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A young woman crawled from the middle of a megalithic lily. She stood upright, her heels resisting the hard coldness of a thick petal which had once been pliant and warm. Scanning the desert, she winced at the horizon where the rising sun kissed a waking world, making the sand blush. How something inanimate could express such intimation irritated her.

She looked to the flower beneath her. “Elishevera?”

Ossified petals sprawled in rigid curls over the wasteland. The woman felt as though she stood on a grand marine beast floating in a tawny sea, the bulk of its body hidden far beneath glittering waves. Stiff and frozen, the bleached flower’s face gazed upward. All around, spiny, crooked cactuses bobbed in the sand.

The woman glanced over her shoulder, toward the place she had crawled from. A stale gentle wind issued from the crevice where the petals converged at a thick stem. Within the narrow gap, located just beneath the surface of the ground, a receptacle existed—a tiny round chamber with walls which should have rippled and flowed with breath. Beyond that, a hollow stem with rows of tiny teeth descended deep, very deep into the ground. For all its similarities to a plant, Elishevera fed like an animal, grinding flesh and swallowing with a gullet that extended to the core of the world.

Flower beast—the only one of its kind the woman had created in any of her worlds. It had nursed a land of lush gardens and rolling plains dotted with copses of trees. It was a playmate, companion, and confidante during the woman’s adolescence. It was a sacred being.

“Elishevera.” The woman trembled. “It’s me, Ule.”

An examination of the creature revealed no clues to whom or what had caused its death. While the desert shifted with a different type of life than what Ule originally cultivated, it also offered no answers. Rubbing her forehead failed to ease the ache in her mind or stop the impulse which had urged her descent into this world.

She had run away. To take a break from her realm for a little while, she told herself. To avoid her Mentor, too. Mostly she wanted to return to this paradise, where sunlight had imbued warmth into every blade of grass, tree leaf, and blossom. Memories of being revered by the world’s inhabitants and lazy days with Elishevera promised a happiness she had once known long ago.

If not for her studies or the building of other worlds, she tried to convince herself, she might have returned to make note of its evolutionary changes. For an eon, this world floated on an onyx pillar, silently spinning in such a way it seemed not to be moving at all. The stillness evoked disinterest and ignoring the 24-60-60 model planet had become second nature.

“A zillion worlds are populated with humanoids that putter around twenty-four hours a day,” her Mentor complained. “What a waste of imagination!” He called the world generic.

She called it Elish.

Yet, for some reason, Elish—a culmination of creative efforts during her late childhood—had been assured a place in the Vault. She thought it strange to watch Masters, Mentors, and Students scan the world, scratch notes in their fat books, and amble on to observe other nebulas or galaxies with more unique and sophisticated hierarchies of organic systems.

Their behaviour intrigued her. She often mimicked them peeking into the upper stratum of the planet’s atmosphere, tried to understand what they found so fascinating. Air whipped through every molecule of her being as she straddled the boundary between her realm and the world’s. Two states of existence fought for dominance. The sensation of being simultaneously colossal and infinitesimal always fascinated her.

She should have descended into the world more often, as was their custom. Yet, because she had spent the latter part of her childhood and all of her adolescence interacting with its early evolution, she had been instructed to let it be. She obeyed and moved onto studying more complex architectures, most of which she found tedious and unnecessary. Now, she needed to return. She needed to see her old friend again, to rekindle their connection.

Despite the passing of time, Elishevera would still know how to subdue Ule’s moods, no matter how dark; she was certain of it. And she could finally be free of her kind, none of whom ever spoke to her directly about this world but who watched her with great scrutiny, as though she might do something terrible again.

Elishevera wouldn’t do such a thing. The flower beast had always been warm and welcoming and told the best stories, exuding a brilliance that rivalled the sun’s. Indeed, back when the world was young, groves ripened and flowers blossomed in Elishevera’s presence. The warmth of a single petal often eased Ule into long, deep sleeps, where she dreamed about and enjoyed the love which flowed freely between them.

Love. Perhaps not a romantic love, but one of friendship. Romantic love was for idiots!

She wrinkled her nose and silently chastised herself for wondering if her Mentor, Ibe, could ever be receptive to a love from anyone other than himself. Instead of enjoying her impromptu dances, he much preferred to focus on this old world and its odd behaviour, and brought it back to the safehold of their Laboratory for observation.

She was surprised when no one—not even their Master—noticed the world’s disappearance from the Vault, but she said nothing to him. She was far too distracted by her delight while watching Ibe toil over her lacklustre work. She basked in the attention his solutions provided. She followed his instructions, even obeyed him which went against her independent nature, for one simple reason. She finally had his attention.

Their conferences about the world had felt almost intimate at times. Ibe pointed out flaws in its design; errors, he called them. They weren’t worth their Master’s attention, he told her, and she didn’t mind that their Master knew nothing of their tinkering in the Lab. Ibe was finally attending to her work more than to the work of his other two Students. For the first time during their assignment to one another, since her childhood, she mattered again.

Just as Ibe had ignored her flirtations, she ignored his warnings not to interact with the world without his knowledge. She descended, air flowing through her as she shifted in size, her form adjusting into something small and compact yet no different from how she regularly appeared to her kind.

Upon her arrival in the receptacle within Elishevera, she adjusted to the sensations in this new state of existence. For the briefest of moments, her heart stopped. The single, long heartbeat she was accustomed to quickened and changed to a double beat. Nerve endings doubled in number, increasing sensation as her flesh brushed against other solid forms. And time, momentarily, sped up then slowed down until she acclimatized to the world’s spin.

She had remained curled tight lying on her side, anticipating the receptacle walls to ripple with energy and swell with breath. Anger boiled inside and she waited for Elishevera’s welcome in her mind—a soft, soothing whisper which would cut through her pain and simmer her mood. Instead, she heard silence, felt an absence of energy, and crawled out of the flower.

She squatted gracelessly, a toe trying to dig into the hard shell of the creature. Her long hair pooled into her lap blending in with the pale yellow of her dress. Her eyes burned, as she grazed her fingertips across the cold ancient beast.

“What happened to you?”

In the early dawn, Ule cried.
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Shadows expanded into distorted shapes, elongating as the folk they belonged to woke from their slumber. Those who had slept on Elishevera during the night rose to their feet, yawning and stretching. A crowd gathered below the flower beast as well, and began to climb and crawl up and over the long petals. They reminded Ule of ants until they stopped to blink at the new dawn and to utter morning salutations.

Shielding her eyes, she noticed how the sun’s cool light obscured the pale skin of her raised arm, a contrast to those around her whose deeply bronzed faces reflected a myriad of hues.

“That’s a nutmeg,” she muttered. “And he’s a peppercorn.” Other spices came to mind quickly: paprika, turmeric, cumin, mustard. A few folk as pale as herself—a sprinkle of salt—walked among them. If not for the low rumble in her belly, she wondered if she might have described their complexions another way.

Good morn’s rose from the maze of tents and shanties which wound around Elishevera—a spiral of chaotic sprawl which looked very wrong, in her opinion. Long ago, a tidy circle of pillars had surrounded the flower with pink marble walls, which marked the inner sanctum of a temple, where libations were set upon altars and Priests and Mystics conspired against one another.

Nearby an older man ambled toward her.

“Who are you?” she asked him.

He grinned, nodded, and walked on.

She had heard many familiar words, ones that had survived the passage of time despite their distortions, yet there were many new words. She didn’t understand their meaning at first, but the more she listened, the quicker her mind could determine their meaning. Perhaps, she’d said something wrong, so she tried again and asked others the same question, adjusting her language to what she heard around her.

They murmured among themselves instead of answering, and Ule felt the curious sensation of being on display. Some examined her, gaping with wonder, while others shuddered and hastily wandered to the far side of the flower beast, wanting nothing to do with her.

“I am Ule,” she finally declared to a woman bound tightly in white linen.

The woman nodded, said her own name in return, but nothing more.

“Do you recognize me?”

The woman shook her head and, after an awkward silence, shouted at two children striking the flower beast with stones.

Ule’s stomach lurched at the stippled dents left behind in the shell of her friend. Elishevera deserved better than that, even during death. The sooner Ule made everyone aware of her, the sooner they would stop their desecration.

