cruel ends for him. But then I heard his 

horse blowing outside and there he was. Still in the saddle, swaying, though not from 
the palsy. I pulled him down into my arms and the stink of the whiskey on his breath 
made me reel. 

―When I had him lying under the covers and somewhat sobered, he began to 
speak. He had been chasing a deer, heedless to where it was taking him, when he 
stumbled in to a clearing. There were shapes beneath the grass, as if the walls of a hut 
had long ago fallen and been buried. In the centre of the clearing was a – a tree, but 
not a tree. It moved-‖ Niam described a sinuous motion with his arm. I curled up my 
fingers and stroked him as I imagined the tree on the rock by the river had touched 
the witch. 

Niam‘s eyes closed and I thought the sedative I had sprinkled in his wine had 
taken him to sleep. But then they opened again. 

―Half a year later the palsy became so bad that his body was not his own to use. 
Then his speech began to fail. ‗My son,‘ he said, near the end, the only words left to 
him, over and over. ‗My son. My son.‘ I have always wondered if he meant me.‖ 

Niam yawned and his eyes closed again. I covered him with the blanket and kissed 
him on the forehead. It was a light sedative: he would be awake by noon.  I lashed 
Niam‘s axe over my shoulder, unfettered his horse and rode away from the rising sun 
and into the forest.  

 
~ 

 
 As I travelled I considered Niam‘s story. He had told most it to me in the past, 

though the last part was new. I wondered about his father. I knew he had come years 
earlier from a village a day‘s ride in the direction I now headed, though that village 
was abandoned now.  

It was the tree impregnated the witch, I thought. Did Niam‘s father, in some way, 
feel a bond with this thing in the forest? If so, why? Had he lain with the witch in his 
youth? 

I pulled a canteen from the saddle bag and splashed my face with water. It was 
stupid of course – whatever Niam‘s imagination had layered over the memory of his 
father‘s death was of no concern to me.  

The forest had started to reclaim the path to the dead village: Niam‘s horse stepped 
over vines and around shrubs. But the path was mostly clear and I made good time. I 
stopped at noon, where the path forded a shallow river. While Niam‘s horse nosed at 
the grass I took a heel of bread and went walking. Somewhere nearby, I was sure, was 
the rock in the riverbend. I turned back when I‘d eaten, not wanting to leave the horse 
too long. 

I crossed the river and followed the path for the rest of the day. As the sun was 
setting I came to a fork in the road. The path to the right was wide and clear. The 
leftward path was barely wide enough to ride – the trees that hemmed it in were of a 
kind I had not seen before, black barked, branches ending in spikes. I nudged Niam‘s 
horse left. 

 
~ 
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The black trees formed a roof above the path. Before long my horse nickered and 
would go no further. I continued on foot; my steps and increasingly ragged breathing 
were the only sounds. I leaned upon the heavy axe; I was a much larger man now 
than when I had last lain with Niam. 

The path turned abruptly to the right and I found myself standing before a 
clearing. The moon fought free of cloud and the tree appeared as if it had only just 
now flashed into existence. It stretched across a clearing easily as large as the town 
square. It was cold here: my breath clouded as I looked up.  

A tree it seemed to be, but there were no leaves upon its branches. Rather than 
coarse bark, its limbs were white and smooth. It looked like something that had been 
hauled from the depths of the sea. 

Around the edges of the clearing several ranks of trees lay smashed into the loam, 
exposed roots clawing the sky and I knew they had been pushed. The witch‘s child had 

grown. Of her hut there was no sign. It had long ago been overrun, or perhaps, 
something whispered at the back of my mind, consumed. I was less terrified than 

exhausted: my breathing was still desperate from the walk and the axe lay heavy in 
my arms. I could be asleep in my bed, or Niam‘s. But then I saw Gaben again, wiping 
away snot with the back of his hand. Come from all over, Mam says. You’re the best. 

I ran my thumb over the edge of the blade, then suddenly jerked it back, held it 
close to my face. The fat drop of blood looked black and diseased in the moonlight. 

