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            Legacy of the Corridor

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the tenth volume in the Legacy of the Corridor series! We’re coming up on the fifth anniversary of the first volume in just over a year. Way back in 1994, M. Shayne Bell put together Washed by a Wave of Wind, an anthology of short works by authors from “The Corridor”, an area that covers Utah, most of Idaho, parts of Wyoming and Nevada, stretches south into Arizona, parts of southern California, and parts of northern Mexico, and stretches north of Idaho and Montana into the area around Cardston, Alberta, Canada. For those unfamiliar with this Corridor, it was settled primarily by Mormon pioneers, members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

      Shayne’s anthology highlighted science fiction and fantasy works by authors from this area, as the Corridor contained an unusually high number of successful genre authors—for the population in the area—both members and non-members of the predominant religion. Was it something in the air? Something in the scenery and elevation? Something in the water? No one has figured that out yet, though several essays have pontificated on the topic.

      That legacy continues today with an impressive list of award-winning and successful genre authors such as:

      
        
        Jennifer Adams · Lee Allred · Jay Boyce

        D. J. Butler · Orson Scott Card · Michael R. Collings

        Michaelbrent Collings · Ally Condie · Larry Correia

        Kristyn Crow · James Dashner · Steve Diamond

        Brian Lee Durfee · Sarah M. Eden · Richard Paul Evans

        David Farland · Nancy Fulda · Diana Gabaldon

        Jessica Day George · James Goldberg · Shannon Hale

        Mettie Ivie Harrison · Tracy Hickman · Laura Hickman

        Charlie N. Holmberg · Christopher Husberg · M. K. Hutchins

        Raymond F. Jones · Matthew J. Kirby · Martine Leavitt

        Tricia Levenseller · Gerald N. Lund · Lisa Mangum

        Gama Ray Martinez · Brian McClellan · Stephenie Meyer

        L. E. Modesitt, Jr. · Brandon Mull · Jennifer A. Nielsen

        Wendy Nikel · James A. Owen · Lehua Parker

        Janci Patterson · Steven L. Peck · Aprilynne Pike

        Ken Rand · Brandon Sanderson · Caitlin Sangster

        J. Scott Savage · D. William Shunn · Jess Smart Smiley

        Eric James Stone · May Swenson · Howard Tayler

        Brad R. Torgersen · Nym Wales · Rick Walton

        Dan Wells · Robison Wells · David J. West

        Jack Weyland · Carol Lynch Williams

        Dan Willis · Julie Wright

      

      

      That’s a big list of names, and it only barely scratches the surface.

      Hemelein Publications created this publication series to highlight authors from The Corridor, both well-known and lesser-known, in order to highlight the amazing creativity found among this large and expanding group of authors. We think Shayne did a wonderful job drawing attention to these amazing writers back then, and we want to continue what he started.

      You can learn more about the Legacy of the Corridor publication series, as well as about many other awesome books, on the Hemelein Publications website:

      
        
        http://hemelein.com/go/legacy-of-the-corridor/

      

      

      
        
        Joe Monson

        Managing Editor

        Hemelein Publications

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mere Pulp from a Giant Among Authors

          

          Joe Monson

        

      

    

    
      We are back with the second collection-of-interesting-name from the inimitable Dave Butler. He writes a wide variety of stories, from sword and sorcery to flintlock fantasy to space opera to time travel to steampunk to nonfiction about all of those and more. He’s also very musically inclined, wrote a soundtrack to go with his Witchy Eye novel, as well as various other filk songs (six of which are found here in this volume). Throughout all of it, you’ll find threads of optimism, hope, and adventure, stories where the good guys always win (if, perhaps, not in the expected way). I think these qualities are what has his works on my “must read” list.

      I first met Dave over a decade ago at Life, the Universe, & Everything, an annual science fiction and fantasy symposium held in Provo, Utah. I don’t remember if he had his guitar with him then, but he can often be found at conventions quietly strumming out a tune while chatting and joking with other authors, readers, artists, and anyone else who stops to listen. He has a (usually) quiet presence, despite his gianthood, and he smiles freely as he moves from topic to topic. And he knows a lot about a lot. A lot.

      He’s incredibly well read, and he consumes books on a wide variety of topics (he mentions the books he’s reading in his newsletter; go sign up for it on his website), including both ancient and modern history, religions, culture, and more (too many to list here). He uses that knowledge to build up the foundations and flesh-out of all of his fiction, whether in a short story or a novel.  He’s at least passingly familiar with several different languages—a few of which he speaks—and I’ve lost track of how many different languages he’s learned to create more believable worlds, or just for fun. He’s a scholar and a gentle(giant)man.

      As a fellow Kovel Award winner, it’s been great fun to work with him while putting together this volume. Within, you’ll find tales of science fiction and fantasy adventure, intrigue,  love, mystery, and more, which sounds like a strange mix unless you know Dave. There are stories from Witchy War, Abbott in Darkness, Time Trials, and (my favorite) the Hiram Woolley series. There are several standalone works, too. There are filk songs. There are several essays about his works and the writing business in general. In short, there’s something for everyone here.

      Take some time today and immerse yourself in this chrestomathy. You know you have greatly desired it, almost as much as Galadriel desired the One Ring. The major bonus with this collection over the One Ring is that this collection is not evil. Read it today. You won’t regret it.

      
        
         

        Joe Monson

        May 2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Greatest of These Is Hope

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sometimes, you think you’re being invited to have a story published in an anthology of upbeat science fiction organized by a big-name fantasy writer, when in fact, you’re just being invited to submit. And sometimes, you help a couple of friends who were also invited to submit to contact the editor to be able to send in their stories on time. And sometimes, those two friends get their stories into the anthology, while you are told that your story was the one that barely didn’t make the cutoff. But then sometimes Ed Willett comes along and puts the story you wrote into a Shapers of Worlds anthology, because Ed is a mensch.
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        * * *

      

      Shepherd: And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three.

      The Ecumene Shepherd stood at the front of the long Ecumene Community Hall, atop the short minbar tower. His avatar had a thick grey bar across the top of its block-like head, which Izzy thought must be a skullcap, and wore black. The avatar’s mouth was a flat, serious line.

      All the avatars had block-like heads, including Izzy’s. That was just how avatars looked. The blocky head of Izzy’s avatar was a sunset gold, with curlicues meant to approximate the look of her real, wildly curly, hair.

      Shepherd: And sometimes . . . the greatest of these is hope.

      Behind the Shepherd rose a dark-blue panel spangled with silver and gold dots. The dots slowly revolved around a central point, slightly to the side of one of the fainter stars. This was an image of the night sky, but not any night sky Izzy had ever seen—it was the night sky of Earth. Mom and Dad hadn’t ever seen it, either—Izzy’s family was four generations off-Earth.

      But that revolving night sky of Earth was one of the symbols of the Ecumene.

      Rowland-Beta, sometimes called Elizabeth’s World, had its own night sky, with a dense skein of stars that came and went and thick smeared bands of various colors and large patches of void. Izzy liked to sit on the broad, flat space on top of the kelp-processing tanks with Mom, Dad, and Bear, turn off their station’s lights, and watch that sky. There wasn’t another station in sight of them in any direction, so with the lights turned off, the night became glorious.

