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Introduction



Elana Gomel



Do you like stepping into a strange new world, alluring and mysterious, dazzling you with never-seen colours and dreamlike landscapes? Of course, you do, or you would not be reading fantasy. Then this collection is for you.

And do you like stories that make you think, that shatter your old assumptions and force you to consider familiar things from an unfamiliar perspective? Of course, you do, or you would not be reading science fiction. Then this collection is for you.

Are you one of those people who are curious about other cultures and other countries? Are you a traveller or a would-be traveller? Do you, perhaps, dream of the emerald jungles of Mesoamerica where cyclopean ruins and slinky jaguars remind us of the legacy of the Aztec and Maya civilizations?  I will assume you are because I am. Then this collection is for both of us. 

The first story in the collection sets the tone. “Song for the Asking” opens in medias res, with the first-person narrator penning increasingly urgent diary entries on board a mutinous ship that is taking him and his cargo to a distant City. The cargo is an unconscious woman in a cage and a boy. You think you know where it is going, of course. You think the narrator is an evil slave trader, the mutineers are noble revolutionaries, and the boy and the woman are going to be set free, while the slaver gets his just comeuppance. Well, think again. Carmelo Rafalà does not give you easy answers nor pummel you with cartoon moralizing. He does not preach. He teaches. 

By the end of the story, your assumptions will be turned upside down and you will learn something important about the power of faith that remakes a convert’s identity, and about the hardship of being caught between two worlds. The protagonist’s beautiful words speak to everyone who has exchanged the songs of their childhood for a different tune sung in a new language: 








And I know Abbot Diyari will be there, waiting, that foreign man who instructs 

me in strange ways and guides me with strange motives and calls me ‘son’. 

Sweet arpeggios, swift and bright—the language of my people, the people 

of the Hinterlands—play within the breezes that come forward to touch my beaten 

face and taunt my ears. 

I rest my head into the wind, wishing I knew how to respond.









I loved this story because, like the author, I am a professional nomad and a cosmopolitan wanderer. But I also loved it because it is profound, unexpected, and beautifully written.

“Song for the Asking” is a fantasy, set in a Secondary World, whose outlines we glimpse only dimly (and I, for one, would like to know more). But other stories are SF or horror or both. Rafalà’s imagination is both vivid and dark, creating settings and situations that are as relentlessly captivating as a nightmare. 

The second story “Children of Itzamná” combines Mayan mythology (Itzamna is a Mayan creator god) with the glitter of futuristic tech and the brutality of cartel violence. It reminds me of Pat Murphy’s The Fallen Woman and Arcady Martine’s The Memory Called Empire. Written in the first person, like all the other stories in the collection, it has an unexpected protagonist and a twist you won’t see coming. Ultimately, the story is about the unbroken strength of family bonds that transcend both the echoes of the violent past and the premonitions of the equally violent future.

The Science Fiction and Fantasy South Africa’s Nova winning story, “The Stars Must Wait”, is based on Yevgeny Zamyatin’s dystopian novel We (1924), which Orwell acknowledged as the main inspiration for Nineteen Eighty-Four. It is hard to write tales set in somebody else’s world, especially when the original is a classic, but Rafalà does it brilliantly. His story, set some decades after the end of We, amplifies the original’s message while adapting it to our times when the utopian disillusionment of the past collides with the desire for a different future. 

Zamyatin’s novel was a prescient warning against the dangers of trying to create a perfect world, in which irrationality, violence, and greed would be stamped out by scientific algorithms. Rafalà’s take on this shows that utopia remains a constant temptation, even though we know that a supposedly perfect society will inevitably devolve into violence against those who do not fit in: 








I watch the State burn, burn as K-121 did, burn like the house, with all its 

ancient, primaeval flotsam of philosophy and religion and free-thinking and 

selfish desires—the things that A-505 and his ilk admired. Everything burning.

A mother. A child. Numbers and Mephi. The State and the natural world. 

Inside and Outside. Chaos and order. Reason and belief.









The other stories in the collection show the breadth and versatility of Rafalà’s art. “The Roots of Love” and “What Happened to Mrs. Eleonora Valdemar, Discovered in a Series of Diary Entries” are two very different takes on the concept of revenge. The first story is a brief but intense horror tale about a woman transformed who exacts a bitter vengeance on her faithless lover. The second one is a historical horror and a crime mystery which allows us a glimpse into the increasingly unhinged mind of a nineteenth-century wife driven insane by her husband’s abuse and neglect. 