One of the tree's pale limbs moved towards me and as it did I could see a vein 
raised on its surface, pulsing slightly. It brushed gently against my leg – I do not know 
whether it was exhaustion or my own curiosity, but I did not pull away. I thought of 
this creature‘s father, reaching out to the witch - for what? Did it feel a bond with the 
nature in the woman? I placed my hand upon the limb and it was warm to the touch. I 
ran my hand over it as if I were exploring Niam‘s flesh. Then I brought the axe high 
above my head and brought it down upon the limb.  

The axe bit deep into the wood, further than I had expected; I lost my balance and 
went tumbling. I landed heavily and lost the air from my lungs. The tree moaned 
then, low and mournful, louder every moment as I struggled to breathe. I rolled over 
on to my back. I had severed the limb almost entirely; the last quarter of it hung only 
by a scrap of skin-like bark; it dragged behind as the rest of it raised up into the air, far 
above my head. Something fell from the wound on to my chest and it had none of the 
heavy slowness of sap. Though it appeared white in the moonlight, it had the warmth 
and consistency of blood. 

Finally I sucked air into my lungs and rolled away. The limb slammed down 
where I had lain just moments earlier. The speed of the thing was astonishing; I knew 
I would not get another chance. I jumped to my feet and brought the axe down again 
and the limb separated with a crunch. Then I turned and ran, blind of what direction 
save that it was away – the earth shook once, twice: I risked a glance behind me and 

saw the two limbs that had struck the ground curving back, to wrap around the trunk 
like an embrace. 

I waited, hidden beneath a black tree. Though spines dug into my back I could not 
move. My breath was ragged, my mouth dry. If I had been able to, I would have run 
then, but I was exhausted and I had come so very far. I would not give in to terror, not 
now, when I was so close.  

When I once more crept close to the clearing, the tree had lifted the injured limb 
high and straight; it loomed above its surroundings like a tower. Another limb was 
gently stroking the amputated part. Roots shifted, raising the ground.   

There was a sound, a low, helpless mourn. It took a few moments before I 
understood what I was hearing. The tree was sobbing. Both the fallen branch and the 
axe lay in the centre of the clearing. When the tree‘s limbs had remained still for three 
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score heartbeats, I snuck as close as I dared, then took a deep breath and sprinted 
towards them.  

I grabbed the end of the limb and pulled. At first nothing happened; I had bet 
wrong, not for the first time, but definitely the last. Another limb raised itself into the 
sky as I had earlier raised the axe. There was a tearing sound, as if the amputated part 
had already put down fresh roots. Then my boots gained solid purchase on the wet 
earth and I began to drag it behind me. Something tore in my back – I screamed in 
pain but did not drop the limb. But then I felt a rush of air behind me. I dove away – 
the limb smashed down where I had been standing, catching the fallen branch and 
flipping it away in the direction of the forest. I followed, crawling as fast as I could, 
the taste of earth on my tongue, only standing again when I was beyond the wall of 
toppled trees and back in the forest.  

I did not attempt to retrieve Niam‘s axe. I struggled, hauling my prize behind me. 
There was nothing but the cries of the wood, the agony in my spine and the thump-
hiss as I took another step and pulled the limb again. An eternity later I found the 
strength to raise my head from the track and saw my horse tethered a few paces away. 

I found some dead branches, fashioned a halfway decent travois from them and 
secured the still-twisting limb with rope. The horse pulled the extra load skittishly. 

Exhaustion caused me to nearly topple from the saddle several times. I finally 
emerged from the woods, to see the stars above me like a banner. Weeping followed 
me all the way back to the city. 

 
~ 

 
 I had an arrangement with a widow, a seamstress. In exchange for particular 

favours, I was allowed to lodge in a small attic room. A pallet stuffed with rotting 
straw lay in the corner beneath the window. On the other side of the room a brazier 
hung from the ceiling. Apart from that, the entire space was given over the 
construction and storage of marionettes. The severed branch lay in the centre of the 
floor, twisting back on itself now and then like a worm stranded after rain. 