      Everyone on Elizabeth’s World lived this remotely. That was why the Ecumene Community Hall was virtual, located in a walled-off section of the Sphere where many of the controls were disabled, to prevent vandalism. During sermons, like this one, communication abilities were limited, to avoid disruptions.

      The Ecumene and the government had controlled spaces in the Sphere. Outside those controlled spaces, the Sphere was where children met and played.

      “Burp!” Bear yelled, but no one in the Sphere could hear him.

      The Shepherd interrupted a description of Eli and his favorite activities—which conspicuously left out his love of griefing in the Sphere and all the dirty jokes he’d learned from his older brother, Tim—to quote scripture again.

      Shepherd: Call on Him in fear and hope. Lo! The mercy of the Infinite is nigh unto the good.

      Viv (group PM): I miss Eli.

      The other participants in the funeral couldn’t see the group chat, which made it much more discreet than a whispered conversation. Izzy snaked a hand to her keypad and quietly typed a response.

      Izzy (group PM): I do, too.

      Izzy had never met either Viv or Eli, or the fourth member of their group, Ahmad, in physical space. Their families all operated stations thousands of kilometers apart, but the children met in the Sphere to heap up mountains, go into the cubes to mine Unobtainium and Handwavium, which allowed them to build fantastical devices in the Sphere, and fight Stalkers. Rowland-Beta itself had no mountains, and indeed virtually no dry land, no rare elements, and, of course, no Stalkers. Most of the planet’s devices were tools used in cultivating and processing kelp.

      Now Viv sat on a virtual pew two rows ahead of Izzy and to the right. Ahmad sat somewhere behind the girls. Izzy knew that because Ahmad had told her; her avatar was frozen in place during this part of the service and couldn’t turn its head.

      Eli lay in the coffin in front of the Shepherd.

      “Juice!” Bear yelled. The only juice he knew was a sweet distillate from kelp.

      The station shook. Not the Community Hall, which was virtual, but Izzy’s family’s station. Over the Shepherd’s muscular voice, she heard large waves slapping against the side of the station’s tanks. She heard Dad curse and slip out of his Sphere-helm, then run to the station’s control room.

      His avatar remained poised and solemn, sitting on the other side of Mom. For the funeral, the family’s avatars all wore black.

      Ahmad (group PM): Did you guys feel that?

      Izzy (group PM): Whoa.

      The tremors had been getting more frequent, and bigger. Since virtually everyone on Elizabeth’s World lived on floating stations, the tremors manifested as waves. It was a tremor that had killed Eli, apparently; a tsunami had swept him from his family’s station, and he had drowned in the kelp.

      At least, that’s what Viv had heard from her parents. Izzy’s parents had said nothing, but had forbidden Izzy and Bear to go outside alone. Bear, who could barely talk, really shouldn’t be outside alone anyway, but Izzy was eleven years old, and the sudden restriction on her liberty chafed, however sensible it was.

      But how big must a tremor be to throw waves against Izzy’s station and also Ahmad’s? Or could there be two tremors at the same time?

      Either possibility seemed ominous.

      Shepherd: Let us say the prayer for the dead together. Be exalted and sanctified His great name in the world He created . . . 

      The communication controls relaxed, and members of the congregation recited along. Izzy’s text scroll filled with multiple versions of the prayer, some misspelled, some using variant words, and a few in different languages. She copied and pasted the prayer herself, mechanically, one line at a time, from an open file.

      Viv (group PM): This really makes me want to go griefing. Just find a building somewhere and trash it. A whole village. A castle.

      Izzy (group PM): You can’t grief in here.

      Viv (group PM): Duh. Meet me at ZL 1200?

      ZL 1200 was a time, midday at the zero-longitude line of Elizabeth’s World. The place of the meeting would be the same place they always met.

      Izzy (group PM): I’m in. Ahmad?

      Ahmad said nothing. Izzy couldn’t look for his avatar or the avatars of his two mothers. Instead, she checked the scroll and realized that none of Ahmad’s family were saying the prayer for the dead.

      Viv (group PM): He’s just glitching. I bet he meets us.
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        * * *

      

      When Izzy arrived at Mount Mountain, Viv was waiting. Her avatar had orange hair and literal cherries on its creamy cheeks. Ahmad was nowhere in sight.

      None of the children had ever seen a mountain in real life, because Elizabeth’s World had no mountains. Ahmad claimed he had once stood on an island, but Izzy was skeptical. So, when they had decided to build a meeting place in the Sphere, it had seemed natural to make it the most earthy, the most mountainous, the most kelp-free place they could possibly contrive. Mount Mountain was a forest of steep, needle-like spires, thick with vegetation. The others told Izzy it also echoed with the cries of the seventeen species of birds they had created and given homes on Mount Mountain, but Izzy had an old Sphere-helm, with limited audio capability. The resolution was so bad it made voices, birdsong, and avalanches all sound the same, so she just left the audio off.

      Bear liked to listen to the audio when he was in the Sphere and would yell “burp!” every time he heard any sort of Sphere-sound. Apparently, that was what it all sounded like to him.

      Izzy: No news from Ahmad?

      Viv: Nothing. I’ve been looking at the map, and there’s a river valley about two hundred klicks from here, full of defenseless villages and herds of cattle. Easy pickings.

      Izzy: Maybe we should wait for Ahmad?

      Viv: Not too long.

      While they waited, Izzy walked in circles, looking for her friend. Viv stepped to the edge of Mount Mountain and began work on another peak.

      Viv: I’m going to name this one Eli Hill.

      Izzy: Good idea.

      Izzy helped. They were experienced builders, and the mountain didn’t take long. When they had finished, and filled its cliffs with nests full of an eighteenth species of bird that Izzy named Eleazarids, also after Eli, Ahmad still hadn’t shown up.

      They gave up on him and went griefing.

      Running to the location Viv had chosen took about fifteen minutes. The avatars in the river valley were all in sleep mode, or just walking in circles. A few NPCs resisted, but they were weak. With their wide silver swords, Viv and Izzy smashed fences, cut holes in the walls of houses, and massacred herds of cattle and sheep. Every time she came across a chicken, Izzy picked it up and hurled it onto the nearest rooftop. The two girls carried out their mayhem with eggs and chickens raining from the sky.

      When they had carved a path across the cluster of villages and were turning to cut through again, they met another avatar. It stood in their path, flickering as if the user’s connection was weak.

      Viv: Ahmad?

      But it was Eli’s avatar. Sandy brown hair, dots for freckles, a permanent grin.

      Had Eli looked like that in real life?

      Izzy: Viv . . .

      Viv attacked. Her blocky avatar blocked Izzy’s view, but around the bobbing rectangular head, Izzy caught glimpses of Eli’s digital body, marked by star after star as it took blow after blow, until virtual Eli fell to the virtual ground and his flickering eyes were replaced by flickering Xs.

      Izzy: Viv!

      Viv abruptly vanished.

