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To the snake, the apple,

& the fool who thought we’d regret it.
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​Exordium
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Remember: You were not meant to read this.

Even now, as your eyes settle here, I know what you're thinking. That it can’t hurt. That it’s just ink. But ink remembers.

An archive like this was never supposed to cohere. It was meant to decay quietly—scattered across matchbooks, voicemail tapes, half-waking visions.

Do not try to reconstruct it. Do not go looking for patterns. And whatever you saw just now—in the mirror—forget it. It’s safer that way.

Make no mistake: I warned THEM what would crawl through once the seal was broken. What would wake up.

Enjoy it, then. Call it a story, call it nothing.

So read, sinner. Read and say you found nothing.

— The Editor
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​Pickaxes & Poor Choices
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by Mara Lynn Johnstone

––––––––
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Them hills outside of town were a place nobody went, at least nobody on two legs—at least nobody human, except for visiting idiots like Ricky Whistle ...Let me start over. 

Crown City was a fine place. Humble compared to the big cities back east, but a respectably sized bit of civilization out here among the scrubland. In the old days, it was just crops and livestock to go with the homes cut into the cliffside, then after pale folks started drifting in with wagons and dreams, a hodgepodge of buildings gathered there as well. That river flowing past the cliffs and into the canyon held fish enough for everyone, and people mostly got along. 

That’s more than I can say for some other areas those wagons rolled up on. Almost like there was magic at work here, keeping things peaceful. But I’m sure that’s a coincidence. 

Anywho, Ricky was the sort who thought the sound of his own brain rattling in his skull was opportunity knocking, and he ignored a lot of advice. When it was hinted strongly that he should leave a certain area be, that just made him all-fired curious to see it for himself. 

And that’s how ol’ Ricky Whistle found a lump of god in the hills outside town. 

It’d been caught in a crevice, glinting between the leaves of some spiky flower he’d never seen before, and he might not have noticed if not for a mouse scurrying away from a hawk’s shadow. The motion caught his eye, then the shine, then he was over there ripping up the plant and snatching the gleaming nugget into his greedy little paws. It shone like a sunrise, with more colors rippling across it than human eyes were meant to see. 

I’ve heard there are frogs somewhere with bright colors kinda like that, and it’s meant to be a warning on account of their poison skin. Don’t think Ricky’d ever heard of those frogs. 

Ricky’s little bean-brain was caught on two thoughts: this was worth a lot of money, and other people would want to know where he got it. So he stashed it in his shirt and hot-footed his way back to town, where he bought passage on the next coach to the nearest big city. He raised a lot of eyebrows, since his idea of playing it cool looked like a feller itching for a chance at the outhouse. But he kept his secret. 

At least until he got to the city, and he went straight to the biggest high-roller he knew of. 

Now Jasper White, he had brains. Heart and soul and compassionate nature, not so much. But he did have boatloads of cash and his own casino, and that’s what Ricky was concerned with. He managed to get himself a private audience by whispering a few very attention-getting words in the right ears. Then he showed off the shining nugget in Jasper White’s private office, and offered to sell it along with the directions to the location. For the right price. 

Those of you familiar with men like Jasper the Asp might already be guessing how this conversation ended. I won’t go into lurid details about Ricky’s unfortunate fate, but I will say that he at least thought he was getting a good deal while he was describing the place he’d found the nugget. He died happy, thinking he was a wealthy man. 

Jasper put the magical little lump of god into his own private safe, then threatened his lackeys so they’d keep their traps shut. And he began gathering people and supplies. 

When he arrived at Crown City with two wagons and a dozen men, the locals were surprised. When he only stayed long enough to water the horses and sneer at the best the saloon had to offer, people were concerned. Then when he aimed those wagons off-road toward the hills, several oldsters set out on their porches to wait. But Jasper didn’t see none of that. He was in the lead wagon, fixated on the hills with a pickaxe on the seat beside him. 

Jasper and his cronies were more eagle-eyed than Ricky. They spotted the thistles colored like stained glass, and the snake that burrowed through solid rock. When the wagons couldn’t go no further, they carried those pickaxes out on foot, sniffing for any taste of magic. The wind carried snatches of song, nearly too quiet to hear. In any other patch of wilderness, that melody might have come from sweet-throated songbirds, but the only birds in sight were distant vultures whose shadows rippled over the ground. 