“I’m Ule,” she told a group of older women. “Surely you must remember me.”

They muttered her name, shook their heads, frowned or patted her on the shoulder. Their wrinkled flesh simultaneously comforted and repulsed her, as she recalled a culture lesson from her youth, one she still refused to accept.

“The collective memory of the original inhabitants of a world will change over time,” her Master had told her. In other words, she shouldn’t expect any of her creations to remember her—their creator. The warning didn’t stop her from trying to ensure the inhabitants of Elish would remember her. She’d influenced them to create statues and paintings of her, to sing stories about her.

Yet again her Master proved correct. No matter how well she had tried to influence the ancient people, her efforts had failed. No memory of her had survived to the present. She was a stranger to them.

Searing anger shuddered throughout her body as she imagined her Master all smug and satisfied by the confirmation of his wisdom. Worst of all, she needed Elishevera to be alive. To feel the caress of her friend’s loving nature. To entangle their minds in an effortless exchange of ideas, moods, and emotions. To laugh about the Elishians and the funny rules of conduct they made for themselves.

“I created all of you!”

If anyone heard her, they said nothing. The swell of her emotions ebbed and peaked, then dipped low. Sagging, she called out to the flower beast again. “You were my last friend.”

“Be you well child?”

Coldness crept along her flesh as Ule regarded an older man craning a wrinkled neck toward her.

“Elishevera, what’s happened to her?”

“What do you say?” The man’s voice warbled. He shuffled toward her. “Here? Do you mean this statue, child? Why, it be here a very long time.” A deep, rattling sigh escaped his lips. “Perhaps it be here much longer than any of us can ever know.”

They were pilgrims, Ule learned from the old man. Royalty, Clergy, Soldiers, Merchants, Farmers—all kinds of folk travelled to this place year round for the same purpose. To contemplate the mystery of the flower in the desert.

Long ago, they must have plucked the tiny sunstones from the fine lattice of veins on each petal until they were gone. Now, they climbed the plundered beast, struck it, and listened to hollow tones resonate and diminish somewhere deep beneath the ground. Some people tapped rhythmic codes representing sacred notions and waited for a response. Some carved images and symbols into the stone, hoping to manifest a dream or desire.

Children dug into the ground near the petals partially buried by sand. They tunnelled as far as their tiny arms could reach, fingers wriggling along thick roots which snaked beneath the earth. Ule wondered why they bothered. Come morning, their dug holes and tracks would be wiped clean by the night wind. They would only have to dig again.

The old man stayed by her side, rambling on. In any season, on any day of the year, hundreds of people milled about the flower, he explained. They told stories, the kind of stories which sought to explain the existence of the object—what it had been originally and how it had come into existence.

Ule knew Elishevera’s origin. She had created the beast, long, long ago—in the beginning. Part octopod, part lily, and part sunstone, Elishevera loved unconditionally and she loved everyone. Regardless of how enlightening, silly, and untrue the pilgrim’s stories sounded, at least they agreed the flower had to be sacred. How else could anything endure the storms of the dry, abrasive desert?

The stone began warming beneath Ule’s feet as the sun rose. She imagined Elishevera coming back to life and wished the gentle beast as something vengeful, shucking the Elishians from her petal limbs and flinging them into the wasteland. She saddened at the thought that her fantasy would never happen; Elishevera was too kind to do that sort of thing.

Never again would Ule feel her friend’s strength and warmth. This was the nature of death. Creations evolved in ways their creators couldn’t control, and sometimes they died. Ule knew this from first hand experience.

As a child, she had designed a world of lava populated with creatures, one race of Gypsum and another of Granite. Both races fought over who revered her the most, and she admired the rapid development of war strategy among the Granites, yet loved the Gypsums for letting their spines evolve into long, arcing, powerful third legs.

Growing bored by the escalation in battle between the two races, she eventually shoved them into lava pits or knocked them together until they surrendered. At her Master’s command, she put aside the world and let it be despite her insistence that the two races needed proper attending.

“Guidance neither manipulates nor usurps,” her Master explained.

She tried to understand.

“It nudges,” he continued, “toward a course of action—a prodding of free will, an offer of suggestion. Nothing more.”

Eventually she allowed the lava world to flourish on its own. Upon her return, the rock races had ground each other into dust. Lava rivers had hardened into black veins, seas had dried into cracked plateaus of clay, and mossy green creatures slithered over a desolate planet pocked with shadowy lakes.

She felt her Master had tricked her into letting the world become some ugly, creepy thing. Had she not felt so betrayed by him, so angry at herself for listening to him, she might not have done what she did—an act worthy of severe punishment.

Spite possessed her. Ule trembled at the memory. She had struck her Master with both fists. Then she wrenched the lava world from its dais in the Vault. Racing through hallways, shifting through walls, she fled outside, flew through the air and in through the window of the her Mentor’s Laboratory, let out a wild shriek, and smashed the planet against a wall of rock samples.

The planet’s atmosphere ignited on impact. Whips of energy lacerated everything in the room, including hers. Laboratory tables and shelves buckled from the force of the planet’s iron core exploding. Nearby, two other worlds, both with emerging new life forms, were knocked from their pedestals. They spun briefly before erupting into flame.

“Destruction is forbidden,” her Master had told her repeatedly during lessons. Of all their laws, this one remained absolute. “It’s a delicate matter. There is protocol. Done incorrectly, destruction will diminish the An Energy within our realm and every world we’ve constructed.”

The resulting criminal enquiry had been a lengthy process of being mentally poked and prodded by the Council and her Master. The calm temperament of her Master faltered twice during the process. At the start of the enquiry, he admonished her glib remarks in a burst of fury—“Wipe that smirk from your face!”

Near the end, an unnerving despair shuddered through him when the Council announced its disciplinary action. She remembered their steely tones and grim appearances as they explained the punishment, none of them bothering to speak with her telepathically as was the custom.

“You will have your memories temporarily blocked. You will be detained in an Isolation Chamber programmed as a Void, where you will be confined.” Their voices droned on. “There will be no supervision. You will be alone. You will be expected to tap into and remember the joy of creating, without any influence.”

She understood, yet their chorus of contempt continued.

“You will be denied the comfort of belonging until you can prove to respect our ways. You must learn to understand your failing toward us.”

Later, within her prison cell, after her memories had returned, she’d finally felt remorse for destroying the lava world. Unfortunately, the persistent Isolation restricted her interactions to only Elish, the new world she’d created there, making reintegration back into society difficult.

She had left a vivacious, expressive child yet returned a subdued and deeply introverted adult. Though her Master did well to coax what little remained of her personality from a guarded, internal place, his effort failed to bridge their divide. Those who remembered her, kept their distance. Friends from her youth had developed close bonds with one another of which Ule was no longer a part.

She walked in the realm yet did not belong. Her distrust for everyone grew, no matter how hard she tried to fit in. No amount of effort changed their opinion of her. At times she wanted to knock their heads together, pull down the Laboratory and the Vault stone by stone so she could rebuild their realm into a place where she did belong. And now she walked in a world that had forgotten her, feeling yet again like she did not belong, feeling disappointed.

The urge to destroy Elish pulsed within her mind. “It’s the lava world all over again,” she moaned, peering across the desert.

A young man stopped to ask if she was well.

She shook her head. “There used to be rolling fields and gardens.” She gestured to the desert, nearly shouting. “Green, green, and more green everywhere. And there!” She pointed to the east of her. “Where’s the grove of oranges gone? They had the sweetest nectar. And here!” She indicated the area about the flower. “There was a wondrous temple with Priests and Mystics. They documented rituals, squabbled, and argued. Wow, could they bicker! Where has it all gone?”

According to the young man, there had always been desert.

She stamped her foot with a huff. Another wave of mourning swelled inside. She swiped at tears dampening her cheek and shouted at no one in particular, hoping to gain everyone’s attention. “This is Elishevera and I’m Ule!”

A woman clucked and shook her head. She reeked of old sweat and fresh ale, and her fingers felt like bark as she squeezed Ule’s shoulder. “This place be Lishev. It be a sacred place. Look inside yourself and understand what this place means to you, yes?”