All I wanted to do was close my eyes and let sleep pull me down. But it had to be 
tonight or not at all. I filled the brazier with fresh coals and set to work. 

I leaned the branch against my workbench and drew a saw across it. The wailing 
rose as I cut–louder now in the confines of my room than during the journey.  I 
wrapped rags around my head when the sound became too much to bear, but it did 
no good. 

I lay the pieces I had cut on my workbench and reached for more precise tools: 
chisel and plane and bradawl. My hands were numb as I rubbed them together to 
force the drill bit into the wood; sawdust stung my nostrils. I threaded wire through 
new-cut holes and drew the pieces tight. Even in my exhausted state, my hands knew 
their work well. 

 
~ 

 
Morning light spilled through the window. Somehow I had slept, still sitting 

upright. The result of my labours lay on the bench, its limbs akimbo like a man fallen 
from a roof. A marionette, no different to any of the others I had crafted over the 
years. Or at least it seemed, until one of its legs began to twitch, then the other. My 
marionette squirmed, each section of its arms and legs pulling against the wire joints.  

I had done it. I whooped in joy and as I did the marionette‘s head turned and 
regarded me. 

The fire was nearly out, but I pulled the poker from the still-glowing embers in the 
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brazier. I lay it against the workbench and a tendril of black smoke rose. The duke's 
palace would be open soon. It was time to teach the creature to dance.  

I took a melody I had used to entertain the children and discarded the lyrics – 
some sop about a mouse and a lion – replacing them with some that would suit the 
performance I would present: 

 
There once was a lonely marionette 
who had a soul but not freedom yet 
his only wish was a way to see 
his tethering strings cut away from he 

It was not a good song, but it would suffice. I composed more verses, tracing the 
marionette‘s journey to freedom. As I sung I slapped the flat of my hand on the 
workbench, beating out the rhythm. After I had run through all the verses a couple of 
times, I picked up the poker.  

“There once was a lonely marionette” (I touched the poker to the sole of the creature‘s 
left foot. It squirmed away with a screech of pain that nearly made me lose the 
rhythm) 

 “who had a soul” (smoke rose from the creature‘s right foot) 
 “but not freedom yet” (I ran the side of the poker down the creature‘s body - its 

posture, as it curled in pain, resembled a bow) 
  
 The creature learned quickly. When I was finished, I sanded away the worst 

of the burn marks and reached for my paints. I drove nails into its hands and feet, 
pinning it to the desk – I would use the holes for strings later. I must have been 
thinking of Niam - I painted the creature‘s body to make it appear as if he were 
dressed in a green jerkin and brown leggings, like some over-simplified woodsman 
from a child‘s story.  

My performance would start with the creature tied to a device just like any 
marionette, leading the audience to believe this was the full extent of the act. Then in 
the second verse, I would show them the scissors I had purloined from the seamstress. 
I would cut the strings and my beautiful creature would continue to dance. My 
training had been effective – I hummed my melody as I painted and though it was 
pinned to the bench, I could see the creature‘s arms and legs struggling to move as I 
had forced it to. 

I painted a harlequin‘s face on the front of the creature‘s head. 
As I waited for the paint to dry I threw open the window and the sounds of the 

waking city reached me: a creak of a slow-turning cartwheel; the squeal of a hinge 
protesting as a door was thrown wide; the steady tapping of a beggar's cane on 
cobbles. All sounds of wood in motion and put to work. From behind me came the 
staccato clatter of the creature's foot against the workbench and the unceasing 
sobbing. The city was full of the sounds of wood, but there had never been any like 
those my creature was making. 

 
~ 

 
The peephole slid open and the eye that appeared behind it was as bloodshot as 

the sun in the morning sky. ―Fuck off!‖ said the guard and closed it again. 
I resumed pounding the door. 
After a while the peephole opened again and a different voice said, ―We have no 

need of further conjurers, singers, dancers, raconteurs or soothsayers. Nor historians, 
wrestlers, bear baiters, mummers or any other kind of performance fucking artist.‖ 

I took off my hat and put on my best smile. ―I would not be so bold as to trouble 
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you for anything so mundane. True, I bring you a marionette, but-‖ I lifted the lid of 
the box. The creature twisted, sensing the sun. It bent back upon itself and scraped 
against the velvet lining. I waved my fingers, showing the guard there were no wires 
involved. The mewling of the creature was loud in my ears – surely the guard heard it 
... 

