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And then, how, deep! —O, deep, 

Is the passion of their sleep. 



-from “Fairy-Land” by Edgar Allen Poe
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It is a gala night. So she assumes, by the glitter and sound. She has never been to a gala before, but can imagine no other purpose for this crowd in its sheer diversity and number and glad noise, its colorful costumes and flashing smiles. 

Given her presence, she also seems to be a guest, though not an invited one. How she came here she doesn’t know—or rather, she might, but it makes no sense. It isn’t rational.

She does not demand reason.

Passing through the crowd, she brushes epauleted shoulders and braceleted arms. Some wear no more than the bracelets; the warmth of their limbs touches her through her own long sleeves. The more conscientious weave around her, and occasionally she catches herself before a collision. She has never been surrounded by so many people before, but the irrationality of it all means it doesn’t trouble her. Still, with a breath of relief she finds a clear space between two pillars. Draperies descend them like cataracts, shimmering fabrics trembling with the vibration of music and voices. Beneath scents of perfume and sweat—sweet, earthy, oddly beguiling—she detects the freshness of growing things, a wealth of green life the likes of which never surrounds her home, not even at the height of summer. 

The air is warm and pleasant, heated by more than the crush of strangers. Taking another breath, she looks around at them. Some wear masks and some wear veils. Some go about with naked faces, features shielded from stares by the distraction of ornate and provocative clothing. Her eyes widen at jewels and lace and especially at bare skin in a hundred shades, decorated by its own hue and by beauty marks, by cosmetics or the tokens of living, wrinkles and ripples and scars. The room ripples with the whisper of velvet and rustle of silk, so vivid that she can almost feel how fabric lies over flesh. 

Having seen as much as she can from her point of refuge, she moves on. A few glance her way, but she inspires no comment. She never has, at least none polite enough to be said in her hearing: straight but thin in her pale gray gowns—even now she wears one—with ashen hair so light it hovers as a cloud about her face and neck, and eyes like winter rain. The only character appears in the sweep of her brows and hawkish nose above thin but mobile lips. 

Her lips fall open as she stares at the sapphire and rose-tinged smoke rising from the censers. Whatever colors it, its odor is heavy with perfume. The fires make the chamber bright as day, but entering the next room, she finds it lit instead by tall, narrow windows. The glass in them is red, casting everything in twilight.

She has tried to identify this gala by the decor, but its inspirations prove so mixed in place and time—seeming Gothic, Druidical, Egyptian, Ottoman, and from more distant eras and regions still—that the only commonality appears to be beauty. In this chamber, the beauty is stranger. The predominant color, aside from the scarlet windows, is black. The spaces between pillars thrive with silhouettes moving against deeper darkness. 

Shapes writhe, some with such passion it could be alarming (yet she feels no alarm), while others pass in slower, calmer ways around them, inspiring at once both the anxiety of anticipation and trust. Still others hang limp and move in patterns not their own, swinging, held by straps and cords that descend from the ceiling here as draperies and curtains did elsewhere. 

As she goes farther into the long room, the corners of her vision fill with rocking and swaying, as well as other rhythmic and repetitive movements that she hesitates to study closer. She is a well brought-up young woman—young enough, still; unmarried, at least. The last blossom on the last branch of an ancient and honorable family. 

She should, perhaps, be more reluctant to step deeper into this chamber. 

Leather creaks. Bare feet scuff across the bare flagstones. A bright gleam catches and reflects one window’s scarlet light, and there comes the sound which is nearly silence of a blade cutting the air. 

Someone moans. Not in pain, but gladness.

Behind her, a harder click and then a soft snap. Ahead, a cool, carrying crack. On all sides, sounds from human throats that are more difficult to define. Panting harsh enough to be heard over her own unsteady breath; words she can’t identify through the pounding of her blood. Even if she could, she might close her ears to them by instinct, modesty, trepidation—or envy. 

But a smooth voice, just an arm’s reach to her right, speaks with such clear peace that it becomes solid, as if the weight of iron were added to phrases of airy sweetness: “You’ve done well. You’re so good, so brave. I’m proud of you, my dear... So brave... Mine.” 

The vaulted ceiling curves at the far end of the room, crimson light diffused across it. Below the light, darkness stirs heavily as something massive moves. 

She approaches, eyes widening to take in all she can. Here are occasional censers, unperfumed, and by the glowing coals she makes out a figure on the floor, under the cloud of darkness where a rushing sound gathers and passes, gathers and passes. A man lies on a sort of low bed, black bands binding his limbs to the four legs.

It sweeps over him, a vast ebony curve—like a pendulum, she thinks. Then something in the nature of the sound reminds her of the blade’s keen, teasing silence. A scythe. 

It comes again, so low, barely missing him. It vanishes up into the—shadow is not quite the right word; the dark there has no source, but seems like the essence of existence itself, she thinks. Irreducible, inescapable, yet not without a strange kindness. It waited before light, and from it this blade emerges like a gift. As she watches, is it her imagination, or does it come lower? Yet it never drops far enough to reach. 

At last, as it strikes again from the shadows down to him, the bound man arches his back, raising his chest to the metal edge—and sinks with a gasp of release. 

She turns away, her pulse so strong it fills more than just her heart. It throbs at the extremities of her cold, trembling limbs. And there is an echo, lower and lower in her body.

It seems unlikely that she would take pleasure in the man’s position. But seeing, or at least hearing him achieve this consummation arouses her flesh. The evidence of pleasure, however pained, awakens senses already beguiled by the perfumed scents, the glinting colors, the courtship of shadows. 

She seeks something else to put her attention on, to ease this uncertain feeling and to grant privacy where she fears she has trespassed. At once, she finds that something else. Someone.

Every other note of awe in this room goes silent the moment that she sees her.

A woman. Unmasked, she wears a gown of gold, patterned silk falling to her wrists and ankles, the collar dipping low between her breasts. The fabric gleams as if it bears its own light. Her posture is elegant, her skin is deep brown, and her black hair is in many braids that drape her shoulders and rise, gathered from a high forehead. Her dark eyes grow wide as their gazes meet. The thoughtful half-smile creasing her mouth, showing that she is similarly intrigued by the room’s contents if not ready to join in, fades away. 
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