Ule squirmed from the woman’s grip. She knew better than anyone what Elishevera meant to her. Friendship. Playfulness. Love. But most important of all, fun and escape.

A wave of grief hit her as she overheard what others said as they gathered around her:

Hid in the flower, did she?

Fell asleep there and na remember?

Na right in the head, she be.

“I’m Ule!” Her words echoed through the air and into the flower. She felt the gentle vibration through her toes. Her grief eased a bit. “The name Lishev has no meaning,” she ranted to everyone nearby. “Eh-lish means ‘love’ and ever-ah means ‘eternal’. I should know, I made your language. I made this creature and all of you.” She waved her hand across the crowd.

As a Student, she was limited to using her power within the Laboratory and within any of her created worlds; those were the rules. In the early phase of a world’s evolution, using power in the presence of other life forms was often necessary, but once the Root Dimension stabilized and the An Energy diffused, demonstration of magic in front of other life forms was prohibited.

Tired of all the rules, she decided she didn’t care if punishment awaited her when she returned home. “How dare this world forget me! You all loved me once. I will make you love me again.”

She arched toward the sun. She envisioned multi-coloured fireballs streaking toward the horizon. Sharpening her focus and intent, she summoned her will and stretched her arms skyward.

Not even sparks flew from her fingertips. She shook her hands and tried again, extending both arms, wriggling every finger, holding her breath, yet the dawn sky remained a constant blue.

The An Energy resisted.

It hummed in her ear, faint and distant. No matter how much she pushed her will, the An Energy flowed around her instead of through her as it should, denying any access to ability, which meant the bright lights she expected to light up the sky failed to manifest.

She fell into a heap on the flower struggling for air. Searching for any possible reason to explain the An Energy’s defiance, she finally let out a long sigh. “It’s this awful desert!”

The folk around her didn’t seemed to really care about her distress. They continued on, attending to more pressing concerns—discussion of their dreams. She overheard their strange tales from the sleep realm, glared at them as they nibbled on figs and cheese.

Any attempts to comfort her were half-hearted, a pat on the shoulder now and again, which only added a layer of irritability to her frustration, grief, and anger. Beneath these feelings, fear pervaded in an ever-prickling chill. She forced a deep breath, marvelled at the expansion of her lungs. Then her heartbeat returned to a slow-paced thump-thump in her chest.

A soft breeze tickled the fine blond hair along her arms. The sun stung her eyes. Silently, she cursed at the degree of sensitivity she felt being in this form. “Enough of this dreariness,” she muttered.

She had come to the world to bathe in the remnants of her youth and remember what she liked best about herself, to commune with a friend, to soothe away her disappointments. Now that Elishevera had died and all that was familiar about the world had vanished, she realized she preferred to return to her realm to mope.

Ule’s gaze turned inward and upward, toward the middle of her forehead. After a slight push of will, she felt the molecules of her body shimmy, readying her form to ascend back to her realm, not caring if anyone saw. Being reprimanded by her Master for being careless was nothing compared to the imprisonment she’d endured.

Eyes closed, she perceived the desert vividly in her mind. Perspective shifted, Elishevera flattened, and the horizon arced a degree or two before she slammed back into her physical body.

A tremor wracked through her.

Her eyes fluttered open. She glanced at the people squatting nearby. They were too preoccupied with drawing symbols on Elishevera with stumps of charred wood to notice her. Perhaps the old man who first spoke to her might have seen something, yet when she saw that he sucked at a leather bound flask, studying her from a safe distance, she doubted his rum-skewed perception understood her brief moment of disappearance. Unless, she hadn’t.

Hitching her dress above her knees, she considered another position and sat cross-legged, toes pointing downward, pelvis tilted, head slightly bowed, neck straight. The alignment was challenging, but after she adjusted her hips and legs, she found ease in the posture and attempted ascending again.

Familiar warmth engulfed the length of her spine. She clung to the rising energy and with one last fierce push of will and bated breath, she collapsed.

Beneath the mid day sun, darkness overcame Ule.
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Ule awoke to discover her legs sprawled in the sand, her head and shoulders cradled in the stiff curl of a petal on the ground. She imagined herself having slid down the side of the flower during her unconsciousness and thought it strange no one tried to revive her, until she saw others curled up, softly snoring to themselves, in the cool shadows of nearby petals.

Lying there, she felt like a new born being presented to a swelled, radiant father. She winced at the bright sun, at the tightness of her swaddling dress twisted about her thighs and hips, at the sting in her skin after brushing sand from her warm, sticky cheeks. She sighed and crawled deeper into the cool shadow of the petal.

She trailed her fingers over eroded ridges of ancient veins and pockmarks where sunstones were once fixed, and admired what remained of her work. Creating a being that was a mix of animal, vegetable, and mineral had been an interesting exercise, one she had only tried once, a very long time ago. She mentally chastised herself for not checking in on Elishevera.

“You must have died shortly after my last departure,” she began to conjecture. Guilt for abandoning the world made her resist recalling the exact number of generations since she’d last visited Elishevera, so she estimated at least half an eon’s worth of her life cycles had passed.

Her foot began to jerk and twitch. “Don’t suppose someone might come look for me since I didn’t bother to tell anyone I was descending.” A wavering breath slipped between down-turned lips. She hoped someone would notice her missing and look for her. “Stupid!”

She clicked the tip of her thumbnail against her teeth, and considered a bit of self-talk. It had always helped her stay focused and calm to reason things out. “There aren’t any new volcanoes I can see. No indication of a recent massive flood. There were several in the ancient past. Yes, a lot alluvial sediment buried the salt sea that had been here.”

She flicked the sand with her toes, scanned her mind for anything else that might help, and she thought of Elishevera and the stories her friend would tell. “When was I here last, Elishevera?” she spoke aloud, and she imagined Elishevera responding.

“Shortly after the First Age, little monkey. Shall I tell you a story now?”

“Tell me the one about the An Energy.”

In Ule’s mind, Elishevera cooed to mark the start of a tale. “In the beginning, the An Energy was abundant. Wherever you were building, the An Energy gathered, making that place very magical.”

A pang of grief saddened Ule. “You’re magical.”

“Yes, once, long ago,” Elishevera agreed. “Would you like to hear more?”

Ule nodded at the imaginary voice in her mind.

“During the First Age, every living being could speak with me, and you, little monkey. Thoughts in our minds only. And we all inspired devotion of one another, in the beginning.”

She remembered now. “The An Energy diminished, shortly after I caused that teeny little earthquake to reveal a quarry of pink marble-”

Someone in a nearby shadow sleepily shushed her.

Reluctant, she lowered her voice to a whisper. “Marble holds such pretty architectural details, I just had to unearth it somehow so someone could find it.” She rolled onto her side, propping her head up on an arm. Setting aside her imagining of Elishevera’s storytelling, she began reviewing her world building studies.

“Everything seemed fine. The An Energy diminished beyond Elishian perception; normal.” She drew an imaginary check mark on the petal beneath her. “Your psychic voice grew faint; also normal.” Another imaginary check mark. “When devotees couldn’t hear you anymore, they began cultivating a belief system focused on your sacrificial libations. An Energy or not, you still needed nourishment.” Another check mark.

Narrowing her eyes, she frowned. “That’s when it turned strange. Some of the devotees still communicated with you. I didn’t think it possible without the presence of highly concentrated An Energy. And they wanted nothing to do with the rituals being created by the others.”

The disparity between two types of worship continued to widen. Some insisted the act of ritual was the only way to honour Elishevera while others—the passionate ones—insisted on direct communication. Like the Gypsum and Granite rock races she’d created, worshippers fought one another until finally the group split into two separate factions. Those who chose ritual called themselves Priests, and those who desired direct communication with Elishevera were called Mystics.

Hot tears suddenly stung Ule’s eyes. She wondered which of the factions had turned on the flower beast, the Priests or the Mystics.

Deep breaths helped ease some of the tension in her neck and the ache at the base of her skull. She kept a constant focus on clenching sand between her toes until the ruddy hues of day’s end marbled the horizon. Relaxed again, she crawled from the petal onto the cooling sand and lay on her back.

Sprays of fine dots freckled the darkening sky.

“Wow,” she murmured.