      Izzy stood looking at the avatar until she felt her station rocked by three big waves in quick succession. “Izzy!” she heard Dad yell. “The coupling with the processor is broken! I need the welding gear and the rappelling harness!”

      She disconnected.
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        * * *

      

      Izzy told Mom about seeing Eli, and Mom gave her a hug.

      She didn’t get on the Sphere for a few days, and no one suggested she should. There was plenty for her to do, helping Dad fix the processing-tank coupling, and then fix it again when another wave broke the weld.

      Dad looked a lot at the horizon as they worked. There were dark circles under both his eyes and a patchy beard starting to sprout on his jaw.

      An ethernote from Ahmad reassured both her and Viv that he was alive, his family’s station had just lost power briefly, but she and Viv both answered so briefly they were almost curt.

      A guest came to dinner, and Izzy was surprised to see that she recognized him: it was the Ecumene Shepherd. She’d never seen him in the physical world, but she recognized him by his similarity to his avatar. He was dressed in a black cloak and tunic, and where the avatar had a thick grey band across the top of its head, the Shepherd had eyebrows thicker than his thumbs, running in a single bar from ear to ear at the base of a deeply wrinkled forehead.

      Not a skullcap, after all.

      The Shepherd smiled a lot and had kind eyes.

      Izzy’s parents seemed to expect him, but no one had given Izzy any warning, and no one explained why there was an Ecumene Shepherd on the station for the first time ever.

      The small talk the adults made over dinner was elliptical. Their voices were subdued.

      “Any sign of the wormhole re-opening?” . . . “PlanSec doesn’t have any evacuation capacity, that’s not what they were made to do!” . . . “Not enough metal to build that colony ship Patel was talking about, I heard.” . . . “We could put something in orbit, but it wouldn’t hold everyone.” . . . “The tremors are getting worse. Forget about plate shifts; if the planet goes, being in orbit won’t be safe enough.”

      Did they think she was too young to understand? Or were they trusting her enough to show her their own fears? Izzy’s stomach hurt.

      Mom smiled at her and held her hand.

      Over steamed kelp-noodles and chunks of fried eel, the Shepherd turned to Izzy. “I hear you saw your friend, Eli.”

      “The Sphere was glitching, that’s all. I’m not stupid. Eli’s dead.”

      Dad chuckled grimly and looked out the window.

      Bear yelled, “Burp!” He wasn’t wearing his Sphere-helm, so maybe he just recognized the word sphere and gave his usual war-cry.

      The Shepherd nodded. “Only, your mother ethered the Sphere techs, and they can’t find a record of the glitch.”

      Izzy felt very small. “Did you come out here to call me a liar?”

      The Shepherd shook his head, eyebrows furrowing. “Your friend Viv saw it, too. I believe you both.”

      Izzy shrugged, chewing a mouthful of kelp. It had a mild, salty taste, under a chutney of hydroponically grown tomatoes. “Then the techs missed the evidence of the glitch.”

      The Shepherd nodded. “Or maybe what you saw was something else.”

      “A ghost?”

      “The line between a ghost and an angel can be very fine.”

      Izzy put down her fork and knife. “If Eli came back as an angel, worse luck for him. And for Viv, who chopped the angel to bits.”

      “If Eli came back as an angel, maybe he was sent to help us. For instance, maybe he came to bring you feelings of peace and comfort.”

      “And we killed him.” Izzy picked up her knife and fork and took another bite of food. “But it was just a glitch.”

      The station shook once during dinner, throwing a bowl of legumes across the floor, and twice after. When Mom flew Roo out to deliver the Shepherd to his flyer, Izzy stood in an observation bay with Dad and watched.

      Roo was the utility vehicle that Mom and Dad used to reach remote combines or, occasionally, shuttle to other stations. It was a small flyer, shaped like an eggplant, with a pocket containing four seats. Roo was also the name of the AI that flew the utility vehicle. Mom landed Roo alongside the Shepherd’s flyer, riding at anchor, and tethered the vehicles together. Then the pocket opened and the Shepherd stepped across into his own craft.

      Dad snorted and walked away.

      Izzy watched until Mom and Roo had returned to the station’s dock and the Shepherd had disappeared over the southern horizon.

      Where was her friend Eli?
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        * * *

      

      “Dad,” Izzy asked, “is the planet going to blow up?”

      She asked it when Bear wasn’t around. He was too young to worry about this sort of thing.

      Dad looked up from the processing unit he was tinkering with and wiped sweat from his eyes, smearing grease on both his cheeks in doing so. “Look, all this god stuff . . .  you don’t have to believe it.”

      “That’s not what I was saying.” Izzy handed her father a spanner.

      “I figure the real meaning of it is, live your life from moment to moment as if the whole world could end. Because you could die, from moment to moment, and then your world would be over. So, live as if you were about to be judged at all times.”

      “By a god?”

      “Or by people. Because you might have a heart attack, or a stroke.” Dad sighed. “Or you might get knocked off your station by a bad wave and drown in the kelp.”

      Like Eli had. “Dad, is Rowland-Beta going to blow up?”

      “Someday. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe in a million years, maybe in a billion.”

      “So, there’s no hope for any of us.”

      Dad gripped a bolt with the spanner and grunted while he forced it to turn. The dented protective plate popped off, and he set it aside. “In the long run, as individuals?” He considered. “We all die. But the species gets better. There’s always hope for our children.”

      “And for us? On Elizabeth’s World?”

      “Smart people are working on it.” Dad grinned, but his eyes were flat. “There’s always hope.”

      Izzy took a deep breath. “There sure are a lot of tremors.”

      “There sure are.” Dad picked up the replacement plate and snuggled it into place.
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        * * *

      

      “Be careful of a big wave, Miriam.”

      “I know you’ll protect us.”

      Dad watched, sitting on a catwalk above the rest of the family. Mom sang over three short candles, one red, one white, and one black. Even unlit, the candles smelled of citrus and spice.

      “One light is the Bridegroom,” Mom sang, as she lit the first candle. “Sing it with me, one light is the Bridegroom.”

      “One light is the Bridegroom,” Izzy and Bear sang together.

      “One light is the Bride.” Mom lit the second.

      “One light is the Bride.”

      “And the third light is Secret Wisdom, watching over them both.”

      “The third light is Secret Wisdom.”

      “Secret Wisdom watches over us now,” Mom said. “She gives us what we need. What do you need, Bear?”

      “Juice!”

      At least he hadn’t said “burp.”

      “And what do you need, Izzy?”

      Izzy hesitated. “I want the tremors to stop. Or I want us all to get away from them.”

      Mom looked thoughtful and was silent for a time. “And what does Eli need?”

      “Juice!” Bear offered again.

      What did Eli need? What would Izzy need, if she and Eli traded places? “Maybe he misses his friends.”

      “Let’s pray for those things.” Mom smiled. “For the tremors to stop, and for Eli not to miss his friends anymore.”

      “Juice!”

      “And for juice.”

      Mom and Izzy and Bear joined hands and prayed without words for a long time.

      Waves rocked the station violently that night, and tore up kilometers of kelp, but not until the entire family was inside and safe.