The men knew they were getting close when they happened upon a passel of mice trying to take down a jackalope. The hare with horns would have been memorable enough, but all those itty bitty mice wore itty bitty hats, and they flung lassos made of braided grass. Their tiny voices squeaked with cusswords. 

Jasper scattered the rodeo with a few stomps of his boots, sending dust and critters in all directions. The jackalope bounded off into the scrubland, trailing ropes. The tiny cowpokes raced to hide in a gap between rocks, holding their hats in place while they ran. 

If anyone had been paying attention to the wind, they might have noticed when the singing stopped. But who could bother with that when Jasper was peering into that gap, swearing he saw something glinting in the depths? His lackeys all readied their pickaxes, but he told them not to waste time and just get out the TNT. 

Mice and lizards fled during the setup, legging it into the distance or diving for the safety of other crevices. Quiet scraping sounds marked snakes burrowing deeper. Jewel-bright beetles scuttled past Jasper’s shoes. 

He paid them no mind. He was about to get his hands on more riches and raw god-magic than any mortal could dream of. Probably. 

They lit the fuse from a fair distance, but not far enough. Rocks blasted into the sky and seemed to twist as they flew, curving to smash both wagons with perfect aim. The horses whinnied and bolted in the same direction the jackalope had gone. Broken boards and wagon wheels scattered far across the landscape. Men swore into the rising wind. 

Before Jasper the Asp could rally them to inspect the hole they’d just blown in the hillside, something crawled out of it. 

Something that glowed like a sunset, with more colors than their startled eyes could take in. Something that seemed made up of many small things—animals, weeds, the rocks themselves—with a shifting form that looked like all of them at once. 

Hawk wings spread wide, lizard claws flashed, and beady mouse eyes pinned them in place. More than enough arms to grab every single one of them lashed out. 

Now I don’t want to give too many gory details and put you off your feed, so I’ll just say that the noises made by Jasper and his lackeys carried easily on the wind toward town, where all those old folks were lined up waiting to hear it. Much nodding and cackling was done. Bets were won and lost about how long it had taken. Somebody in need of new horses caught the strays. 

And things settled down in those hills outside of Crown City, with mice scurrying around on business of their own, and plants growing in a variety of lovely colors. The river flowed by as it always had, spilling past the cliffside shaped like a crown and into the vast canyon below. If a body were to look at that canyon from high up—higher than the birds dare to go, above the clouds—then you might fancy it looks a bit like a person. 

A fallen person, asleep or otherwise, spread out on the ground—one hand up in the hills. Wearing a city for a crown. 

But surely nobody could ever get that high up in the heavens, so I really couldn’t say. 
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​Let the Pruning Hooks Remain Themselves
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by Emily R. Prehn

The azalea is enormous. Taller than you, though that is no great feat at your age. It is far taller than the old woman, even if she were not always bent over like a willow these days. It would even surpass the height of one of the boy-cousins, full-grown men, if they were here.

“It has been left too long on its own,” the old woman explains in her creaking-wood voice. “It barely flowers now, and the limbs are stretched and twisted, bare of leaves or buds.” She leans on her walking stick and points down, down, to the very heart of the azalea, where its body converges into a single trunk, burying its feet in the loam. “All the way back, child,” she says. “So that it grows back right, thick and flowering.” 

You take pruning hook in hand and kneel in obeisance, a worshiper of sorts, to reach under the branches to one of the great limbs, nearly as thick as your skinny arm, that, further out, branches again and again, ad infinitum. Dust, pollen, and other exhalations of the earth soon cloak you, dirtying your skin and white robe alike. Sweat drips onto your bare arms, its trickling streams revealing golden veining of your skin intermingling with the gray dust, making a painted statue of you, and when you wipe your face with your forearm, your face is made stone, as well.

Finally there is a snap, and a portion of the bush, bigger than you in all directions, comes crashing to the ground. You take a moment to gaze at it, relishing the triumph, then bow back to your task.

At the end, when there is nothing left of the behemoth but six inches of trunk coiling back on itself, its knuckles standing out like the old woman’s, and a pile of branches so large the hired man will have to drag it away tomorrow, you look down at your arms, stained with nature’s ephemera, blotchy like a fungus from the spots of sweat, olive underneath from the sun and crimson from scratches and scrapes, and your peplos that started the day white but is now just as soiled as you, and under the exhaustion burns the fierce pride of victory over your foe. You start to grasp, for the first time, why the Lady is goddess of both household industry and the battlefield.