The stars and the suns were illusions, she reminded herself. Some of the dots of light belonged to worlds from her realm, living worlds that were kept on display in the Vault—a vast, multi-levelled structure. There, some of the worlds hovered over white pillars, pedestals, and daises; others hung suspended from the ceiling, and the older ones, those which had flourished for eons, were tucked away in niches or alcoves. And they remained there, evolving and ageing until they winked out of existence.

She suddenly yearned to return to studying in the Vault, where the vastness suggested no end to satisfying her curiosity, keeping her engaged on something other than her kind. Yet, all it took to make her want to leave her realm, to descend into Elish, was a brief encounter with Ibe.

She had waited for him in the Vault, hoping to bump into him and explain that her dancing wasn’t intended for his friends’ laughter or the reprimand of their Master. She hoped to dispel Ibe’s irritation, but when he arrived, he wasn’t alone.

She ducked into the shadow of an alcove and watched as he and one of his Students approached a dais. Speaking quietly to one another, a deep, resonating laughter suddenly burst from Ibe. He playfully nudged the young Student, who had taken on a form similar to Ibe’s and who smiled at the gesture.

Yearning to bask in Ibe’s laughter, Ule emerged from the shadow, and joined them at the dais where a binary system whorled. She broke the silence. “Will you be descending?”

The Student wrinkled his nose at her.

She knew immediately her presence was unwanted. “It looks beautiful,” she cooed, hoping to be invited along.

Ibe’s wince was slight yet noticeable. The brilliance in his eyes hadn’t lessened any, so she knew he wasn’t entirely angry with her anymore. Still, something she had said, and she remembered her Master’s note about how she made Ibe uncomfortable.

She stared at the binary system, waiting for Ibe to respond. Life was more evident in the world than in him during the moments that followed. Deflected by his blank look, the world drew her into a swirling dance of colours that looped in a figure eight around two stars.

Ibe and the Student faded from her perception. The stars began swelling in size and intensity. Unconsciously she had begun to descend, and just as she dipped into the world, a fierce unbridled thrum of energy blasted her.

“Ule, stop!”

She shook her head, felt her body snap back to the Vault. Orange and cinnamon overwhelmed her nostrils, and she knew from the magic scent that the binary system belonged to Ibe, not the Student. Any invitation would need to be granted by her Mentor.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

He chuckled and shook his head. “You know the rules, Smashcrow.”

The Student smirked at the nickname Ibe had given her, and she shuddered at the reference he made to her past transgression, the one that had resulted in her imprisonment.

“Do you want to be punished again?”

The rules of conduct among her kind were numerous: Students could explore another Student’s creation by invitation only. Mentors required invitations from everyone except the Students assigned to them. Yet Masters could descend into any world of their choosing, for any reason, at any time.

The rules were always heeded and the breaking of the rules seldom ignored. Ule knew this from experience.

“Can I join you?” she asked Ibe, ignoring his attempts to belittle her. He always appreciated candour in his other students, and she hoped he warmed to her forwardness.

He shook his head. “A world can be more than a single planet, yet that’s all you could envision during Isolation.”

“I had to relearn everything.” The words felt heavy in her mouth.

“The An Energy responds to what’s in our minds, doesn’t it?”

Ibe’s Student nodded.

“And out of your infinite potential, from a clean slate,” Ibe pointed to his head, referring to her forced memory loss, “you create a rudimentary world. How can you appreciate the sophistication of my work or anyone else’s for that matter?”

She wanted to run from Ibe’s beautiful face. A trembling came over her. Since her release from the Isolation Chamber, opening herself up to express her feelings—to trust anyone—had been difficult. And she wondered if reaching out had been worth the effort since she only seemed to cause more trouble. Try as she did to resist the feeling, love for Ibe still coursed through her that day in the Vault.

Ibe had taken an interest in her when no one else had, on account of the unusual phenomena occurring in Elish. He gave her advanced instruction when their Master denied her. Consequently, they spent more time together in the Laboratory, where he showed her fixes, as he liked to call them.

During each conference, conversation flowed easily between them, although she remained aloof. Eventually, she began returning to her room directly after each encounter, where she sat and buried her nose in the folds of the dress she wore. His magic scent clung to the fabric, and she inhaled citrus and cinnamon till her nostrils stung.

Interaction between them became more synchronous. He started touching her—a pat on the hand, a squeeze of the shoulder. Whenever he skirted the table to acquire a book or scan the world, his palm rested in the gentle arch of her lower back. Often he uttered short, humorous comments close to her ear and his breath warmed her neck. And she always leaned into him.

It seemed only natural that a desire—a need—for entanglement began to blossom. Yet, for all his strength—his preference for being forward and direct—he complained to friends, to his Students, and eventually to their Master, about how Ule’s flirting made him uncomfortable.

Fierceness and intensity blazed from every molecule of Ibe as he stood next to his Student, admiring the binary star system—two tiny orbs swirling about one another in a beautiful exchange of pink, white, and red dust tendrils.

“Stay here.” His voice became more ethereal in tone as he and the Student dissolved during the start of Descension. “I deny you permission.”

Ule reeled, trying to control a child-like tantrum that began to thrash about inside her.

“It’ll be no fun,” he said, his voice fading, “if you can’t keep up with us.”

Laughter diminished into a whisper as they transformed into dust-like creatures, each creating a tendril of their own—one made of pale shades of blue and the other purple. She realized each swirling mass of pink, white, and red was a living creature, rushing about each star in an unending race.

Ibe and his Student re-formed into new tendrils many times as they progressed through several generations while interacting with the world, which surprised her. Ibe seldom transformed into something non-humanoid. He preferred the shape of his heavily muscled form. Except, one time he grew extra legs to see if they might make him faster. They didn’t, but he still found the experiment humorous.

Most of her kind usually kept to their true forms, which is the first shape they embrace within inception. While some chose animals, feline and canine species being popular, others chose hybrid creatures, like a lion’s head on a reptile’s body or a serpent with webbed spider arms. Most, however, preferred the form of their ancestral species—humanoid.

Confident and assured, Ibe’s profound masculinity was constant and magnetic. He was older than her by thousands of generations at least, and for that she expected more maturity from him.

Age mattered little among their kind. Becoming adult was a mental evolution, not a physical one; their forms could be whatever they chose. Experience defined their stage of maturity. Childhood and adolescence evolved quickly, usually the length of an eon. After that, they could live hundreds of eons if they managed their regenerations well enough.

The longer they lived, the better their chances of Transcending. After the Quietus, their final death, their forms unravelled into black fine threads from which their worlds were woven, and their spirits evolved into a species who, instead of manipulating already existing energies and dimensions, created them.

Transcendence seemed unlikely for Ule. The numerous errors uncovered in Elish and her inability to seduce Ibe reflected her flawed reasoning and judgement, yet she had kept trying.

She gazed at Ibe every chance she could. She stood close to him, sometimes accidentally bumping into him. She learned which corridors he travelled the most and made sure to frequent them. None of this, however, seemed to pry him away from his Mentor duties or the need to test the limits of his own virility. Her compliments only incurred a snort or a laugh, which was a better reaction than none at all.

That day in the Vault, Ibe’s words had spun her. She wished she could extract her love and display it on a dais to show everyone its flawed and unfortunate design, to warn everyone. Instead, she had descended into Elish, where she now lifted herself from the sand, stood tall, and patted dust from her dress.

Unexpected indigos and strange warm greys smudged the moonlit sky. Unrecognizable eerie sounds and haunting wails floated through the air. This desert certainly held no beauty the way Elishevera’s gardens had.

She imagined the land the way it once was.

Wild flowers speckled fields of moss and heather, marked by patches of quack grass and purple clover. Copses of thin tall trees with angular canopies of brown and gold needles dotted the veld, home to a relentless chorus of chirrups, tweets, and buzzings. Leathery purple vines crept over tree and ground, and occasionally tried to bridge the many streams and rivers meandering in and around the great temple at Elishevera.

A sprawling temple, constructed with pale granite, clay, and egg stone circumscribed the flower beast. Within these walls, an inner sanctum of pink marble glowed beneath the sun. Through the generations, additional rooms created a second floor and then a third. When the foundation could no longer support the weight of a forth level, they dug down into the ground, carving out subterranean caverns which became vast libraries and treasuries.