      In the middle of the night, Izzy awoke to the sound of footsteps. The station rocked, and she saw Dad’s shadow, pacing past the opening to her sleeping pod.
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        * * *

      

      Izzy returned to the Sphere. She met Ahmad and Viv to add more to Mount Mountain, and to repair some damage that had been done by griefers in their unusually long absence. Eli Hill, standing at the edge of Mount Mountain, had been gnawed by hostile pickaxes down to a nub.

      While they rebuilt, they had to fight off Stalkers. The Stalkers were pink, simple-faced marauders. They were operated by central processing, rather than by a live user, and all they did was march toward an active user’s avatar and attack it when they arrived. Their attacks were clumsy, and they were usually unarmed, so experienced players killed Stalkers by the thousand.

      Izzy and her friends killed several hundred while repairing Eli Hill, and then dug a moat around Mount Mountain to protect it. They dug the moat down to the substratum, then obliterated the stairs by which they’d descended into the moat, and then used all their combined Unobtainium to make an invisible bridge at an agreed spot.

      In the century and more since humans had left Earth, they had never yet encountered an intelligent species from another planet. Plants and animals, yes, but nothing that could communicate, or, apparently, think.

      Everything that had evolved off planet Earth was either a cow or a Stalker, was how Izzy had restated this fact to her Sphere-tutor, Ms. Wilson. Eventually, she had been able to make Ms. Wilson understand what she meant.

      After the others had to go (the sun set earlier in their longitudes), Izzy stayed, replacing nests, layering on additional tiers of shrubbery, and widening the protective ditch even further. While she was hacking away at the edge of the moat, she found a trail she had never seen before.

      Out of curiosity, or hoping it might lead to a new source of Unobtainium to replace what they’d used, she followed it.

      At the end of the path, though, and not very far from Mount Mountain, was a structure. It was long, black, and rectangular. Izzy couldn’t tell at first glance what it might be made of, but it hung suspended in mid-air.

      Izzy knew of no way to hang a structure above the ground in the Sphere. Surely this oddity must conceal a source of a rare material.

      On the structure’s underside were red markings in a square around an opening. The structure was low enough to the ground that Izzy could walk underneath it, and then jump up into it.

      Inside the structure was a room, and a small console, like a table. Standing on the other side of the console was her friend Eli.

      Eli: You have sufficient breathable atmosphere?

      The avatar wasn’t flickering anymore, but it shifted left and right, as if the user were new to the game’s controls.

      Eli: You have enough food?

      Izzy put her fingers to her keypad.

      Izzy: Here? In the Sphere? I don’t need food. I was looking for somewhere to mine Unobtainium.

      Eli took a few moments to respond.

      Eli: Not in this simulation. On the planet.

      Izzy: There is air, and plenty of food and water.

      Eli: Why are you all frightened?

      Eli didn’t sound lonely. Izzy didn’t like the questions he was asking, but they weren’t the questions of a lonely person.

      Was the Shepherd right? Could this be the ghost of Eli, or his . . .  angel?

      Izzy: Are you frightened?

      Avatars couldn’t change expression, so Eli stared without responding for a few moments.

      Eli: I am safe.

      Was Eli safe because he was dead, and not exposed to the tremors and the waves they caused?

      Izzy: Do you have air, and food, and water?

      Eli: My vessel has more than enough.

      What kind of vessel sailed through the lands of the dead?

      Izzy: Is it cold where you are?

      Eli: It is very cold.

      Eli moved forward, edging around the table. Out of reflex, Izzy pulled her avatar back, and promptly fell down through the hole in the floor. As she tumbled to the ground in the Sphere, Izzy felt her chair in the station topple sideways and heard Mom shout.

      Izzy cut her connection before she hit the ground.
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        * * *

      

      The Shepherd returned to the family station two days later, and this time Izzy’s parents looked surprised. Mom took Bear and hid, somewhere down in the engine rooms where Izzy couldn’t see them.

      Dad took Izzy out in Roo to meet the Shepherd and the man who had come with him.

      “Roo,” Dad said. “Land alongside the open hatch of that flyer.”

      “Acknowledged.” Roo followed Dad’s instruction, and Dad tethered the two vehicles together with Roo’s magnetic arms.

      In the Shepherd’s open hatch stood both the Shepherd and a man in a plain blue suit, with his name on a black tag on his chest. They wore safety harnesses, anchored to the flyer; Izzy and her father were belted into Roo’s seats. The man in the blue suit wore a large pistol, strapped to the outside of his right leg in a glossy black holster. Izzy tried not to stare.

      The starry symbol of the Ecumene, painted and static, surrounded the opening.

      “Sure, my daughter is happy to talk to PlanSec,” Dad said. “Just as soon as you tell me why.”

      The newcomer didn’t smile. “We haven’t been able to communicate with the Galactic Main since the wormhole collapsed, Mr. Reiter.”

      Dad laughed. “You think Izzy can help you with that?”

      “Hear him out,” the Shepherd said.

      “What is PlanSec?” Izzy asked. It had something to do with the government of Elizabeth’s World, but she wasn’t sure what.

      “Planetary Security.” The Shepherd smiled at her. “You don’t hear from them often because Elizabeth’s World is such a safe place.”

      As he spoke, a wave threw both vehicles into the air and spun them 180 degrees. The Shepherd cried out, but no one fell into the water. Dad looked up at the station, hulking above them with its various pods, platforms, and connecting catwalks.

      “Go on,” Dad said.

      The motion of the vehicles had thrown Dad’s jacket open, and Izzy now saw that he, too, was carrying a pistol. She’s seen it for years in the locked emergency compartment, and he’d taught her to use it, shooting at birds and at floating objects, but she’d never seen her father carry it to a meeting with another person.

      She fixed her eyes on the Shepherd and his companion.

      “We’ve detected a tight-beam transmission from off-world,” the PlanSec man said. “It was aimed at this station.”

      “Nothing else out here for thousands of kilometers,” Dad said. “But I didn’t receive any transmission. I didn’t even detect one.”

      “It wasn’t in one of our standard frequencies,” the PlanSec man said. “We only caught a small part of the transmission, but the data looked like Sphere-code.”

      “Izzy plays in the Sphere.” Dad’s voice sounded tense. “So does Bear. That’s Barak, my son. I believe he knows two words. Are you saying my kids are communicating with the Galactic Main? My wife and I attend an Ecumene service, from time to time . . .  does that mean we might be receiving messages?”

      Dad’s hand shifted perceptibly closer to his pistol.

      “I’m saying we want to ask,” the PlanSec man said.

      He, too, moved his hand to his belt, not far from his weapon.

      “I’ll talk to them.” Izzy nodded at the PlanSec man. “I’ll talk to you.”

      The Shepherd knelt, bobbing up and down slightly in her view as the two vehicles moved on waves not quite in sync. His safety harness pulled his tunic as he did so, exposing soft brown belly. “I know you saw someone surprising in the Sphere.”

      “Your dead friend,” the PlanSec man added.

      Izzy felt the skin at the back of her neck prickle. “Is that what this is about?”

      “Maybe,” the PlanSec man said. “Did you talk to your dead friend?”