The old woman hands you a cool drink and runs her tree-twist hands down your honeyed curls, now tangled into locks with twigs and leaves. Well done, child, she says.

* * *
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You stay on her farm, near one of the small towns that grows just past the edges of the city like the feelers of an overgrown shrub, until you are marrying age and beyond. There are many in the small town that would take you to wife: The neighboring farm’s sons, the blacksmith’s son, the young man they say was sent away in shame from one of the great temples. 

You are pretty, beautiful, they tell you, clearly favored by the gods. But you have never had an interest in any of them, in any of the village’s sons or men. You stay on the farm with the old woman, listening to her wisdom, even as it begins to wrinkle up and wither away, a willow tree on the bank of a river run dry.

After she dies, the farm is given over to the boy-cousins. If you want a home of your own, they tell you, you must marry and make children. But you have never wanted that, and you think your Lady understands. 

So you gather your belongings, your tools, your clothes and san- dals, and the little money the old woman gave you before she passed, and you walk to the city. The temples always need gardeners, and you want to see your Lady up close.

* * *
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The temple built for Athena Parthenos, the Virgin Athena, cannot compare to the beauty of a shy blossom half-opened, gilded with dew in the pre-dawn light, but it is as awe-striking as a man-made thing can be. The columns are towering and endless, a forest of barren white marble. In the back of the temple, in the pride of place, stands the statue of the Lady, straight and sharp as a cypress, dangerous as a bared blade. She is stern, armed and armored, shield and spear and serpent at hand.

But you know your Lady, and the cypress, impressive but ornamen- tal, good only to look at or to build off after its death, is not her tree. The olive tree is hers, stunted and gnarled, unlovely and fruitful beyond measure. 

You look hard at her statue, past the image the men who built her held, and finally see her there in the knowing upturn of her mouth, in the veins standing out on the hand gripping her shield, in the muscled thigh barely showing past her peplos. Only then do you make your obeisance and present your offering.

The women of the temple take you on as a tender of the gardens, more impressed by the calluses on your hands than by your beauty, and you are content. You spend your days much as you always have, nurturing and pruning by turns, the old woman’s wisdom whispering to you like a breeze through fluttering fronds. 

The plants here are more exotic than the old woman’s, brought in from around the empire to please the goddess, but they want the same things as the plants you were raised alongside. You are happy here, feeling the burn of your muscles as you battle disorder and decay, every sense awash in the beauty of your charges, and the fiery sun, burning so close to the acropolis, slowly turns your skin to deep bronze, your hair to rivers of gold over streaking the dark soil of the countryside.

Then he comes.

You know him by the ocean-wildness in his eyes, the storm-salt wind he carries that makes your plants shrink away, folding their leaves in escape, and you wish yourself small enough to hide within them. He does not see your calluses or your work or your earth-stained peplos; he does not see your heart.

All he sees is the reflection of the sun off your hair and the curve of your body beneath your clothes, and he wants. And so he takes.

* * *
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They say your Lady punishes you for his theft. You believe it yourself, at first, before you understand that your curse is a blessing, her favor doubled.

* * *
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You are banished to a rocky island, away from the mainland and the temple and the old woman’s farm. There is a long period of twilight, your dark days, when your spirit withdraws deep within you, living sap running sluggishly through a winter-dead tree.

But there is life even on stony strands, and you cannot deny the work in your hands, even while your soul sleeps.

There are yellow azaleas and pale pink rhododendrons, and if the old woman’s azalea from your childhood was long abandoned, these have never been tended at all, left overstretched and naked, shivering in the sea spray. So, like a sleepwalker, you fetch your tools, tuck up your skirt, and bend to your work. In time, these plants will spread their flowers and their fruit, growing back thicker and stronger for each cut made.

Like your hair.

Not really hair anymore, not since your Lady turned your soft curls into writhing golden serpents. During the first dark days, you tore them from your head, hands bloody and heart frozen in horror, but they only grew back thicker, more numerous. Like in the far regions of the empire where women shear their babes’ heads after they are born, so their hair will come back in thick and curly.