 The door opened. ―I think you‘d better come in.‖ 
 

~ 
 
Revels were not scheduled to start until late afternoon. From the condition of the 

guards, they had been sampling the Duke‘s ale for a good few hours already. The 
guard who ushered me down a passage and into the Duke‘s great hall had decorated 
his helmet with the same flowers that covered the walls. On the far side of the room a 
small fat man was shouting at a servant who had somehow become stuck ,gripping 
the rough bricks with one hand, trying not to drop the flowers he held in the other. 
Most of his weight was balanced on the back of a chair. 

The guard called. ―Another audition sir!‖ 
―Of course.‖ The fat man grabbed the chair and pulled it towards us, leaving the 

servant on the wall to scramble for footing on the rough bricks, ―Because we are 
clearly suffering a dearth of entertainers.‖ I was so tired it was only when he reached 
us and sat down with a heavy sigh that I recognised him. Bonteme, the duke‘s Master 
of Revels. He pulled a small hourglass from his pocket and placed it by his feet. ―You 
have until this runs out.‖  

Performing for children in the market, I had never suffered nerves. But this was the 
Revels Master; besides which, I had only stolen scratches of sleep over the past few 
days. My hands, suddenly greasy with sweat, slipped as I tried to open the case. I 
could hear Bonteme‘s hands drumming on the chair. I pulled the creature from the 
case and balanced it on its wooden feet. 

―It‘s a puppet.‖ 
―Marionette,‖ I muttered under my breath as I untangled the strings. I tapped my 

foot and hummed. 
It had seemed loud enough under the low roof of my lodgings. But here in the 

expanse of the Duke‘s hall, it was drowned under the banging of hammers, the 
screech of tables dragged across the floor, the surly curses of soldiers turned 
labourers. 

I twisted my right wrist. Strings pulled at the creature‘s arms and legs and it began 
its ragged dance. As rehearsed, the pretence that the creature was mere marionette 
would continue for another verse, but already there was more sand in the bottom of 
the hourglass than the top. I‘d have to improvise. I reached for the scissors I‘d hidden 
in a secret pocket at the back of my jacket. 

They were gone. 
My smile was desperate and thin as I dug frantically at my jacket with my left 

hand. At the same time my right hand worked the device, trying to ensure the 
creature‘s dance did not falter. Without the scissors I wouldn‘t be able to flamboyantly 
cut the strings and usher in the real act-- the creature revealed, dancing by itself. 
Without the scissors, I was no more than a puppeteer. So intent was I on these tasks, I 
failed to notice that I had stopped humming. Then I saw the hourglass. 

Bonteme exhaled and rubbed his hand over the balding spot at the back of his 
head. Without a word he turned and walked away. The guard had returned to the 
door; as I stood, numb, a pair of servants carrying a bench between them crashed past, 
crushing the hourglass underfoot. I was left alone in the centre of the hall. The 
creature twisted on its ropes. 



29 
 

I had failed. 
 

~ 
 
I stumbled through the streets. Rage blinded me – at the ignorance of Bonteme; at 

the guards who sneered as I ran from the hall. At myself. After everything I had done 
– as I pushed through the crowds already assembling, images kept surfacing in my 
mind: Niam‘s collarbone, slick with sweat; the pale limbs of the witch-tree, moving in 
the moonlight; holding down the witch-tree branch while I cut into its to living flesh. 
All of it wasted effort. The scissors were still resting on my workbench, unless they‘d 
fallen free somewhere in the streets. 

I still grasped the manipulator in my right hand and the creature jostled behind 
me, dangling from its strings, arms raised as if in benediction. 

