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      Time is the ultimate stunt, Sake decided as he held himself suspended, hands on the ground and feet lifted high, over a drop into a jumble of broken rock and bracken. The constant swarms of moths that lived up on the plateau surrounded him, no doubt pausing their flights to admire his daring, his skill.

      He could turn time into a stunt himself, make it seem like he was halting time by staying in that position. He should have been an acrobat.

      Time did seem frozen for a moment as he held himself there. Even the moths seemed to slow their flight, and the constant noise of the high plateau pulsed with a slower beat in his ears.

      But it was only seeming, only for a moment, itself a reference to time. Time always had its own tricks to pull to get you back. And no matter what you did, it kept yanking you forward. It wasn’t a steady beat, no matter how it seemed after the fact. No, time was more like an insistent force that responded in proportion to anyone’s resistance. Try to fight, and it threw you down.

      Sake held himself still as long as he could then spun and pushed off, twisting in the air and landing on the rock with both feet next to where he’d been. Not bad. He still had it in him, even well into his third decade of life. He brushed his hands off and climbed off the pile of rocks. His velocipede was waiting down below, its tire-less wheels clamped onto a locomotive rail.

      A locomotive up here, now that would be a trick. Get one going fast, race around the plains, he would enjoy that. But the rails up here didn’t come in pairs, except occasionally and for a short stretch, as if by chance. Instead, the rails appeared as if they grew this way, unpaired and unpredictable.

      Maybe they did. They were the wild, uncultivated versions of train rails, the tangled undergrowth of an abandoned garden. Maybe what the plateau needed was a gardener to trim the rails and coax them into growing in the right places.

      Not him, though. Too much work. Not enough excitement.

      Milliva, the hermit lady who lived among these rocks, came out of her chapel-home to greet him. “Are you here for a meal, Sakehin?” She called him by his full name.

      Milliva was a middle-aged woman, her skin olive tinted and her hair wavy. Tangly looking, but not as much as Sake imagined a hermit should have. Not tangled with dirt and sticks, but just naturally. Both skin and hair type were related to some other country where lots of people had immigrated from. Sake couldn’t remember which one.

      “Oh no, not me,” he answered. Meals in the chapel were small and too quiet, though he liked the candles. “Just passing through.”

      “You’re welcome anytime. Everyone is.”

      Sake climbed on his velocipede and waved an acknowledgement. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He pedaled hard to get moving. The bike had a device on it that revved with the wheels. The noise it made parted the moths for Sake to pass between. Once he was going fast enough, he began to add in extra movements. Swinging his feet out. Lifting his hands off the handlebars. Standing upright with his feet on the central bar of the velocipede.

      Time might have its stunts, but he wouldn’t cave in the face of them. He would keep performing his own in response, for as long as he was able.

      Shortly after thinking this, he attempted to climb up onto the seat of the velocipede and stand upright. He got most of the way straight before time played its next trick on him. What it was, he couldn’t tell. It stuttered so that he forgot some part of what happened, but he knew he was tumbling off the seat, knew he was flailing through the air.

      Knew that the ground here was hard, even with its covering of thick grasses. And that his body was in pain. A whole lot of pain.

      His arm was bleeding. His head throbbed. He gently put weight onto his leg as he tried to stand. It held, despite a wave of fresh pain. His arm was worse off. It nearly collapsed beneath him before he could steady his leg. There was blood coming from somewhere in his hair now, too. He tried to find a source, but his hand came away bloody and his head tender no matter where he touched.

      He hobbled toward his velocipede and leaned against it. At least it hadn’t fallen. The rail clamps kept it secure.

      He tried to climb on and pedal, but his head spun. He stopped and retched, then walked beside the velocipede.

      And time played its cruelest trick on him yet, because next thing he knew, it was the middle of the night.

      He was still walking, though he couldn’t say where. His bike was nowhere in sight, though for all he knew it might be only a dozen paces back behind him, because the midnight moths swarmed him. The light from above wasn’t daylight, that much he could see through the insects. But the details of his surroundings were impossible to decipher.

      “Help!” he called out. As if his voice might carry through those clouds. He bent down, the way you could crouch below the smoke when the chimney was blocked in a building. The moths didn’t grow any thinner, but he saw that he was next to a rail, at least. He could follow that back and find his velocipede.

      If he was certain which way back was.