      Izzy nodded slowly. “He talked about breathable air. And he said it was cold where he was, and he wanted to know if I had food.”

      “Food?” PlanSec asked.

      Izzy nodded again. “I think maybe he was hungry.”

      “Anything else?” PlanSec asked. “Any talk of rescue? Discussion of planetary stabilization? Coordinates for other habitable planets? Any mention of the Governor, or Planetary Security, or the Ecumene?”

      Izzy shook her head to all the questions.

      “I don’t think Eli knows anything about those things,” she said. “Eli liked griefing and dirty jokes.”

      Dad snorted.

      The PlanSec man took a deep breath, exhaled, and shook his head. Izzy kept her eyes on his pistol until he had disappeared into the vehicle, and then stared at the vehicle until it had crossed the horizon.

      She didn’t stop trembling for three hours.
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        * * *

      

      Viv sent her ethernotes: Come join us at the Sphere. Mount Mountain feels empty without you. Ahmad is a terrible griefer, he wants to fill up his inventory instead of just smashing stuff. Come baaaaaack!

      Ahmad ethered her, too: Hey, where are you? I like Eli Hill, good job with the new bird species! Why does Viv like breaking everything to bits, when we can take it and use it ourselves?

      Izzy didn’t answer.

      She didn’t get any ethernotes from Eli.

      The waves got bigger and more frequent. Dad stopped sleeping. Mom lit more candles.
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        * * *

      

      “Juice!” Bear said.

      It was the middle of the night and he woke Izzy up. She rubbed her eyes and stared through the transparent ceiling of her sleeping pod. A brilliant crimson band crept overhead, punctuated by distant stars here and there.

      “Juice!” Bear said again. Then he added, “Eli!”

      “Go to bed,” she told him. “It’s late.”

      Bear reached under her light coverlet and grabbed Izzy by one foot. “Eli!” he said again.

      The name brought Izzy fully awake. She’d never heard Bear say Eli’s name before.

      Where would he have heard it? At Eli’s funeral? But that had been in the Community Hall, and Bear imitated all the low-res noise he heard in the Sphere as “burp.” From Izzy’s own lips, in some casual discussion of what she did in the Sphere? From Mom or Dad?

      It didn’t matter. “Go to sleep.”

      She rolled over and tried to find sleepiness again.

      “Burp!” Bear said, and then she heard his feet padding away across the station.

      Izzy was just beginning to drift off when it occurred to her that Bear had left her dormitory and walked away from his own sleeping pod.

      “Bear?” she leaped from her bed.

      She ran down the hall. Dad lay crumpled against a control console, snoring erratically. Beside him, on the console, stood an open bottle of kelp-liquor, half empty, and his pistol. She wanted to stop, to hide the gun and the bottle, but she was afraid Bear might be headed for the outside.

      The door to her parents’ sleeping pod was shut. All over the station, lights were off, and the celestial glow shone down through the transparent ceiling, lighting her path.

      The one light that was on shone in the ladderway leading down to Roo’s port. Izzy stuck to the balls of her feet but ran faster.

      “Coordinates acknowledged,” she heard Roo say.

      What coordinates could Bear give Roo? Burp-juice-burp-Eli? Izzy threw herself down the shaft of the ladderway, sliding down the ladder’s rails rather than climbing down its rungs. She landed heavily and off-balance, just in time to see Roo’s pocket begin to close.

      Izzy lurched to her feet and threw herself down the dock, falling down the short stairs and into the pocket just as the transparent shell of the pocket shut.

      Bear sat in the pilot’s seat, his hands on the steering controls.

      “Bear, what are you doing?” Izzy smiled at her little brother, trying to make light of the moment. “Roo, open the pocket.”

      “Please fasten all safety restraints,” Roo said. “Launching in ten seconds.”

      “Roo, override!” Izzy said. “Roo, stop!”

      “Nine,” Roo answer, “eight . . .”

      Izzy quickly shoved Bear into the pocket’s second seat and buckled him in, and had just enough time to dive into the pilot’s chair and fasten her own harness before Roo left the dock.
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        * * *

      

      Roo’s acceleration to maximum speed was so gradual that Izzy scarcely noticed it. But by the time she gave up trying to find a manual override or activate the comms, which absolutely refused to cooperate, the utility craft was skimming above the water at 300 kilometers per hour.

      The waves were enormous. Looking over her shoulder, she saw the station heaving up and down so violently it seemed about to flip upside-down.

      “Roo, go back!” she said to the vehicle.

      “Where are we going?” she asked it.

      “I’m going to tell my dad!”

      Roo ignored her.

      Bear promptly fell asleep.

      In less than an hour—travelling always due west, Izzy could tell by watching the moving crimson band overhead—lights appeared ahead, just above the water. She had studied the charts, and she knew that there was no station here. What, then? Some craft in transit, or some bioluminescent sea dweller, come up to the surface for air?

      But the lights were stationary, and the color was a deep red, not the blue or white she usually saw in eels and crustaceans. And as Roo drew closer, she saw that the red lights were embedded in the underside of a long black cylinder. It was enormous, ten times longer than the station was across, and smooth and black, and it hovered above the water without any visible means.

      Izzy felt as if her heart had stopped beating.

      Encircled by red lights, on the underside of the cylinder, was an opening. Roo decelerated, positioned itself beneath the opening, and then rose vertically into the cylinder. Within the cylinder was darkness.

      “Initiate docking procedure,” Roo said.

      “Where is this?” Izzy asked.

      “This is Eli’s house.”
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        * * *

      

      The pocket’s transparent shell opened, and there was a black staircase, leading up.

      Should she leave Bear, or bring him with her? Neither seemed safe, but she picked Bear up and slung him over her shoulder. It seemed like a way to honor his part in bringing her here.

      At the top of the stairs, she found herself in a room.

      The only thing in the room other than herself and Bear was a console.

      Bear woke up, and she set him down. “Juice,” he observed.

      “Juice,” Izzy agreed.

      An opening appeared in the wall, and a being came out. It slid forward slowly, moving by rolling a hedge of muscular tentacles beneath itself, and came to stand on the other side of the console.

      Izzy had been here before.

      “Eli,” she said. “This is Eli’s house.”

      The being was slightly shorter than Dad, and broader, and covered with wrinkled yellow skin. It had a skirt of tentacles ringing its upper body as well as the mass of tentacles beneath it, and something that looked like a face in between. Its eyes were large and unblinking, and its mouth was a birdlike beak.

      The being stood still for a few moments, then reached forward and touched the console. A synthesized voice poured out, low-resolution and deep, but understandable.

      “Izzy. I have peaceful intentions toward you. I have peaceful intentions toward your family. I have peaceful intentions toward your whole people. I am like you. I live in isolation. You farm kelp. I mine cosmic dust. I watched you. Your planet is dying. You are cut off from your other planets. I tried to reach your people’s communications. I failed. Then I connected with your simulation. I have capacity in my vessel to hold the entire human population of this planet. I am here to help.”

      “Burp!” Bear hollered.

      Izzy’s heart beat so fast she could barely breathe. “What’s your name?”

      The being touched its console repeatedly, with both upper and lower tentacles. The motions reminded Izzy of typing.