I pushed people out of the way, as if I were still in the forest and they were nothing 
more than branches in my path. A child appeared from between the stalls and I cuffed 
him away; only when he cried out did I notice it was Gaben. He fell onto a table 
loaded with oranges. When he wiped the back of his hand across his face I saw blood. 
I did not stop to help him to his feet. 

I reached my lodgings, slammed the door behind me and threw the creature on the 
workbench. Rabian hung from his hook, mocking me with the smile I‘d painted on 
him myself. I tore him from his place and flung him across the room where he 
clattered against the low roof. I stalked over to the marionette and broke him across 
my knee. 

I did not stop until I had destroyed it all: the marionettes; the foolish costumes they 
wore; the sets and props; the paints and varnishes that comprised their empty 
expressions. I screamed as I did so – a guttural rage, as if I were giving voice to the 
creature‘s screams that had haunted me since I brought Niam‘s axe down. The 
creature turned its head as I thrashed about the room, watching as I spat and tore and 
wept. Finally, when there was nothing more to break I collapsed on my pallet, strings 
cut, into a dreamless sleep. 

 
~ 

 
I slept through the revels and woke late in the afternoon the next day, every part of 

my body screaming protest at my recent exertions. There was the smell of smoke in 
the breeze. I flung the shutters wide. A rope of black rose from the Eastern gate. I 
heard unsheathed steel and the screaming of horses. 

Upon my workbench, where the creature had lain the night before, lay nothing but 
tangled strings. 

My saw was gone. 
The creature was a fast learner. It had watched while I destroyed my art. And in 

the same way I had taught it to dance, now I had taught it something else. 
I could imagine what it had done – bringing my saw to the witch-tree in the same 

way I had taken my axe. I rushed down the stairs, flung open the door and ran 
downhill, through the square, towards the eastern gate. I could see them now – an 
army of creatures, roughly-hewn: they ran in packs across the battlements. I saw a 
soldier caught with no way of escape. They attacked him in a swarm. I heard the 
sound of wood beating upon bone. When the creatures dispersed there was nothing 
but a red smear on the brick. 

Then I saw, behind the gate, a bone-white limb stretch far above the wall. Its end 
was twisted into an imitation of a fist and it grasped Niam‘s axe, held backwards. The 
limb slammed down on the wall – soldiers and masonry tumbled to the street below. 
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The height of the limb could mean only one thing – the witch-tree was walking. 
I turned and ran back up the hill and when I reached my lodgings I bolted the 

door, knowing full well the futility of the action. 
 

~ 
 
It is louder now, the sound of battle. The streets are full of carts: the rich have 

fortunes piled up and drawn by horses; the poor drag what they can, or simply run, 
leaving everything. All are equally doomed. The Eastern gate is still ablaze and the 
other exits are choked with traffic. 

I found the scissors lying on the floor. I had nudged them, no doubt, in my haste to 
leave for the audition. I have them now, gripped tightly in my left hand. They are 
good scissors. In the hours ahead I will have need of something strong and sharp. 

They are coming. 
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Introduction: 
 
Beginning with her groundbreaking 1996 article in the Indiana Journal of Farsi 

Studies, ―Rumi: Enough for One More?‖ Hadassah Berkenheimsteinowitzhoff-

Rothschild has remained at the forefront of the study of apocryphal Persian poetry. 
Spending over a decade seeking out facsimile manuscripts from the University of 
Isfahan and poring over the Safavi Collection maintained by Indiana State 
University‘s Cunningham Memorial Library, Berkenheimsteinowitzhoff-Rothschild 
has compiled a refreshing, simply breathtaking edition of poetry. Never before have 
these works been provided in such clarity for researchers not lucky enough to read the 
native Farsi of the poet. 

Who, then, is the poet responsible for Al-Imariqat? Many early researchers in the 
field of apocryphal Persian poetry, such as Harold Johnson (1921) and E. Randall 
Rawlings (1927) perceived the separate fragments of text they worked with to be the 
work of varied minor poets. Johnson, in his 1928 article ―The Secret Diaries of Omar 
Khayyam,‖ later suggested that the works could be fragments of a larger, unknown, 
perhaps semi-autobiographical work by Khayyam (1048-1123 CE), but his findings 
were challenged by Rawlings (1929). The findings sparked a bitter debate, threatening 
to strike a schism in budding field of apocryphal Persian poetic research.  