Ule smiled at the memory of splashing in warm water within the temple’s inner courtyard, marvelling at how it soothed her body. Elishevera had always offered a fleshy petal as either a diving platform or a slide. Now, the creature’s joy and vitality, her calmness and grace, the soft murmur of her thoughts had vanished.

A pang shot through Ule’s heart. She hadn’t thought anything had gone wrong while creating the world. Her power and sensitivity had still been developing during adolescence, and she expected that if there had been errors, her Master would have discovered them while scanning her mind after her release from Isolation.

His examination of the world was lengthy and thorough as well. He made no admonishment of her interaction with devotees or the psychic link with Elishevera. He simply told her to let the Mystics be, that perhaps with a little more time their connection with the flower beast would eventually cease.

Again, her Master proved himself correct. No evidence remained of Priests or Mystics residing at a temple. Centuries of wind and sand storms had either buried or worn away the ancient place into a fine dust.

The landscape with its chiselled grey rocks and boulders offered little inspiration, even less so beneath the shadow of night. The strange, dark green prickly plants of the wasteland depressed her even more.

“How long has this rudeness endured?” She glared at the horizon and reflected on the shift in her mood. At the beginning of the day, she had gone from yearning to be in this world to wishing she were home again. Any further attempts at ascending proved futile, and she suddenly felt trapped.

Understanding the elusive An Energy seemed the only way to return home, she thought, and then she tried to recall all the adjustments she had made to the world.

She had destroyed a chasm that had torn through the Root Dimension and threatened to breach her realm. She had added more veins of iron to the world’s core to increase the magnetic field and prevent the atmosphere from leaking into their realm. And finally, she infused a barrier into the planet as a safeguard.

She shivered at the thought that she might have misunderstood or misinterpreted Ibe’s instructions, which might explain the An Energy’s odd behaviour.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” she muttered to herself. “I did ascend... if only a little bit.”

Beneath the dark of night, a thought illuminated her mind. She needed to figure out what prevented her from ascending, and to do that she needed help from someone who sensed certain energies the way the Mystics had long ago.

She needed to find a Mystic.
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Curious, Ule strolled toward the nearest clump of evening campfires, ignoring the growling in her belly as the bouquet of unusual smells tickled her nostrils: spiced stews, smoked meats, pungent herbs, and tobacco.

The campfire light flickered against wooden makeshift lean-tos, casting shadows and silhouettes on the yellow fabric of pavilions and tents.

Intrigued by whispers emanating from a nearby tent, she leaned in closer to listen and discovered soft moans of pleasure. Her face flushed as she flung herself away and kept to the makeshift paths lit by lanterns.

She skirted the perimeter of tiny camps clustered together, where she discovered a boy with dark dishevelled hair and a red mark on his right cheek. No more than ten or eleven years old, he sat alone before a small fire turning a long stick over the flames. He gazed intently at the few bits of oddly shaped meat curled around the tip of the stick.

Whatever he roasted smelled spicy and wonderful. She inhaled deeply and moaned.

The boy glanced at her. “Oh, hello,” he said.

“Where’s your mother?”

“Na have one,” he replied. “Sometimes I find a soft, pretty bes and sleep next to her during the night, if she’ll let me.”

She wasn’t sure what he meant by the word bes, but he spoke it kindly. The world was full of odd new words. She knew instinctively what some of them meant and others required a bit of time to figure out, especially if they were born out of a new culture within the world that she wasn’t yet familiar with.

A long silence ensued between them before the boy spoke again. “Has anyone said you be pretty?”

“Oh yes!” She flopped onto the ground in front of him, letting out a huge sigh. “Back home, not so much. Here, a long time ago, all the time. They’d shower me in beautiful flowers from the gardens and cook delicious feasts and bathe my feet and style my hair.” Pulling at the ends of her dulled blond hair, her fingers brushed out tiny bits of sand.

“Well, I would na go that far,” the boy snorted. “You be pretty, just saying. Na many girls wear their hair so long and loose. And your face be nice and rosy now, na pale like before.”

She touched her face and winced. Heat rose from her cheeks and she imagined her skin had burned from lying in the sun unconscious for half the day.

“But you talk funny,” he said.

Ignoring him, she stared at the rippling fire. “What do you know of this place?”

“I know plenty stories.” He laughed. “But let me tell you the true story.”

She blinked as the boy immediately rambled on with ‘A very, very long time ago’ followed by ‘There once be.’ She let out a long sigh.

The boy stopped. “What?”

“Which is it?”

“Which be what?”

Ule huffed. “Either it’s ‘A very, very long time ago’ or ‘There once was.’ It can’t be both.”

The boy laughed. “You be one of those.”

“What do you mean?”

“You be all about the rules,” the boy explained, glancing at the charred meat at the end of the stick. “Making them. Following them.” He leaned forward a little, eyes growing wide. “Making others follow them.”

Breaking them too, Ule mentally added. She was exceptional at that.

“Do you want to hear the story then?”

“Not really,” she mumbled, but the boy hadn’t heard her or, if he had, he chose not to listen.

“A very, very long time ago,” he began again.

She hugged herself, wondering just how long ago this story took place and how long she would have to endure his rambling.

“There once be a merchant. He cherished wealth above all else. When his wife popped out a baby boy, he named him Ertoi—a great name should you ask me, which means ever lasting.”

“No it doesn’t,” Ule blurted. “It’s not even a real name. Even if I did create that name, it would have to mean something like... snail sludge.”

The boy hushed her. After he wedged the roasting stick between two stones, he continued his story.

“Ertoi grew into a strong, handsome man. Had a talent for carving, he did. Could make everything from just about anything: clay, brick, stone, wood. Since Ertoi could make valuable treasure from common junk, this made Ertoi’s father very happy, what with his love for money. Na that bad at all, eh?”

A gaggle of children led a woman toward the fire, where they sat beyond the circle of light. The woman and her children were wrapped in black shawls to ward off the cold. Their gaunt olive faces floated in the air as they listened.

“The town’s ale maker had a daughter. She be a kind and shy girl, always glanced down at her feet whenever Ertoi walked by, so he never much noticed her until one day when she walked by with her head held high.”

The young boy jumped to his feet and sashayed around in a tiny circle, bouncing about with light steps and twirling invisible long hair. “G’day,” he said in a high voice, acting the part of the ale maker’s daughter. Then he strutted, raking his fingers across his chest. With a sniff, he spoke in a low tone and replied to himself. “G’day.”

The children snickered at the boy’s impression of Ertoi. Even Ule couldn’t help smirking at his antics.

“Their eyes met and Ertoi wondered if she always be so beautiful. Now the merchant absolutely hated the ale maker and thought him a bit of a drunk. On and on he lamented about the girl’s parentage, a family who built their fortune on the fumes of alcohol. What a yeasty bunch!”

The mother laughed this time.

“Is there a point to this story?” Ule tried to interject as more people gathered around the campfire, drawn in by the boy’s words and dramatic gestures. Her question went unanswered.

“Ertoi fell in love na the less. When his father denied their union, Ertoi fled home and lived the rest of his life in a forest which now be this desert.”

“It was never a forest,” Ule complained. “A grassy knoll maybe, with the odd small wood, but never a forest.”

The woman in black tutted at her. Affronted, Ule gaped at the woman and again at the boy when he resumed the story.

“It once be an ancient forest with ancient trees, and Ertoi spoke to each tree, asked which of them would be willing to die for love. Of them all, the oldest and the largest bowed with a creak and declared, ‘I will die for your love.’ “

A pang of envy struck Ule. She kept her discomfort to herself.

“Ertoi lifted his axe.” The boy’s arms wobbled as he pretended to lift some heavy, invisible axe into the air over his head and brought it down to the ground with a slam. “With every blow of the axe, the tree whispered ‘for love’, and he carved a man and a woman on a flower. They be entwined about one another in that love embrace I’m na supposed to know about yet. To this day, sometimes if ya strike the flower and listen real close, you’ll hear that old tree whisper, ‘For love.’ “

A murmur of pleasure rippled around Ule, and she wondered how anyone could enjoy such a flawed story.

“So where are the figures of the man and woman?” She pointed past the boy in the direction of Elishevera.