After exhausting yourself with grief and revulsion, you sleep, waking again with blood sticky on your fingers and under your nails. You turn to the olive tree near the center of the island, beside the rough cave house that has become your home. The tree, as stunted and twisted as any you have seen, drips dark with its fruit. You pick the olives almost blindly and press them into oil for a salve, with a spirit too bruised and numb to understand why you should, or why the Lady would leave a gift of her tree to one she has cursed.

The only other vegetation on your stone-scattered island that seems to be content and thriving is a fig tree, growing opposite the olive tree on the other side of the cave house entrance. Its wide branches and dense leaves shelter the mouth of your home, protecting it from the elements, and you can see from its budding that in time it will be covered in its sticky, succulent fruit. 

You wonder if you will still be there to see it.

* * *
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Your muffled, sleepwalking daze is shattered one evening by the splash of oars in water, a wooden keel scraping across pebbled beach. You freeze like a prey animal, peering wide-eyed between branches as a man steps out of his boat, a local fisherman, perhaps, swaying like a river birch as he walks. But all you can see, can feel, are sea-wild eyes and rough, bruising hands, and the salt-sea wind carries with it the scent of tears and blood.

You remain frozen aside from the ever-writhing, ever-hissing serpents on your head, as he turns toward you, catching just a glimpse of you between the snaking branches of the rhododendron. But instead of approaching, of claiming, of making you bleed, he blanches, face going bloodless in horror. As you watch, his white face stiffens, is run through with gray veining that sweeps across his body in a wave, turning hair and flesh and clothing to stone. As you stare, he topples slowly backward into the ocean, and with only a ripple to mark his passing, he is gone.

It is then you realize that your Lady has given you a blessing, not a curse, and your twilight clears to crystalline darkness. Your spirit stirs.

* * *
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You find the clutch in the heart of the farthest azalea, closest to the sea, huddled against a jagged cliff face. The eggs are grayish and leathery, too large and round to be snake eggs, but not round enough to belong to sea turtles. You do not recognize them as belonging to any creature the old woman taught you, helpful or harmful, so you decide to leave them be.

A week later, they hatch, and you see hydra for the first time.

They have only two heads when they emerge, slick and membranous, from their eggs. You sit patiently nearby, and eventually they totter towards you, perhaps sensing kinship. When no mother returns for them, you catch fish to feed them. 

When they are a few days old, a bit bigger and stronger, you catch one and carefully pinch the base of one of its necks. Neck and head come free like a lizard’s tail, and by the next day, that hydra has three long wavering necks, three curious heads looking around it. You continue your treatment, pruning the hydra more carefully than rose bushes, until they have enough heads to defend themselves. They are destined to die, monsters in this world of men and gods, fodder for a hero’s glory, but they will not go easily.

You are not certain if it is something about the island, or if it is your presence, but the hydra are only the first monstrous interlopers you find nestled among the roots of your wild garden. You find a three-headed pup, abandoned by its dam, and nurse it until it is old enough to wean. Then you gift it to the Lady of the Under, who misses sweet above-ground things, but takes her responsibilities below-ground seriously. In return, she gives you a pomegranate sapling grown from the seeds she did not eat, and you add it to your garden.

She comes and talks to you often; you suspect an entrance to her realm is near your island, which may be why you find such strange creatures. You know of her husband, but do not know if he is like his brothers. You do not know if she was taken, or if she chose, and you will not ask. If she was taken, it was not as it was with the rest of you, sown with child and then cast aside. All you know is that she is a ruler of the dead as truly as he is, and that is a comfort.

You can feel his children inside of you, sometimes. No, your children—he has no claim. You can feel that they are monsters, like you, and you know there is no way for them to leave you by natural means. When the time is right, when you are ready, you will ask your Lady to send someone to take you apart, so that they can live. But for now you will keep them inside of you, where they will be safe.

You think you are not quite mortal anymore. It must have been your Lady’s work, because you have heard of plenty of girls taken by him and others like him that died as mortals, disgraced and forgotten by their families. You thank your Lady that she has kept her favor on you. Perhaps someday you can return it, protect her with the gift she has given.

You know that one day a hero will come to slay you, as all monsters must be slain. You think about the men from the village, and how you never wanted them, and you wonder how long you have been a monster. You think you should be more worried, but you are not.