 In 1955, the now-famous research team of Richard Masters and Richard Bates 
claimed to have proved that the poet was none other than Mohammad Jalal al-Din al-
Balkhi al-Rumi (1207-1273 CE), a man better known as simply Rumi. Though they still 
did not include the ―Five Salat Songs‖ in the canon, Masters and Bates drew on other 

Rumi scholarship, noting that Rumi quite frequently sets up a dialogue in his work 
between himself and his master, Shams al-Din Mohammad e-Tabrizi (d. 1248 CE), 
better known simply as Shams. They claimed that the characters of ―the imam‖ and 
―the fakir‖ were perhaps manifestations of Rumi and Shams embarking on a dream-
pilgrimage to the fictional city of Nan Tuqet. 

 Why then the allusions to sites in southeast Asia? Until 
Berkenheimsteinowitzhoff-Rothschild‘s research, the apocryphal Persian poetic 
research community had no answer to this gaping and quite frankly disturbing 
question. It was not until her 1998 article ―Our Hands Are Thai-ed: The Troubling 
Question of Authorship in ‗Rumi‘s‘ Al-Imariqat‖ that Berkenheimsteinowitzhoff-

Rothschild introduced a seductively simple answer: perhaps the poet was actually a 
resident of or traveler to Muslim southeast Asia? She posits in her article that the 
author may have in fact been a Persian immigrant to Malaysia, Indonesia, or even a 
trader with Thailand, most likely in the 1400s CE. 

 But enough with introductions. The impact of Berkenheimsteinowitzhoff-
Rothschild‘s work will surely resonate better as you read her faithful attempt at 
maintaining the meaning of the Farsi phrases while still attempting to stick to the style 
of the imariq: five lines per stanza, rhyming AABBA. (Note the similarities with a 

corrupted form of poetry present English today, likely descended from the original 
Persian form.) No English translation to date can deliver the power of this poetry in 
the same way as this text; it is an honor to have been present for its birthing-pangs. 

  Enjoy! 
 
Mike Miller 
Department of English 
Indiana State University
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Translator‘s Note: 
 
 The translation of apocryphal Persian poetry is never easy, but in order to best 

preserve the imariq form, I have opted to occasionally adopt a less formal register than 

the original poem. Please be aware, however, that any puns or double-entendres 

arising in this work are not translations from the original Farsi. The original work is 

contemplative and powerful at all times; to understand this best, you must learn the 

language yourself.  

 
Hadassah Berkenheimsteinowitzhoff-Rothschild 
Professor of Farsi Studies 
University of Tel Yamama 
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Al-Imariqat 
  
I. The Johnson Fragment 
 
There once was an imam1 from Phuket2  
who sailed to Bangkok3 in a bucket 
but when he got near 
he met a fakir4 
and the two of them sailed to Nan Tuqet.5 
 
Said the imam, ―Now let me be clear: 
my mom6 was an imam, you hear. 
but no one‘s as stoic, 
submissive, heroic, 
as Muhammad, my mother‘s7 fakir.‖ 
 
-----//----- 
 
A virtuous child said, ―Mommy! 
That man‘s an imam, not a swami.8 
Yes, I came from a stork, 
but he doesn‘t eat pork, 
so you might want to hide the salami.‖ 

                                                             
1 a Muslim clergyman 
2 a province in Thailand 
3 established in 1350, after the death of Rumi.  This suggests that Rumi is not the Al-
Imariqat poet. 
4 a Muslim mendicant, akin (though not alike) to a friar 
5 No such place name is recorded in any other document, leading this researcher to 
believe that this is an allusion to Mecca.  The poet may have avoided drawing any 
such direct connections to avoid the possibility of suggesting any sort of blasphemy 
during the hajj.  
6 A woman as an imam?  This passage is troubling.  Masters (1949) suggests that this 
may be an allusion to Fatimah, a daughter of The Prophet (pbuh) from his first 
marriage.  She is particularly revered in Shi‘a. 
7 Combined with the above, we might assume the poet is the son of (or descended 
from) Fatimah. 
8 The mention of a swami suggests that the poet had extensive contact with India; this 
researcher believes that the poet may have passed through India on the way to points 
farther east. 
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Said a poulterer, ―If you can shock 
with your teachings, you will have a lock 
on my faith.‖9 I replied, 
―Allah can‘t be denied!‖ 
while I perched on his marvelous cock. 
 