“Centuries of sandstorms wore them away,” he replied.

“Why have the figures of the man and woman eroded and not the flower too? And why a flower?” Ule slapped her lap. “Why not a bush or, or, or a squash?”

She was determined to tear open the story, reveal its untruth, but the crowd complimented the boy on his interpretation and began offering their own. In one, Ertoi’s object of love had been a goddess in Elishian form; in another, Ertoi died of old age before completing the carving.

She ignored their versions because she knew the truth.

Stories like the boy’s at least touched on the sacredness of the place; for that she was grateful. Otherwise, none of the pilgrims honoured Elishevera by climbing her, carving initials into her petals or calling her by a meaningless name such as Lishev.

At last, the boy’s stories came to an end, and Ule wrinkled her nose. “Oh vomit!”

The folk fell silent, hushed by her outburst.

He tilted his head. “What bothers you?”

“Who is this Ertoi?” She glared at everyone around her. “What’s the name of the woman he loved?”

People from the crowd uttered their theories and speculations. The young boy shrugged. A throbbing had settled into Ule’s head, her mind reeling at the distorted fictions failing to remember the flower beast accurately. Wasn’t it enough she had just learned of Elishevera’s death?

“Ertoi be me,” declared the boy.

“Excuse me?” She squinted at him.

“Ertoi, he be every man.” He pointed at other young boys and a nearby man. “It be him and him.” He pointed at the woman dressed in black. “Ertoi’s love, the woman, be her.” Then he pointed at Ule. “And she be you.”

Ule huffed. Hardly, she thought. The boy’s suggestion tugged at the last of her reserve. Remorse, anger, and bitterness tore her open, and she ranted, “It’s not me! It’s never me!” She smacked the back of her hand in the palm of the other. “No one wants to love me back, ever.”

“You best lay off the rum, eh?” The boy laughed.

Her rage quieted. No amount of glaring at the boy prevented anyone from patting him on the head and tossing a few coins on the ground where he stood.

He gathered them, slipped them into his pocket, and sat before the fire where he resumed turning the roasting stick and asked, “Hungry?”

Her stomach growled in response. She touched her abdomen. Now that she was an Elishian, she needed to take care of her body properly, which meant she required sustenance and sleep. Fond memories of her last visit rushed into her mind, of how she had enjoyed delicious sweet drinks and sauce-drenched meats, the soft caress of fine fabric on her skin, and how she had made a game of being in the world.

“Yes,” she replied, acknowledging her appetite.

“Here,” he said, pulling a piece from the charred twisted lump at the end of the stick.

She took the small bit of roasted animal flesh. It had caramelized into deep browns and black with little prickly bits sticking out. She bit into it, finding the outside chewy with a delicate, flaky, white meat on the inside.

Deciding she like it, she asked, “Ooh, what’s this?”

“Spider,” the boy replied.

Her stomach heaved. She spit out half chewed roasted spider, imagining crispy hairs stuck to her tongue.

“Hey!” The boy pinched her arm. “There’s na else to eat. Go beg at the pavilions for better beast.”

She bolted to the nearest shadow of the desert and bent over, the boy’s voice trailing after her. “Good luck to ya, they be snoots like you.”

The remainder of the spider came up in a forceful heave. Annoyed, she kicked sand over the mess. If people had tended to the groves as they had been instructed, the veld would have thrived and spiders wouldn’t need to be eaten.

Wrinkling her nose at the acrid odour, which made her want to heave again, she turned back toward the little campfire and stepped on something hard and smooth.
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Ule leaned forward and plucked a stone from beneath her aching foot. The stone’s pale yellow hue and the wavy black streak through its middle, reminded her of an animal’s eyes staring at her through the dark.

Turning it over in the palm of her hand, she humphed. She’d created many different types of rock in this world, and although she recognized the stone was mostly granite and a bit of quartz, she failed to understand how they combined in such a perfect pattern.

She brought it to her nose and sniffed. A hint of fresh earth and mildew lingered. It smelled like it belonging to the desert, not like what she’d expect from the residue of magic scent.

“Be you alright?”

She turned toward the familiar quavering voice of the old man who had spoken with her that morning. Though frail, thin, and hunched, he must have been impressive in his youth for he still towered over her.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she said, wiping her mouth.

“I see the sun kissed you today.”

She gently patted her cheeks and cringed at the way they stung. “It feels more like it slapped me a hundred times.”

The man snickered.

Ignoring the glassy look in his eye and the smell of rum on his breath, she eyed him from head to toe. He was certainly very old and possibly wise enough to tell her what she needed to know.

“Perhaps you can help me,” she began. “Where are the Priests?”

The man’s face lit up. “Oh there be quite a few in Woedshor, and a couple in the temple the other side of the desert thataway, and well... they be just about anywhere if you ask around.”

She glanced at the rock in her palm, ran her thumb along its smooth surface. She really needed to find someone who could detect and work with the intangible energies that permeated all matter, like the An Energy. What she’d seen of the world so far, the Elishians appeared pre-industrial or non-tech. Here, manifestations of those energies may be regarded as Magic. “What about witches?”

The man blinked. He stared into the air and scrunched his nose. “What is which-iz?”

“How about sorcerers or wizards? Shamans? How about diviners or seers?”

“These be strange words.” He shook his head. “You do speak strangely.”

Frowning, she peered at the ground and considered the possibility of Elish having evolved past the notion of magic, but after witnessing those who gathered at Elishevera, the idea of sympathetic magic still existed in some form. But what if magic was only an idea, nothing more than wishful thinking? What if magic didn’t manifest here? That would mean Elish didn’t possess creatures, animal or humanoid, with special sight or knowledge of anything beyond their tangible world.

“Do you know about Magic?”

The old man smiled. “Yes? What of it?”

Her heart fluttered. “Who are the magic makers?”

“They be the Mystics.”

Although she was relieved to hear a culture of magic existed, she thought it odd these ancient devotees had been the ones to develop it.

Darkness overcame the old man’s face. “What do you want with them?”

“Where can I find one?”

The man squinted, hesitated, and with a pull of his beard, he finally answered. “The closest be in Sondshor.”

She frowned. The Mystics had always been fierce and determined, willing to turn away from the Priests yet retained their loyalty toward Elishevera. Why had they abandoned her friend?

“What is Sondshor?”

“You truly na be from around here,” the old man mused. “Sondshor be the Magnes realm at the edge of the desert.”

“Where exactly in Sondshor would I find a Mystic?”

Grimacing, as though it pained him to answer the question, the old man spoke softly. “Na matter which shor, they always be found at the castle.”

Panic curled about her heart. Castles were common in many of the worlds of this model, and they generally housed a leader of some sort. “Castle? Whose castle?”

“The Magnes, of course.”

She stared at him. Irritation arose through her body. She never wanted magic and politics mixed together. She saw what it had done to her Granite and Gypsum peoples—centuries of war, generations never knowing peace, the transformation of their world into something ugly.

In this world, she’d made sure the Priests wrote down her law that magic always remain sacred, confined to the temples only, beyond the reach of any Magnes or other kind of political leader. What had happened?

With a deep forceful breath, she hurled the yellow stone. It struck the sand with a thud. She curled her hands into tight fists, stomped a foot on the ground, and shouted, “Holy great sun!”

Trembling, the old man stepped backward.

She stormed away from him, the boy, and the camp. Delving into the dark desert, she began to rant. “You just can’t leave anything alone. It just turns into a big mess.”

“Child,” the old man called after her. “The desert na be the place for wandering at night. There be nomads.”

“I just wanted to be with a friend. Find some comfort. Feel good about myself, and trust again,” Ule carried on, ignoring the old man. “Feel belonging, you know, be with someone who accepts me, loves me, oh, and have a little fun, but nooo! The Priests or, or, or the Mystics abandoned her, killed her. How dare they?!”

The old man hissed, his voice breaking from the strain. “They na be kind to strangers.” He made no effort to follow her. “Death will come to you fool!”

“Leave it alone, he says!” Ul had heard something beyond her own voice, but didn’t care. Blaming her Master for the state of Elish felt good. “Let it be. Watch what the worlds become. Learn about yourself... What good is all that if the inhabitants destroy themselves in the process?!”