      Sometime later he found that he was back at the bike. He was leaning his head against it for a pillow, and his whole body was burning. The light coming through the moths said that the sun had risen, probably only recently.

      With his velocipede, at least he could part the moths. He pushed it, continuing the way it had been facing, and got it going fast enough for the siren to sound. The moths parted along the rail ahead.

      He was stumbling, struggling to keep the velocipede moving fast enough for the siren when he saw a herd of cattle in front of him. “Hello!” he called out. “Help, anyone?”

      Cows were the only animal to really tolerate the moths of the Moth Plateau. Cows and some lineages of goats. So the cowpokes couldn’t ride horses or use other animals to help them around the herds. It was only cattle and people up here, and the people were few and far between. No one bothered using devices or other methods to clear the moths for the cows’ benefit.

      Sake brought his bike to a stop just before it struck a cow that stood across the rail. Then he called out again, “Is anyone there?”

      A sudden movement to Sake’s side drew his attention that way. It looked like a bird’s flight. When he looked more closely, he saw a thinner, more muscular looking cow loom out of the mist. It wore a saddle. Sake swayed while trying to look up toward the man riding the cow. He had a single hawk on one shoulder, a tiny type of hawk that hunted moths. A second hawk was circling around the man, clearing the moths by its shrill cry and eating those that didn’t clear fast enough.

      “Please, help. I’m injured.” Sake swayed again and collapsed beside his stalled velocipede.
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        * * *

      

      Sake groaned and rolled over in his bed in the boarding house. He was in no shape to receive visitors, but in this case, it seemed he had no choice.

      Mr. Toberts was the man in charge of the team of messengers who delivered things throughout the High Plateau. He had no official governmental post, but really he was in charge of the whole central camp that was the town square, the local tavern, and the post office all rolled into one, so might as well call him the local mayor, as far as Sake thought. A nice enough man, except when he was angry with you.

      Which was the case now. Sake still ached all over, but he listened as Mr. Toberts addressed him.

      “Mr. Sakehin.” He dipped his head in a half apology for entering the room—but he made no offer to leave and come back later.

      “Mr. Toberts.” Sake shifted in his bed to get as comfortable as he could manage without aggravating any of his injuries.

      “We’ve recovered your satchel.” He held the battered leather bag out in one hand.

      “Oh, good.” Sake waved his hand as if back across the plain toward where he’d been injured. “I wasn’t really in much of a shape to think to grab it.”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t hand it over, which seemed odd. Sake pushed himself up straighter in bed. Mr. Toberts lowered the satchel again, down at his side. “It’s strange, you know. But it wasn’t found anywhere near where you were injured.”

      Sake tried to understand what he was getting at. What did the location of the satchel matter? “I mean, how would anyone even know? I don’t know exactly where I was when I crashed.” He’d told them he’d crashed off his bike when he got hurt, leaving out the part about him doing tricks.

      “True. We did find some blood on the rail, so we’re pretty sure where it happened. But it might have happened sooner, and that was just a place where you stopped for a bit and got blood everywhere.”

      Had he lost that much blood that the place was obvious? No wonder he felt so weak. He offered Mr. Toberts a weak smile that he hoped would convey how much he still needed to recover. “That’s probably it. No doubt. I don’t even remember most of what happened after that.”

      Mr. Toberts nodded, but he was still frowning as if perplexed. Or fake perplexed. “Yeah. Thing is, it was the priestess Milliva who found the satchel, and it was right outside her chapel. Nowhere near any rail, ultimately.”

      Had he left it back there when he was doing his other stunts? He began to see where this conversation might be headed. Sake bit his lip but tried to keep an innocent look on his face. “Oh?”

      “Yup. And according to her, you were in fine shape when you left the chapel.”

      “I thought she was supposed to be a hermit. Not a spy reporting back on us.” He’d meant to mutter the words under his breath, but they came out louder than that.

      If he understood Sake, Mr. Toberts didn’t respond directly. “She did imply that you had stopped there for a sacred meal, which is a good thing. It would do you good to go through the rituals that honor the Lady Janshi. She didn’t come out and say it directly, but she let me think it was possible.”

      Sake was having a hard time parsing Mr. Toberts’s conversation, but he suspected that Mr. Toberts knew it wasn’t true. Good of the hermit to try to protect him, he supposed. If only her position allowed her to lie for him outright, not just by implication.

      “I’m really tired, boss,” he said at last. “I still need lots of sleep to heal.”