As a donkey walked, chewing on grass, 
did its driver my boundaries pass 
until up to my belly 
he pressed on, so smelly,10 
and I told him to back up that ass. 
 
-----//----- 
 
Said an animal,11 ―Deep in my guts, 
it is clear which way wickedness cuts. 
Oh to waste is profane! 
So I store all of my grain, 
and I‘m ceaselessly guarding my nuts.‖12 
 
O my love is a leaping gazelle! 
How her love shines like an oyster shell!13 
How I love every curl 
on my beauty, my pearl— 
in her safety I now long to dwell. 
 

                                                             
9 A similar parable is told of Hillel the Elder (c.110BCE-10CE).  The poet likely would 
not be familiar with the Hebrew story, but a corrupted form of it may have passed 
down through oral tradition. 
10 This would be especially offensive to a contemporary reader because it implies that 
the ass-driver has not recently performed ablutions and, thus, has not recently prayed. 
11 This word has sometimes been contextualized for Western audiences as ―squirrel.‖  
However, the squirrel is native to North America and would not be known to the 
poet. 
12 It is uncertain whether the animal described would be required to pay zakah on this 

store.  He is not a man, but he does show sentient behavior.  Also, not being a jinn, he 
can not claim incorporeality as a defense. 
13 The poet may have included this particular detail in order to further distance Islam 
from Karaite thought.  While the pre-Islamic Karaites shared many features with 
Islam (particularly a strict devotion to textual authority), they rejected The Prophet‘s 
(pbuh) teachings.  Thus a boundary is here drawn between kashrut, which forbids the 
consumption of shellfish (Vayikra 11:9-12) and halal, which allows the consumption of 
all the creatures of the sea (Al-Maidah 5:96). 
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II. Five Salat Songs 

 
Fajr14 
 
Oh Allah, my devotions won‘t cease; 
when the cock crows, my blessings increase. 
Though right now I have good, 
when I have mourning, would 
you embrace my poor soul and my peace? 
 
Dhuhr15 
 
The assault of the sun makes me swoon 
but your justice is strong as high noon. 
It‘s so strong, Allah dear, 
that I fret and I fear 
that your judgment is coming too soon. 
 
Asr16 
 
When the weakness of work makes my thigh 
grow so weak that, in limpness, do I  
put my head to the ground, 
may your glory abound 
so my head can rise back toward sky. 

                                                             
14 The first of the required five-daily prayers, performed at dawn.  These poems would 
not have been intended as a replacement for the required prayers but rather a 
supplementary meditation.  Of all the Five Salat Songs, this is the one most widely 
anthologized, beginning with The Norton Anthology of Apocryphal Persian Poetry, Ed. 

Richard Bates. 
15 The noon prayer. 
16 The afternoon prayer. 
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Maghrib17 
 
At the time when the day and night trade 
I relax in this world you have made; 
While my mind of you ponders, 
if my camel, he wanders, 
may you watch where my camel gets laid.18 
 
Ishaa19 
 
O Allah, when I bed down at night 
in a land that is far from her sight, 
watch my walls and my ditch 
my guard-dog and my bitch; 
may my wife‘s chastity remain tight.

                                                             
17 The sundown prayer. 
18 Consider the dilemma of a pilgrim who loses his camel.  He may be stranded in a 
place thousands of miles from home in an era before mass communication.  This was a 
common fear and shows the strength and dedication of the hajj pilgrim. 
19 The nighttime prayer. 
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III. The Masters-Bates Fragment 
 
Oh the girl on the street may seem nice 
but, O Allah‘s servant—shun this vice! 
The murk in her swamp 
is no place for a romp— 
it‘s a place full of fish, crabs, and lice. 
 