The pleasure of shouting—finally letting the dam of her tension break and flow out—drowned the concerns of the old man.

Somewhere, very far away, an unseen beast howled in response. She ignored it too, ranted on, stomped her feet deeply into the ground, marching in no particular direction. Only the light of a half moon dimly lit the footprints she left behind in her tantrum.

Occasionally she stumbled. She swore when her toes struck shadows which were actually stones, fuelling her ire. Her cheeks burned and her heart pounded. She ranted until her throat grew sore, stomping until her foot came down on the edge of a piece of slate and cut her heel.

In the wake of her fury, she finally paused. Breathing deeply, she mentally pulled herself together. The rage diminished. She came to Elish seeking comfort in a friend and instead discovered only more heartache.

Fatigued, hungry, her face on fire now, she felt the energy within her slipping away and knew only food, water, or sleep could restore her. Too fatigued to heal herself or outrun anyone or any beast, she needed to return to the gathering of camps, perhaps even befriend that boy again. He did find her pretty after all. Together they could conspire to find something better to eat than a spider. Come morning, after recovering her full strength, she would travel to the castle in Sondshor and find herself a Mystic.

Pleased with her plan, she wandered on, unsure of which direction to go. She scanned the desert for any sign of the orange glow of campfires near Elishevera. A low flowing wind swept the top layers of sand and had filled in her footprints, obscuring her trail.

At last, she saw something in the dark and marvelled at the distance she had come. She rubbed her eyes to be certain about what she saw. Not one cluster of campfires but two glowed on the horizon, each a considerable distance from the other.

How long did I rant on?

A blast of cold wind blew across her back. Her thin dress flapped against her legs. Shivering, she wrapped her arms across her chest and studied one campfire then the other. Each beckoned to her, promising food, warmth, and companionship. One had to be the camp near Elishevera, and the other...

What had the old man said, something about nomads?

No matter how hard she tried to find some outline or silhouette of Elishevera, the bone flower blended into the sand becoming a vast stretch of dark grey, indistinguishable from the rest of the desert. Without daylight, determining which of these campfires belonged to the devotees was impossible.

Her stomach growled. As if in response, a haunting howl floated through the air. The hairs on her arms stood on end. Somewhere out in the desert, some form of beast wandered about.

She began chewing a thumbnail as she considered which direction to go. If she waited until daylight to determine a destination, weakness might prevent her from standing altogether. Sleep would partially restore her, but she worried she might wake in the belly of a desert predator.

Swaying slightly, she realized she needed to make a choice soon. If she didn’t start walking again soon, her trembling knees would relinquish their last bit of strength.

“It felt like... there,” she said, pointing to the smudge of orange glow to her left. Her tongue rolled over fine grit stuck to her teeth, which she was certain had to be sand.

“But that one,” she pointed to a similar smudge of orange to her right, the collective glow of another cluster of campfires. “There’s a big shadow near it as well. Perhaps it’s Elishevera. Or it could be a big rock.”

To the left, her intuition urged. “To the left it is,” she decided grateful to be moving again.

A sharp pain tore through her left heel every time she bore down on it. Her knees throbbed and her lower back ached. The sooner she arrived back at the camp near Elishevera, the sooner she could start begging for food and water, be nourished, then curl up to sleep and restore her flesh.

Ah, yes, and dream.

She looked forward to dreaming. The only time her kind ever did that was when they were inside worlds like Elish. The experience often evolved into a sensation of her conscious mind rising above streams of dream bubbles, where she floated in a dark, seemingly empty place, which reminded her of the Void. Often, she had awoken to a mix of visions reflecting Elish, the dreams, and what she saw happening in her realm. And sometimes her dreams simply made no sense.

Once, she experienced a dream in which she suffered a fever. During the fever, she began another dream in which she slept and woke to discover her legs had turned into legumes. She found the imagery odd and irrelevant. Yet the dream within a dream, although curious, reminded her of the nature of her experience, being inside a world that was inside their realm. It felt comforting.

Smiling at the memory, she felt her inner energy begin to weaken. She dreaded the possibility of collapsing in the desert only to be gnawed upon by a creature. If the An Energy didn’t respond properly, she had to assume that her ability to heal might also be defective.

The possibility propelled her toward the dark silhouette which rose behind the glow of campfires. Hobbling closer to her destination, she strained to peer into the shadows, searching for a curl of petal or any identifiable detail belonging to Elishevera.

A puff of air blew across her back. She stopped. The hairs on her neck bristled again. Had her reserve of energy been fully restored, she could simply shift her molecules to pass through any medium—air, water, ground—and outrun the desert creature. At least, that didn’t rely on the An Energy. Neither did healing herself. Still, these abilities might be affected too.

Stiffly, she peered over her shoulder into the dark, sensing some thing had silently crept by. A coyote or a jackal, perhaps. She strained to see into a pocket of nearby shadows, but they remained impenetrable and still.

Hobbling, her pace slowed with every step. She focused on the looming camp, where the dark silhouette against the sky grew taller and taller, appearing nothing at all like Elishevera.
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A wide tract of thick grass poked through thinning sand, spanning a small portion of the desert. Along the edge of it, small tents and large marquees draped in bright red fabric pillowed and flapped in a blustery breeze. Crimson flags slashed the sky. A caravan of wagons bordered the encampment. Nearby, camels rested, some standing still while others lay with legs neatly tucked beneath them.

Through the firelight, the large dark silhouette shimmered as it moved in the breeze, and Ule made out what it was—a dense cluster of bare, bowed trunks supporting a rippling canopy of dark feathery leaves.

At the edge of the camp, two figures stood side by side peering into the darkness. Farther along the perimeter, another two figures stood. All wore white cloth tightly wrapped about their legs, torsos, and heads.

Ule suspected they might be guards, and she focused on the two closest to her, trying to remember what the old man had told her about the nomads. What had he said, something about them not being kind to strangers?

She gulped. The movement aggravated the raw burn in her throat. Exhaustion and hunger urged her toward the camp—she had no other option.

“I always have a choice,” she mumbled.

Two options came to mind: return to the desert to sleep a little while and face whatever lurked in the shadows, or trust the nomads to show some kindness. She chose to meet the nomads.

Nearing the caravan, she leaned against the nearest wagon to catch her breath. She called out to the two guards, but her voice came out as a faint croak.

Helplessness overcame her. Even worse, she felt naked even though she wore a dress that snapped frantically, twisting and untwisting about her legs. Vulnerability spurred the desire to build a wall around her so thick nothing could penetrate, and yet she resumed walking, the last of her energy slipping away. She reached for the guards, tried calling to them again, needing their help.

They must have heard her, perhaps even seen her. They both stiffened a moment, then swiftly reached behind their heads and withdrew swords from sheaths strung across the backs of their shoulders.

“Please!” Ule forced the sound through her dry throat. She stumbled and managed to stay upright, her left heel throbbing.

Riveted to their posts, the guards raised their swords and peered into the darkness. Firelight reflected off their white clothes, creating the illusion of flame flickering auras. Then they advanced, drawing closer. One grabbed her by the arm with a tight grip, not yet willing to lower their weapon.

The other hastened to sheath their sword, leaned into her, and spoke in a low tone. “You na look well, young bes.”

Strong arms pulled Ule along. Her vision faded in and out, yet she saw glints of uncertainty in their eyes, felt curves beneath their white tunics. They kept her upright, guiding her toward the inner camp and calling out to others.

She eased into the warmth of a nearby fire. She would have slipped into unconsciousness if not for the cold water that trickled over her lips and chin. She reached out for the source and clutched a clay vessel. Tipping the water into her mouth, she gulped it down, letting it soothe her cracked lips and parched tongue. When it hit her stomach with an icy fist, she doubled up, clutching her belly. She groaned to keep the water from coming up. The cramp released slowly, and many hands laid her back down gently on the ground.

If it weren’t for the sound of feet padding along the ground nearby or being prodded in the flesh by those same hands, she might have succumbed to sleep. She tried, but the pulse of pain in her heel increased sharply and finally began to subside. Then something wet and sticky soothed the burn in her cheeks and arms.

Whoever these nomads were, they were tending to her wounds. They were taking care of her. Why that old man would think the nomads unkind to strangers, she couldn’t understand.