One of the connecting themes in the collection is that of love—between siblings, parents, friends, husbands and wives. Love offers no easy solutions, no “happily ever after”. But it inspires courage and offers redemption, as in the deeply touching “Heart of the City, Heart of the Sea”.  In “Slipping Sideways”, the SF concept of the multiverse is used to reflect upon the heartfelt regrets of a man who has destroyed his friends by a thoughtless love affair. Sweet and tender, the story suggests that we can still get second chances—if not in this life, then in another.

One of the most interesting aspects of the collection is that the same basic concepts are being explored through different genre mechanisms. “Heart of the City, Heart of the Sea” and “Slipping Sideways” are fantasy and SF versions of the same theme of redemption. In the last story, “The Clarity of Ice”, SF conventions of terraforming, life in a space habitat, and creation of new life forms combine to generate a deeply human portrait of the struggling protagonist.

Rafalà’s collection is one of the best single-author anthologies I have read in a long time. And having read it, I hope you will agree. 





Elana Gomel            

author, essayist, and academic










 





 











Song for the Asking




Day 5

Mutiny is a swift predator: brutal, bloody, an entity without mercy.

We have been locked in the ship’s hold for our own safety. From the decks above our heads, shouts, gunshots, and the sounds of running echoed down the stairwells and airshafts to pummel the steel door that keeps us alive. 

Me. 

The boy.

The woman in the cage. 

When the bloodshed is over, we are let out and assemble on deck with the remaining crew. A few men, hand-picked by Master Hautalo, stand with weapons drawn. 

The bodies of the dead are wrapped in white sheets and carried upon shoulders. As a Brother of the Church of the Everlasting, I am asked to say prayers over the departed, and one by one the dead crewmen are dropped into the sea. 

The few who remain loyal to the captain sit in one of the skiffs, now hanging over the ship’s side. Hautalo speaks to them in a low, steady voice, then steps back while Jenko and a crewman named Marl, a plump and red-cheeked Northern man, lower the craft into the water. Oars in hands, the men push themselves away. 

Their chances on the open sea are slim. 

Out here.

Where the raiders of Estua-Nin roam. 

I offer the men a silent prayer while I watch them rowing towards certain death. 

The boy is looking up at the cargo crane, mouth open, face ashen. Tied high upon the beam is the captain’s bloodied corpse. It is a sign of his shame—and Hautalo’s newfound authority. 

“Avert your eyes, my son,” I tell him. 

He bows his head without a word. 


*


I take the boy back near the stern, behind the bridge tower, where the deep thumping of the engines vibrates through the deck like a heartbeat. He does not look at me but continues to stare down at the decking. I can sense his fear, and I squeeze his arm gently. 

Deck gunners are sitting at their weapons, scanning the horizon. And holding positions behind us are the five remaining sister ships of what once was a convoy of nine. 

Hautalo follows us back and slumps against a deck gun, chewing his cigar, considering us. 

I do my best to remain impassive. “Is there a problem?”

His cigar smoulders between his lips. He looks haggard, but his eyes, bloodshot as they are, are alive with suspicion. 

“You know there is.”  

“I paid for transportation, and privacy,” I say. “All in advance. Your former captain accepted.”

“For you, a boy and a woman.”

“And that is what you have.”

“What I have is a woman under a blanket in a covered cage, Brother Sunde. Unlike our former captain, I want to know why.”

“Suddenly, a merchant takes issue with the type of cargo he ferries across the deeper sea. How strange.”

“Well, Brother Sunde?”

“So, you are a moral man, are you?” 

He folds his arms across his chest. “Brother, we’ve lost three ships and our fair share of comrades. Our captain was not prepared to do what was necessary to protect the men. I am.” 

His subtle threat makes me perspire. I try not to fidget with my robes. 

“Her semiconscious state is meditative,” I say, “self-induced, not chemical. She is processing. Normal after periods of heavy tuition.” 

He nods. “A seminarian.”

“Yes,” I say. 

The boy looks up at me, his face tinged with unease. 

Hautalo eyes the boy, then me. He chews his cigar some more. “So, you are saying the cage is for her protection from the men?”

“Yes. Appropriate enough, considering her condition and our long journey.”

He holds up our documents. “Your papers could be forgeries.”

“Are you suggesting I’m a slave trader?”

“You’re not Cityfolk.”

My ears burn with the offence. “You are addressing a Brother of the Church of the Everlasting, and I serve the Abbot of Rik-Tarshin with the utmost devotion.”

“Devotion.” He turns the word over in his mouth several times. “A Hinterland convert. Many of you would sell your own daughters if the price was right. Many have done so.” 

“If you are as brave as you are bold, I can arrange an audience with the abbot upon our arrival,” I say. “You may take up any of your meaningless reservations with him.” 

Hautalo seems to be deliberating again, then flicks the cigar overboard. 

“Very well, Brother Sunde, I will take you at your word.” 