* * *
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The first woman comes to your shores when the fig tree is bearing fruit, after you have spent three seasons alone. You are standing beneath it in a break from your labor, savoring the fruit’s heavy sweetness and letting your serpents lick the juice from your fingers, when her boat scrapes home on the rocks. She is the first person you have seen since the fisherman, and you watch her warily.

Her stomach is round and tight like the fig in your fingers, and bruises like crushed cherries creep across her olive-gold arms and face, one large, dark eye swollen shut. Her peplos, however, is as clean as a gift to the gods, marred only by a few drops of blood from her split lip, and her thick, dark hair is neatly combed, braided and wrapped.

Head down, one arm cradling her belly, she carefully picks her way toward you across the rocky shore. As you stand, hoe in hand, dirt and fruit juice streaking down your robe, she kneels stiffly before you, outstretched hands offering an earthen vessel planted with blood-red poppies bobbing their heads in the ocean breeze. “For the Lady of the Serpents,” she says.

Wordlessly you take it from her, and her shoulders drop, tension falling away like a bow unstrung. But she does not say another word, and you do not know how to answer. Finally she makes a small noise of pain and sways on her knees, and you set aside the poppies to help her to her feet.

She puts a hand to her back, and you gently touch her stomach as you guide her to sit on a low stone. “Soon now?”

She nods, her gaze darting to meet yours for a heartbeat, two, before looking down again. “A month, perhaps.” She kneads the muscles in her lower back, then her hand drifts slowly up toward one of your golden serpents, as if drawn by a lodestone. Rather than hissing at the intrusion, the snake strokes its head along her fingers, before coiling itself loosely around her wrist.

She laughs in disbelief and delight, looking directly at you for the first time, and you stop breathing. But there is no horror in her face, no bloodless paling, no encroaching stone. You tentatively smile, the expression feeling out of place on your face, like your skin is the one turning to marble and the smile will crack it, but she does not seem to mind.

The next day, after planting the poppies, you notice a beehive in the olive tree that was not there before. You carefully divide it, leaving most of the hive in the tree, but creating a small one near the azaleas and rhododendrons. The old woman’s wisdom extends so much further than plants, and her willow-words whisper instructions to you as your hands obey. The honey from that hive is kept separate, for special purposes, and you are already making plans for harvesting from the poppies.

* * *
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Euryale gives birth to her daughter with a cry that can be heard across the island. Both are healthy, and you leave a jar of sacred honey and a bottle of opium at the foot of the olive tree as thanks. In the morning, the gifts are gone, and a nanny goat has her horns caught in the tree’s low-hanging branches. She has a third horn protruding from her forehead, and her pupils are slits where they should be square, but she gives good milk.

* * *
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Euryale’s daughter is not yet weaned when Stheno arrives.

A fierce gale is sweeping the island, forcing your garden to sway and bend. But you know that your charges are sturdy, flexible, and will not break. They are stubborn, and they will outlast any storm.

You are sitting in the cave house, rocking the sleeping babe and watching Euryale spin goat hair into yarn by the light of a flickering oil lamp, when there is a knock on the door, nearly lost in a clap of thunder. You have barely risen to your feet when the door swings open and a woman as straight and dark as an evergreen strides through. She is drenched, her tunic rent and bloodstained beneath the water soaking it, and she drops to her knees in front of you, her head unbowed. Her dark, coiling hair, plastered to her head with water, is cut short.

She extends her hands, a foot-tall sapling cradled on each palm. “For the Lady of the Serpents,” she says, meeting your eyes, “I bring almond trees, both bitter and sweet.” 

Euryale reclaims her child as you take the offerings from the newcomer’s hands. “Thank you,” you say, setting them gently aside. Then you kneel before her, your hands tracing over her blood-stained clothing. “Are you injured?”

She laughs, and there is blood on her teeth. She reaches to one of your serpents, which twines happily around her fingers. “The blood is not mine—most of it, anyway.”

You sit back on your heels and look at her for a heartbeat, two, and she meets your gaze with nostrils flared, lip curled, fierceness in her eyes.

You smile. “Welcome.”

* * *
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You plant the almond trees side-by-side and add a bottle of cyanide to your regular tribute to your Lady. An owl appears often in the olive tree after that, and you greet her with a respectful nod. 

* * *
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Other women come and go in the following years, but Euryale and Stheno, your sisters, remain, even after Euryale’s daughter has grown and returned to the mainland.