Gentle fingers continued prodding her body. She gave into the weariness and her head lolled to one side. For a brief moment, she lifted heavy lids and glimpsed a figure emerge from between the tents and glide over the ground.

Ule fixated on the tall, graceful woman, her strides long and fluid. Her small, round face jutted from an elongated head, which swept upward much longer than any of the others skulls. Her legs tapered from full thighs down to narrow feet, every muscle firm and chiselled, breasts small, hips narrow. Her glistening black eyes and charred wood complexion nearly blended into the night.

“That’s a kokum,” Ule mumbled.

She blinked at the strange woman, felt the last of her strength slip away, as questions poured into her mind. Who were these people? What business did they have in the desert? What did the word bes mean? But most importantly, where did the strange woman hide her arms?
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Ule woke to a brilliant sun just past zenith. Groggy and thirsty, she batted fine sand dust from her face. Whatever ointment had been smeared on her cheeks had either evaporated or been washed away. Beneath the shade of a tent, she found herself covered with a soft red cotton blanket, and she assumed the nomads had tucked her away for the night.

Sandalwood incense burned in a clay cup near her feet. Beneath her, a wicker mat creaked when she moved. Nearby something spattered, crackled, and stank like fish cooking. A blankness cut through the powerful odour. Inhaling deeply, moisture in the air soothed her nostrils, indicating water was nearby.

Vaguely remembering she had dreamed, she breathed heavily, waiting for the images to flash in her mind. The dreams remained murky and dark, yet she had the strangest sensation that someone had been looking for her. Now, the thought felt more like a wish.

Rising from the mat, she stretched and saw a half-full barrel of water. This time she drank slowly while she watched dozens of nomads mill about their campsite, which she saw more clearly now. Tents and shanties had been pitched on the grassland surrounding a wood of tall trees. 

As she walked about the encampment, limping slightly when her left heel touched the ground, she quickly realized something curious about the nomads. They consisted of only women, both young and old. 

When she asked one of them where they had come from, they answered with an assortment of names referencing many different places in the world. Some of the names were familiar; others sounded distorted yet reminded her of towns and cities from long ago, when the world was very young.

“Are there any men here?” She directed her question toward a round woman with dark hair and a cherry mark on her cheek, who reminded her of the boy she had met the day before.

The woman swore. Spit shot from her mouth with precision, and Ule leaped out of the way before it struck her. Remembering the old man’s warnings about the nomads being unkind, she wondered if he really meant they were unkind to men.

The woman with the cherry-marked cheek grew flustered. “We need na answer to men. Do na let them tell you otherwise.” Then she hugged Ule fiercely in a reassuring embrace. “You be in the best place. Here, you will learn the way of the Bes. You be free from the shackles of men and love again.”

Ule cringed. There was that word again—love. She walked away from the woman and wandering among the tents, where she chatted with other nomads and learned many things. The caravan never stayed in one place very long. They replenished water supplies from the oasis within the wood and visited Sondshor Market to buy food. They obtained monies by stealing coin pouches from desert travellers and from trading odd items discovered buried in the sand, like small caskets and books written in strange old languages.

The day unfolded in a series of conversations, Ule talking to nearly everyone she met. As the sky darkened, night urged the women to speak in whispers to avoid attracting nocturnal predators. All the women, young and old, gathered in a clearing lit by torches and a small bonfire.

Burning branches snapped and crackled in a stone rimmed fire pit. Nearby, the soft whoosh of tents fluttered in a steady breeze. Around the bonfire, just within the edge of the firelight, women sat in twos and threes. Cross-legged or with legs tucked to one side, they settled onto folded blankets or pillow-seats set before wide wooden benches, which stood no more than a foot above the trampled grass. 

The benches filled up quickly with bread loaves and bowls of various foods. The women tore into the food, dunking chunks of dark bread into tiny bowls of yellow sauce.

Ule’s stomach growled. Eager to eat, she sat on the ground next to two young girls. They shook their heads and pointed toward an empty round pillow-seat several benches away, and Ule rose again, stumbling on.

“Come, young bes,” a silky voice called to her.

Light-headed from hunger, mesmerized by the fire and the prospect of a feast, Ule sank to the ground at the next table, sitting on a firm cushion covered in slippery blue and gold fabric.

Wishing to thank the strangers for their hospitality, she finally glanced at the two women seated at the table. Words caught in her throat. Across the mahogany table sat the woman with the black eyes and the charcoal skin. She wore a red dress and her strangely shaped head was also wrapped in red cloth.

“I am Bes,” the woman said. 

Eyes twinkling, the woman’s thin charcoal lips spread into a gentle smile and narrowed her fine prominent chin and aquiline nose. She sat back from the table. Elevated a few inches above the ground by a square wooden platform, the elaborate chair extended upward into a back rest carved in swirled leaf patterns. An orange cotton cushion puffed around her thick thighs.

Ule was certain the woman had waved yet there she reclined, armless. Even more surprising, Ule found herself gaping at the armless woman’s companion—a corpse encased in a glass box. Grey and withered, eyes and lips sewn shut, the enshrined woman had been mummified and incapable of speech for a very long time.

Ule slapped a hand across her mouth confused. She’d seen similar death customs before, but what shocked her was that she had been certain she’d regarded this woman as being alive. Her initial surprise faded into fascination. Lowering her hand, she blinked at the corpse inside the box then at the armless woman.

“What be your name?” Bes asked softly, gently smirking. 

“U-Ule.” Questions buzzed in her mind. She latched onto the first one. “What is bes?”

Bes smiled wider, displaying a row of perfect pearl white teeth. “It be a title,” she answered. “But it be an idea first. Here we create a way to honour being bes.”

Ule smiled, remembering how the first peoples of Elish had done something similar. During the First Age, devotion toward Elishevera had been a foundation for all beings in the world, a way to connect, bond and remain civil to one another, especially after the An Energy began to diminish. They had also revered Ule by finding ways to create in her honour.

If not for the shrines and temples built for her approval, if not for song and dance or the invention of glyphs with which they told stories, Ule would not have been immortalized, and cultivation of these practises was paramount to her memory enduring throughout Elish’s history.

She could never tell people what to do or think; this was interfering, according to her Master. She could never trick them; this was manipulation. Both ways broke their rules, so she taught the Elishians to be curious, leading by example. She asked a lot of questions. In time, they too began to ask questions. They asked for guidance, what fabrics she liked best—her favourite foods, songs, and stories—and other ways to best worship her.

Except now, the ancient world’s efforts had proved futile. No one she met recognized her. She had no power to remind them of her. Except for the possibility of a Mystic’s perception, she might never be truly seen in this world.

“What is this idea you’re devoted to?” Ule asked, knowing that with time her mind would have sorted out the word’s meaning. Asking was certainly a quicker way to understanding, and a great way to connect with this woman.

“To the feminine aspect, to its authority within us,” Bes replied. “You be a young bes. I be the Bes, leader of the Bisi Nomads.”

Ule sighed. Something of the original language had remained after all. Although the meaning of the word bes still had yet to register in her mind, she did recognize the pluralization rule and was grateful it had stayed intact—Ule and Bes and the withered corpse counted as three bisi.
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A young woman approached the table carrying a wide rimmed bowl. She knelt before Bes reclined in the chair on the orange cushion. Sudsy water slopped about the bowl as she began bathing Bes’s feet. 

Ule appreciated the tender way the she pat dried Bes’s heavily callused soles and wrapped them in the cloth afterwards. And she wondered about how Bes had come to be this way, and how she might respond to a very simple, honest question—

“What happened to your arms?”

Bes’s eyes narrowed. “I be born this way,” she replied with a hint of boredom in her tone, like she’d answered the question a thousand times. She reclined slightly, her upper back hunching forward as her toes scrunched the cloth.

Ule’s eyes widened. She knew all sorts of biological creations underwent rare, drastic physical changes in their forms. Sometimes the mutations were revered; usually they were feared and destroyed.

“Does it hurt?”

Bes chuckled at that question. “Na, young bes.”

Six young servers carried large silver trays heaped with grapes, apples, oranges, dates, and an assortment of nuts. They set the trays down at various tables about the clearing, including one at their table.
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