      “My name is hard to say,” the voice said. “Please call me Eli.”

      “Eli.” Bear nodded, and hugged Izzy’s leg.

      Somehow, Izzy managed not to cry.

      Eli-the-Dust-Miner touched the console again. “And this is my family.”

      Another opening appeared in the wall. From it emerged three beings that resembled Eli-the-Dust-Miner. One was his size, and faintly green. The other two were smaller, closer to Bear’s height, and bright-pink.

      Bear rushed three steps forward, stopped, then shook a fist in the air. “Juice!” he said. “Burp! Eli!”

      One of the pink creatures clung to its green parent, but the other came to meet Bear halfway, upper tentacles trembling with excitement. It made a noise that sounded like squealing.

      “May I use the comms in Roo?” Izzy asked. “In my vessel? I want to contact my parents.”

      “Yes,” Eli-the-Dust-Miner’s synthesized voice said. “Tell them we are coming.”

      Izzy nodded. “I’ll tell them there is hope.”
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        This is a prequel to Time Trials, which I co-wrote with M.A. (Mike) Rothman. “Stupid Goat” was packaged into a novella-like introduction to Time Trials that contained the first chapters of the book, this story, and another story, “Rise of the Administrator,” written by Mike. It’s not about the our-time characters who get snatched up into the alien gauntlet to defend the value of the human race, but some of the then-time characters they encounter in the book. And, of course, we get to see the monsters.
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        * * *

      

      Stupid goat,” Badis muttered. “You’re not worth it.”

      “Badis!” Antal called in a loud whisper. “Badis, aren’t these the canyonlands?”

      Badis shook his head to chase away the distraction of his friend’s question. He crept forward on the balls of his feet and the knuckles of one hand. In his other hand, he held a coiled lariat. He and Antal had come following a stray goat; with no hunting to be done, this was a task that fell to them, as young men of Ahuskay village.

      The goat was a cross-eyed and ill-tempered nanny named Tammint. She had a propensity to bite and kick the people of Ahuskay, and to wake them in the middle of the night with unprovoked bleating. The news of her disappearance had been greeted with relief by several of the village’s children.

      Unfortunately, Tammint also gave abundant, fat-rich milk, so the Tribespeaker had pulled Badis and Antal from their fishing and sent them to bring her back.

      A dry wind blew, scouring the skin of Badis’s face.

      Tammint chewed placidly and stared at Badis with one eye. Her head was oversized and the eye within it oversized again, so that Badis had the impression that the face of some much larger beast, streaked with brown and white and studded with rolling bloodshot eyes, had been stitched on the neck of a simple goat. She stood on a slab of yellowish rock and behind her, the ground yawned open.

      They had indeed reached the beginning of the canyonlands.

      “Shh,” Badis said. He shook out the coil of rawhide and prepared to throw it over Tammint’s neck.

      “Lemta says the Ametsu will eat your liver from your body while you’re still alive.”

      “Shh.” Badis rotated his arm in a gentle stirring motion, preparing to throw the lariat. “We’re not here to fight the Ametsu. Besides, one of the Ametsu has been to Ahuskay village this season. The tribe has paid the blood price.” Badis flinched, remembering the surprised expression of Ayrad and Kella’s look of terror as the Ametsu had broken their necks in turn. Badis had fled to avoid witnessing any further than that. “The Ametsu will not take us.”

      “Lemta says the Ikeyu are even worse.”

      Badis shook his head, wishing Antal would shut up. In the orange light of the setting sun, both boys’ complexions were a dark, burnt red. They wore linen kilts and each had a knife on a strip of rawhide around his waist, but they were otherwise unarmed. Should Badis have brought a spear? All the talk of Ametsu was making him uncomfortable.

      “How could they be worse?” His voice cracked slightly. “The Ametsu kill us and eat our livers.”

      “Or eat them while we’re still alive,” Antal pointed out.

      “Just so,” Badis agreed. “What would be worse than that?”

      Tammint took two small steps forward, and the chasm leading into the canyonlands gaped at her hoofs.

      “The Ikeyu eat human brains.”

      Badis threw the lariat at precisely the wrong moment. The word ‘brains’ soured his aim, and the lariat skidded into a patch of tall grass shy of the runaway goat. Tammint blurted out a groan of objection and leaped out of sight, down into the ravine.

      “Curse you, Antal!” Badis snapped.

      Antal’s eyes turned to water and his knees knocked together. “Don’t curse me, Badis. We’re friends.”

      “Don’t be a child,” Badis grumbled. “You’re not cursed. I just want you to shut up when I’m trying to catch the goat.”

      “But you said it,” Antal whimpered. “You said I was cursed!”

      “You’re not cursed. I didn’t mean it, I take it back.” Badis spat over his right shoulder. Spitting drove out the demons, but also it would show that he really meant what he said. He embraced Antal, who trembled. “Come on, we have to follow the goat.”

      “Perhaps we won’t be able to find Tammint in the darkness of the canyons,” Antal suggested.

      “It’s not that dark yet.” Badis collected the leather and stepped down into the ravine. The crack in the earth sank steeply and he could barely make out Tammint’s hindquarters in the gloom, scrambling deeper into the canyon.

      “How much is one goat really worth?” Antal asked.

      Badis ignored his friend and followed the nanny. The crack poured quickly into the top of a stone chimney. The goat, sure-footed as all her kind were, sprang down the rock by leaping from one barely-visible crack to the next. She climbed almost as fast as falling, and where the chimney ended on a scrub-covered hillside, tucked almost out of sight, around the chimney’s corner, Tammint stopped to crop at yellow grass. Her tail waggled at Badis and Antal, taunting them.

      “I’m not as good a climber as you are,” Antal said.

      “We have the rope.” Badis quickly secured the leather around his friend’s chest and lowered him down the chimney until he reached the point where he could find handholds and footholds unaided. Then Badis slid down the stone himself, slowing his descent by means of his feet on opposite walls.

      Tammint had moved on, but there was enough light that Badis could follow her tracks down the hill and into the next ravine. Antal jogged at his shoulder. Ahead of them, the evening’s first bright star shone in the eastern sky. It had to be the Hunter’s Dog, which Badis found appropriate.

      But then the canyon turned just a bit to one side, and the Dog disappeared.

      A trickle of water splashed across their feet as the canyon walls rose.

      “Why does one goat matter so much?” Antal asked. “We might die.”

      “We won’t die.”

      “We might,” Antal said. “There are Ametsu who eat livers and Ikeyu who eat brains living down here in the canyonlands. They might kill us.”

      “It’s our task to live,” Badis said, “and also to get the goat.”

      “Easier to be certain I’ll live if I don’t have to chase a cranky nanny through the darkness,” Antal grumbled.

      Ahead, Badis saw the shadowed outline of Tammint standing on a boulder in the middle of the canyon. He slowed his pace and scanned the shadows, looking for a way to take the goat from the side. He saw none, and prepared his lariat again.

      “Do you like milk?” he asked his friend. “Then it’s your task to care for the goat.”

      “At what price?” Antal asked.

      “We take a risk,” Badis agreed.