“You will honour the terms of our original agreement?”

“Yes.” 

I thank him and prod the boy to do the same.  

Hautalo scowls. “Remember, Brother Sunde, that as long as Estua-Nin’s raiders infest these waters I cannot guarantee your safety.” 

“The conflicts between the city-states of this region are not my mission. We must be in Rik-Tarshin in seventeen days.”

“Seventeen days, if the raiders allow it.” He calls out to the new first mate, “Jenko!”

The new first mate is standing near, slicing a piece of apple away from its core with a long knife. He tosses the rest of the fruit overboard and replaces the blade in the sheath on his boot. “Aye, sir.”

“Prepare to get under way.” 

Deck gunners prime their weapons. There is the click of artillery shells locking into place. 

“You know, Brother,” says Hautalo, “if we are boarded, I doubt that cage would stop a determined man. I take no responsibility for her. Or the boy.” He walks off. 

The boy utters a deep trilling sound. He does this when confused or frightened. He does not understand the sounds of our common language any more than I do. But at least he can make these few sounds. I was taken far too young to remember how.

The breeze tugs at my cassock. Pulling my robes about me, I glance at the darkening sky. The wind does not carry whispers now; there is no song in its currents, only a deep hissing. 

“The past is a dead heart, my son,” I say. “We make the sounds of Citymen now.” 

“Forgive me.” His voice shakes. 

I place my hand on his shoulder. “Faith teaches us strength. And how do we approach faith?”

“Trust in the church.” 

“And?”

“Fealty.” 

“These bring us peace of mind.” I pinch his arm gently. “You would do well to remember your catechism.” 

Despite his lapses, he is a dedicated boy, eager to please. More than what he had been when the authorities in Faulk brought him to me—a street urchin, an orphan of the Hinterlands, living hand-to-mouth like an animal. Much like I once did, before Abbot Diyari took me in. 

I want to encourage the boy, to guide him with a gentler hand than I ever knew. I bristle at the memory of my tuition, and the scars of penance that still live in deep pink lines across my torso.

“What’s wrong, Brother?” The boy is peering at my face. 

I’ve been staring at him, and my eyes are filled with tears. “Nothing. Just tired, that’s all.” 

He stands, gazing up at me, pondering my answer. I tousle his hair, and he smiles. It makes my heart sing to know that soon, when he completes his first catechism, I will give him a name, just as Abbot Diyari had named me.   

He casts his gaze to the hatch which leads down to the hold of the ship, and the caged woman waiting below. That strange woman who does not speak or cry out in her pain. 

It is forbidden to give a Cityman’s name to a nonbeliever, to someone who has not passed through catechism. The boy will earn his name, but I feel she must have an identity, as well. Secretly, I call her Rydra. 

“What we bring the abbot is a great prize,” I say. “The faithful will read about what we’ve done for ages to come.”

He says nothing but leans closer to me, as though true comfort resides not only in my words but in my close physical presence. Like a son to a father. 


*


…many mornings I would stand at the back of the great hall in Rik-Tarshin to watch the faithful crowd into the sanctuary, watch closely those who would hope to touch a scrap of the robes of Theosis, the First Abbot, and acquire wisdom. For a small tithe, some are granted an audience with the Skulls of the Sacred—remnants of the first, great Citymen—in the hope of obtaining vitality. 

I was envious that the abbot had been brought such wonders of the ancient world by brothers who had proved their devotion. And they had been rewarded in various ways, as true sons would by a proud father.  

And so forsaking comfort and all aid—and with the blessing of the Council—I left the cathedral, and Rik-Tarshin, and set out on the Pilgrimage. 

I walked the deserts and prairies of the Hinterlands, suffered many hardships, lived frugally, and prayed relentlessly. 

But I never found any holy relics…



Day 6 

Rydra spends most of her time sleeping. During her semi-conscious moments, I feed her bread dipped in condensed milk. Sometimes, she gazes out through half-opened eyes, irises the colour of desert sand.  

I pull back the blanket ever so slightly (and true to his tuition, the boy turns away and does not look upon her exposed flesh). The gas lamp suspended above highlights a network of cuts and bruises. Her skin is pale, ghostly. Her hair, as white and as clean as fresh linen, flows softly about her shoulders. 

Without turning his head, the boy hands me a cloth dabbed with ointment. As I clean her arms the boy begins to chant the Creed of Theosis. I listen carefully as I work. When he is finished, I smile with satisfaction. He’s remembered every line. Every word.  

When I reach behind Rydra, I brush the grazes there, careful to avoid the two distinct folds of skin that run the length of her back on either side of her spine. They look like layers of calluses, folded in on each other. The wounds bleed a little as the scabs come free. 
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