      “You do, you do.” Mr. Toberts headed for the door and stopped halfway through. “And when you are healed, I think you should head down to Lepta City to look for new work. This is not the first time we’ve had a conversation like this. Not the first time you’ve been irresponsible with the tasks I’ve given you. I’m just not convinced that I can trust you as a messenger anymore.”

      The room swam, as if with moths.

      Fired? Dismissed from his important role and sent back to Lepta City, on the plateau below? Sake collapsed back into his too-thin covers. No, he would not go back to Lepta City. He’d grown up in that place, wishing only that he could become a cowboy out on the high prairie of the plateau. Turned out he hadn’t enjoyed working with cows, but the messenger role was even better. The glamor of the prairie without the stench of manure.

      If Mr. Toberts was going to take the plateau away, then he would just leave entirely. Go make his name far from the Moth Plateau, someplace where the stunts were just waiting for him to perform.

      And time couldn’t take any of it away.
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      Sake took his time recovering in bed, letting days and days pass. Eventually it was clear Mr. Toberts had enough. He planned to leave early in the morning when no one else would be moving around. But he woke later than he’d planned and heard someone moving outside his door. So he went back to bed. The next time he woke, the sun was well past midday.

      At this point, might as well take his time and make sure he was set to go. It wasn’t as if he could hope to get to Lepta City and off the plateau in a single day, anyway.

      Mr. Toberts hadn’t given him any specific instructions for what to do when he left. So, he supposed he should consider it acceptable to take what he needed for the journey. It was only logical. Some food from the kitchen. A bag to carry his things in—he almost took a messenger’s satchel, but settled on a cloth bag instead of leather. He still wore it the same way across his chest.

      He lingered a little longer to see if there was a chance to get into the bike shop when no one was around. It was a long, low-roofed building set apart from the boarding house. He noticed Mr. Toberts crossing the yard toward one of the other buildings and decided now was the time.

      The building was full of velocipedes, most of them in pieces. These formed the fleet of the messengers. Mr. Toberts and the mechanic Dibern kept the bikes running, switching out parts and fixing whatever was broken to keep the process smooth.

      Mr. Toberts surely wouldn’t expect Sake to cross the plateau without something to disperse the moths. So he searched through the parts for something he could use. A whistle or a siren. He thought of the cowpoke’s moth hawks and wished that were possible. That was the traditional way to get around the plateau and still the most authentic. A pair of moth hawks said that you were the real thing, a person who knew the plateau and wouldn’t put up with nonsense.

      That was what he wanted to be. He pictured himself walking away from Mr. Toberts’s camp, his chin high and a hawk on each shoulder. He pictured himself leaving the Moth Plateau but keeping the hawks. He’d be a curiosity out there in the world below. A strange and exotic figure. He could already see himself basking in a measure of fame down there.

      He knew that there were no hawks here, but he was so caught up in the image that he did spend some time searching, anyway. Just in case.

      What broke his distraction was the great pile of tires lying in the corner of the shed, beyond the piles of new letters and packages. The bikes up here rode on the rails. They had no need of tires, so when a new velocipede made it up from Switchback—from Lepta City, from the lowlands beyond—then they had to remove the tires before they could fit it for the messenger service.

      And there was a beautiful, new arrival propped there, still wearing its tires.

      Sake was drawn to it. He touched its handlebars, felt the secure fit of its steering. No wobble, no worrying bent parts. He hoisted it up. Heavy, but reasonably so.

      Mr. Toberts had probably meant it for him. He wheeled it out of the shed to see it in the sunlight. It was a bit dinged here and there. Sturdy, though. It would carry him as far as he wanted to go. Beyond Lepta City, beyond the nearby lowlands to distant cities that weren’t even stories here in this place.

      So fitting, it was as if Mr. Toberts had planned it this way. A parting gift. Sake couldn’t stay as a messenger, but this said that Mr. Toberts still hoped for the best for him.

      He should wait and thank the man. But no. It would probably embarrass him to be thanked, he told himself. Sake got on the velocipede and biked away. A smooth ride. Nice. He wasn’t used to the lack of rails, but he could feel the speed building up, could feel his balance getting used to the lack of rails, could feel the tricks building inside and waiting for release.

      Someone shouted something behind him. A farewell, no doubt. Sake turned halfway around and lifted his hand to say goodbye. Then he doubled over the bars and pedaled as fast as the bike would let him.
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