      Badis threw the loop at Tammint. He dropped the leather line neatly around the goat’s neck and pulled. Only when he had tugged and failed either to budge the beast or shake any sound from it did he walk in for a closer look.

      The silhouette he’d seen belonged, not to a goat, but to a gnarled chunk of dried tree trunk.

      “Curse me,” he growled.

      “No,” Antal begged. “Don’t curse either one of us, please.”

      Badis sighed and spat over his shoulder. As if to mock him, Tammint bleated from the darkness of the ravine ahead.

      “I don’t think I like milk that much,” Antal said.

      Badis freed his lariat from the tree trunk, looped the rope again to be able to throw it, and continued on into the darkness.

      The two young men of Ahuskay village descended deeper into the canyonlands. The air became rich with moisture and Badis’s nostrils filled with the scents of watercress and citrus. They made their way slowly, as much by feel as by sight; the stars that now shone clearly overhead showed a spinning slice of the sky, now the Hunter, now the Bull, now other constellations.

      Tammint’s pace also slowed, but Badis missed two more casts with his rope and began to despair of catching her. Antal murmured beneath his breath, no longer articulating his fears loudly enough for Badis to hear them. Still, Badis felt the complaints, like the constant slap of a brisk rain, or the snoring of a hunter lying on his back.

      Then Badis saw a light. He stopped Antal with a hand to his friend’s chest.

      “Is that fire?” Antal asked. “It must be the Ametsu.”

      “It could be a fire laid by men,” Badis said.

      “Men could be robbers,” Antal pointed out. “Who else would be in the canyonlands?”

      “Perhaps young hunters,” Badis suggested, “looking for a lost goat.”

      “Where is Tammint?”

      Badis looked and bit back another curse. The stray beast stood out against the light as she approached it. Squinting, he could make out a rough wooden shelter against the rock wall of the canyon. Did he see a leg as well, the leg of a man sitting in the shelter? The goat wandered toward the leg.

      Then a shadow lurched forward. A man seized the goat by its foreleg and dragged it into the shelter. But the size of the man, relative to the goat . . . he had to be a head taller than Badis, and Badis was accounted tall by the hunters of Ahuskay village. And the man’s head . . . Badis had a hard time putting into words what he had just seen.

      “The man had the head of a bull,” Antal said. He shook violently. “He was a giant. He is a giant. He has horns as long as my arms.”

      As long as Antal’s legs, Badis wanted to say. But he held his tongue and forced himself to control his breathing. “I will go closer for a better look.”

      “What?” Antal snapped. “Why?”

      “I like milk.”

      “But the Ikeyu eat brains!”

      Badis shrugged, throwing the gesture invisibly into the darkness. “Perhaps the Ikeyu will have sated itself on the goat’s brains, and at least I can bring the flesh back to the village to eat.”

      “Human brains, Badis!”

      Badis clapped Antal on the shoulder. “If the Ikeyu eat my brains, make sure to ask them to at least give you back the goat.”

      He did not feel the bravado he effected, and he wished again that he had a spear. Badis had never seen one of the Ikeyu before this night, and he didn’t know whether Antal was right that they ate the flesh of men. Or their brains.

      And he didn’t especially like milk, either.

      But he was a hunter of Ahuskay village, and his people’s lives depended on milk and meat as they depended on tubers and gourds and grains. He would not let them down.

      He slung the coiled rope over his shoulder, took a deep breath, and walked toward the light. The sand crunching under his feet was loud in his ears, drowning out even the noisy rush of his own breathing. The light came from a small fire of gnarled sticks on a sand bank above the bottom of the ravine. Badis walked in the bottom of the canyon, circling out to place himself in front of the shelter beside the fire, so he could approach as conspicuously as possible. Around him, he heard the lowing of cows, then saw their bulky, shadowed masses, then smelled them.

      Had he been mistaken? Had he seen, very briefly, the shadow of a cow, and taken it for the shadow of a man with a cow’s head? He almost laughed.

      As he climbed the sandbank, though, he saw the Ikeyu. There were two of them, sitting beneath a rough wooden canopy lashed between two trees and a low ledge in the cliff, to make a sturdy lean-to against the rain. The Ikeyu sat with their backs against the stone. They had the heads of bulls, with massive horns stretching out parallel to their shoulders, so that they rattled against each other when they moved. Their bodies were the bodies of men—very tall and strong men—wearing kilts and sandals.

      On the sand between them lay Tammint, legs trussed together and body in shadow, bleating irascibly.

      The two Ikeyu ate from bowls with their fingers. Something smelled pungent.

      Badis stopped at what he judged was the edge of the firelight and raised a hand. “Greetings!”

      One of the Ikeyu dropped his bowl and snatched a club from the ground. His comrade placed a hand on his chest to restrain him.

      “Who are you?” the second Ikeyu called. His voice was a low rumble, like that of a moaning cow.

      Badis took slow steps forward. “I’m peaceful.”

      “Robbers may say they come in peace,” the Ikeyu said.

      “My name is Badis. I’m looking for my lost goat, and I think you may have found it.” Badis gestured at Tammint. Should he mention Antal? But if the Ikeyu wanted his friend to come forward, Badis didn’t think Antal would. In fact, Antal might already be running home to Ahuskay village. “I’m alone.”

      Both Ikeyu grunted, and made no move to stand. “I’m Rooget,” said the Ikeyu.

      The other Ikeyu laid down his club. “I’m Shorim.”

      “I’m glad you caught my goat,” Badis said. “Her name is Tammint. She’s ill-tempered and disobedient, and I have been following her for several hours.”

      “How do we know she’s your goat?” Rooget asked. “Does she have a marking? I didn’t see a marking. How are we to know she’s not a wild goat?”

      Badis hesitated. The people of Ahuskay village didn’t mark their beasts because the next nearest village was several days’ journey distant, so there was thought to be no need.

      “She looks like a wild goat,” Shorim said.

      “One way you can know that she is my goat,” Badis said, “is that you can check for yourself that she’s female. If that goat is a billy, it’s not mine.”

      “The goat’s a nanny,” Rooget confirmed. “But perhaps you are keen-eyed, and noticed from far away that her horns were relatively thin, suggesting a female.”

      “I’m not especially keen-eyed,” Badis said.

      “Perhaps you just guessed,” Shorim added. “You would be right half the time, guessing.”

      Badis considered. “You’re large and dangerous and you outnumber me.”

      Rooget frowned, his muzzle turning down slightly. “Are you trying to impress us with your courage?”

      Badis’s throat felt dry. “No. I feel frightened. But I’m willing to talk to you even though I’m frightened, because my people need their goat back.”

      Shorim snorted. “If your people needed a wild animal, would you not be willing to risk a conversation with us?”

      Badis sighed and shook his head. “Yes, but . . . that’s my goat. How can I prove it to you?”

      “Do you know any secrets about the nanny?” Rooget asked. “A subtle marking on her belly, or a scar on her leg?”

      “No,” Badis admitted.

      “Is the goat trained?” Shorim pressed. “Perhaps it will jump or sit at your command.”

      “Do you train your cattle to jump and sit?” Badis shot back.