Oh the prostitute20 seizes the fools 
and she grasps at the workmens‘ large tools; 
but beware, foolish sinner— 
stay away from that dinner 
or she‘ll run off with all of your jewels.21 
 
The adulteress is a deceiver, 
and she seeks to disarm the believer. 
She‘ll entrance with her eyes, 
and she‘ll gyrate her thighs, 
and she‘ll chew off your soul like a beaver. 
 
-----//----- 
 
While a robber may ask to convert 
and he may with righteousness flirt, 
though his spirit has beauty 
he seeks only booty 
and your ends he will seek to pervert. 
 
With the dice, show all sorts of restraint; 
their flavor is no thing for a saint 
for to lose when you gamble 
flings a soul into bramble; 
you‘ll be forced to taste sin‘s ugly taint. 
 
Heed the Path! Guard your tracks without fail! 
Put your righteousness not up for sale! 
Throughout torment and strife, 
make your goal in this life 
just to wander Allah‘s happy trail. 
 

                                                             
20 Usually read literally, this researcher suggests that the verse may be an allusion to 
the People of the Book (Jews and Christians) who have not yet accepted Allah‘s 
hegemony. 
21 Previous researchers have ignored the possibly anti-Semitic tone of this verse. 
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IV. The Rawlings Papers 
 
Existence22 is merely pastiche23 
and we are but dogs on a leash. 
The world is forsook-a— 
now pass me the hookah  
and let‘s smoke up the hashish. 
 
Though Shaitan plagues people with grief, 
O Allah, most wise, grants relief! 
In women, in song, 
in the hit of the bong, 
inhaling the fumes of the kief.24 

                                                             
22 Islamic systems align fairly well with Western models, but are not limited to 
substance-ontologies.  Thus this Sufi ideal could be seen both as a type of monism as 
well as a spiritual nihilism, for the removal of substance still allows a transcendental 
oneness with Allah. 
23 This aligns the poet with Sufi tradition. 
24 A cannabis-derived substance. 
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Oh the Kaaba25 has mystical rocks26 
from the time the first prophet unlocked 
his joy. Allah smiled!  
Ibrahim got a child, 
but for labor, it was Sarah‘s box. 
 
-----//----- 
 
Said the shepherd Issa27 as he laughed28 
and he dandled his sixty-inch shaft: 
―Heed the Lord‘s shepherd‘s crook 
you People of the Book!‖ 
And he polished his rod at the haft. 
 
-----//----- 
 
A Hebrew29 converted in town 
to Islam and he gained great renown; 
when he became my guest, 
I offered him rest— 
I said, ―Jew-mothered30 fakir, sit down.‖ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
25 Built by Ibrahim, this cubical building stands at the center of the Masjid al-Haram 
and is Islam‘s holiest site.  Tradition holds that Ishmael helped Ibrahim construct the 
building; however, where would Ishmael be without Sarah?  Hence the poet—at least 
in this occasion—could be seen as something of a proto-feminist.   
26 The stones of the building in general, but more specifically the Ruknu l-Aswad or 
―Black Stone.‖  According to tradition, it dates back to the time of Adam and Eve.  
After falling from the sky, it was used as the first altar, but was lost during the Flood 
and rediscovered only in the time of Ibrahim. 
27 The Islamic name for Jesus of Nazareth.  He is revered in Islam as one of the 
prophets, but not the final one.  He plays a leading role in Islamic eschatology. 
28 One might question whether Issa is, at the moment of this poem, alive, dead, raised 
from the dead, or in Paradise—especially in comparison to his stature in Arian and 
Manichaean traditions. 
29 The passage likely refers to Abdullah ibn Salaam (d. 664 CE).  Born Al-Husayn ibn 
Sailam, he was originally a Jewish rabbi in the city of Yathrib (later renamed Medina).   
30 Jewish lineage is determined matrilineally. 
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