      “That’s a fine point,” Rooget conceded. “But my cattle know me. Does this goat know you?”

      Badis ran his hands through his hair. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Let’s find out,” Rooget said. “We’ll untie the goat and you call her. If she comes to you, then she’s your goat and you can take her home. But if she doesn’t, then she’s our goat and we’ll eat her.”

      “Also,” Shorim added, “we’ll eat you.”

      There was a sickening pause. Tammint bleated.

      Then both Ikeyu laughed.

      “No,” Rooget said. “We don’t eat humans.”

      “The Ametsu do,” Badis said.

      “We aren’t Ametsu,” Shorim pointed out.

      “Is there no other way I can have my village’s goat back?”

      “No,” the Ikeyu said together.

      Badis nodded. “Release the animal, then. I’ll call her.”

      He had been chasing the goat all evening and into the night across the desert. Of her own volition, the beast would clearly never come to him. On the other hand, perhaps now she would rush to his side for protection from the Ikeyu.

      And there seemed to be no other way.

      The Ikeyu leaned forward, rattling horns and bumping shoulders as they unwrapped the ropes binding the nanny’s legs together. Then Shorim lifted Tammint; she looked like a kid in his hands. He stood her on all fours, still restraining her.

      “Are you ready?” Rooget asked.

      “Come here, Tammint,” Badis said. “Come!”

      Shorim released the goat.

      Tammint bleated, and stood still.

      “Come, Tammint!” Badis called. “Come to me!”

      The goat turned to Rooget and scratched her head against his leg as if he were a tree.

      “Shall we make our goat into a stew?” Shorim asked his companion. “Or just roast her over the fire?”

      “Curse you, Tammint!” Badis snapped. “Come to me, you stupid cursed goat!”

      “What are you doing?” a new voice thundered.

      A third giant strode out of the darkness onto the sandbar. Like the two Ikeyu, he was broad-shouldered and muscular, and he wore a kilt and sandals. His head looked nothing like a bull’s, though; he had a snout that might have resembled a jackal’s or an anteater’s, with long teeth, and tall, upright ears that were square at their tips.

      An Ametsu.

      In his right hand, the Ametsu held Antal by the ankle. Antal hung upside down and swung from side to side as the Ametsu moved and turned. Whimpering sounds came from Badis’s friend.

      The Ikeyu scrambled to their feet, the sudden motion sending the goat trotting away in alarm. Tammint stopped at the edge of the light, barely visible.

      “We found this goat,” Rooget said. “The human says it’s his, but we were making him work for the animal.”

      “The human came in a pack.” The Ametsu turned and glared down at Badis. “Where are the others? What are you doing here? Are you spies? A war party?”

      Badis’s knees shook. He tried to explain, but couldn’t control the sounds coming from his mouth.

      “I know your face,” the Ametsu said. “What village are you from?”

      Badis stammered nonsense syllables.

      “He told us he was alone,” Shorim said.

      The Ametsu raised Antal higher off the ground, turning to face the Ikeyu. “Does it look as if he came alone?”

      “The curse!” Antal shrieked at Badis. “You cursed me!”

      “Don’t hurt my friend!” Badis yelped.

      The Ametsu roared. With a single step, he leaped to the stone wall of the canyon. At the same time, he spun Antal about his head like a bullroarer. Antal screamed for a brief second, and then the Ametsu hurled Antal head-first into the cliff face and the scream ended.

      Badis stared.

      The Ametsu seized Antal’s body again. Raising it overhead, he sank his teeth into Antal’s side, tearing out flesh and the liver beneath. Blood poured down the Ametsu’s face. This was the thing Badis had not witnessed about the deaths of his friends Ayrad and Kella. This was what he had only known from the descriptions of others.

      Badis vomited.

      Then he ran.

      He didn’t pick a direction or think about direction, he simply turned and fled. He heard roaring behind him and felt his feet thrash the sand and stone. He passed through a wall of cattle and ducked and dodged around them. Leafy branches struck him in the face and he scrambled through brambles that tore at his skin. He splashed twice through brooks of running water. After a minute of running, or maybe two, he became aware that he heard the bleating of a goat ahead of him.

      A pale splinter of silver starlight fell down into the bottom of the canyon. He could barely see, but he could hear Tammint ahead of him, also running, and he followed the sound. But what about the Ametsu and the Ikeyu?

      He stopped to listen. Over his own beating heart, he could hear heavy feet crashing. He couldn’t be certain how many of the giants were following him, or how far back they were.

      The leather rope still rode on his shoulder. Badis quickly stretched it across the center of the canyon. Mostly by feel and keeping the line hidden in shadow, he anchored each end around a heavy boulder, just a few paces short of a jagged nest of rocks, and pulled the line taut.

      Then he followed Tammint again.

      The goat was climbing now. It had found a ribbon of sandy path that climbed back and forth up the canyon wall. This was not the route by which Badis had come into the canyonlands, but it was far too late to worry about that now. Badis kept his body low and scurried up the path as quickly as he could. The nanny was bleating less and so was harder to follow, but she had also tired out, so Badis began to gain ground.

      He watched the canyon below. Once he rose above the level of the ravine floor, he saw the canyon as two silvery walls bordered by ghostlike white tree branches and separated by an impenetrable river of murk.

      His heartbeat slowed and he remembered Antal. His complaints on the way into the canyonlands; he’d only proceeded because Badis had bullied him into it. The look of fear on his face as he bewailed having been cursed. The final scream.

      Badis shuddered.

      He had cursed his friend, and his friend had died.

      He heard the soft scrape of hoof on stone above him, and looked at Tammint. On the other hand, Badis had also cursed the goat. Was the goat about to die? Would he and the goat die together?

      His hands trembled and he forced himself to take deep breaths.

      The Ametsu came sprinting up the canyon below. He ran faster than a man, with longer strides. Seeing the monster, Badis realized how high he’d come on the wall. Another minute of creeping and he’d be out of sight, over the rim of the canyon. Now he held perfectly still, trying to avoid attention, and praying to his dead ancestors and every god he knew that his simple trap would work.

      The Ametsu was racing at full speed when he suddenly plunged forward, diving headlong into a tangle of shadow that Badis knew to be a heap of sharp rocks. An immense cracking sound and the rumble of sliding rock rose from the ravine, and then the scene was still. The trap had worked, the monster had been brought down.

      Badis counted all his fingers slowly.

      There was no sound from below. Was the Ametsu dead? Was he unconscious? Was he injured?

      He wasn’t immediately following Badis, which was perhaps all Badis could hope for. Careful to keep his steps on sand and to avoid sending any rocks or other rubbish skidding down into the canyon, he resumed his climb.

      At the top, the trail evaporated into scrub brush. Tammint waited there, but now Badis had no rope to tie around her neck, and he was too tired to carry her. He stood, swaying on his feet, and considered his options.

      He examined the night sky to find the way westward.

      He spat over his right shoulder.

      “Stupid goat,” he finally said. “Cursed beast. You aren’t worth it.”

      But he grabbed Tammint by the horns and began the long, slow struggle to drag the nanny home.
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