Euryale’s long braids, always neatly wrapped, have become thick bronze serpents that hang freely to her waist. She laughs at the way they constantly twine around her wrists and hands, and sweetly coerces them into holding her spindle.

Stheno’s serpents are smaller, no thicker than a pinky finger, and stay in tight coils close to her scalp. Their bright gold against her dark skin is breathtaking, and she likes to run her fingers through them when she is thinking.

Your serpents remain fond of licking fig juice from your fingers, and they reach for your sisters anytime they stray within arm’s reach.

* * *
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The time comes. You spend a long night sitting beneath the olive tree, dappled in starshine and moonshadow as you speak to the owl. She keeps watch on you with a single eye as sharp as her talons, before finally bobbing her head and taking wing. 

You take to climbing the rocky peaks above the cave house while your sisters slumber below. When they ask you what is wrong, you tell them it is nothing, and they do not argue, but you see the knowledge in their eyes, regardless.

You know that when it happens, Euryale’s screams will echo across the island, and Stheno will bare her teeth, seeking blood. But the hero has been told that you are the only mortal Gorgon, that the others cannot be killed; your final request of your Lady.

It is as you sit in the gray pre-dawn light, eating a pomegranate from the tree bursting with them, that you spy a flash of light flickering across the ocean, coming ever nearer. You set aside the fruit and stand, and your skin is cool and pale, the last vestiges of night making a statue of you, even before your death.

He does not look at you, afraid and cowering behind the Lady’s mirrored shield, but you do not mind. He is nothing to you, and you want it to remain that way. Instead, your attention is caught by the shield held up before his face. It is your first time seeing your reflection since before your banishment, before your blessing or curse, and you brace yourself to see a monster.

Instead, in the moment before his sword swings down and takes you apart, you see simply yourself, and you laugh.
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​The Father of Vermin
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by Sinclair Adams

The era that transformed the “Forbidden Lands” into the “Great Frontiers” shook the natural order of things. Battalions of men left their quiet villages to bring the wild world to heel, armed with sharp new weapons the likes of which the world had never seen. These Frontier-Men built new settlements at the foot of thick forests and black mountains, seeking to claim every resource they could find. 

When the veins of ore and coal ceased to bleed their riches, a new era began: an era of Great Monsters. 

They crawled from unknown depths beneath the earth, dragged themselves from the depths of the seas, and manifested from all the spaces cleared out by the men and their blades. Spiders who wove webs as thick as a hangman’s rope, gorgons who cast death-spells from mouths in their hands, goblins with teeth lining the back of their throats. Exterminating the horrors of a world much older and far below became the new mission that bound the Frontier-Men together. Except they fancied themselves going by a different name: the Hunter-Men. 

One day in the era of Great Monsters, a lone man walked to an abandoned mine. His thin, birdlike legs tripped on almost every protruding tree root or stump that lined his path. On the road to the mine marked by his own footprints, the few trees left in the forest were studded with wanted papers posting bounties: gold coin for dead monsters, silver for dead warlocks—a new order of men who branded themselves monster-friends and learned wicked magics from the depths from which they came. The lone man also passed warning signs, reminding all adventurers to never leave home empty-handed. 

But he carried nothing with him. The other men had cleared out this area of monsters decades ago. Besides, he was no fighter. 

When he arrived at the hollow at the side of the bald white mountainside, the man lit his lantern and readied himself to explore the interior. Within moments of entering the cave’s mouth, one foot in the light of the sun and the other still suspended mid-step, he sensed that he was not alone. Another being, much larger than him, shared the dark space. The man froze, prepared for his life’s end at the jaws of a beast or acidic burn of a spellcaster. A shallow breath in and out, and he had accepted this unsurprising outcome.

The dim light only revealed so much, but the man could hear the scratching and skittering of thousands of legs deep within the mines. 

An insect, a long body as black as oil, thick as a tree trunk. A being as ancient and unseen as mankind’s creator. Its prodigious length went back deep into the tunnel’s throat. 

A Great Millipede. A reclusive and rare monster, a dangerous procurer of the earth’s magic. 

Its dark antenna shone like eyes in the lamplight. The top segment of its body lifted upward, casting a shadow of a great claw on the cave’s wall. It leaned closer to him, curiously. 

[Who are you?] she asked him. 

Her voice came alive in his head, as if it were his own thoughts.

“You...you can speak?” the man whispered. 

[I cannot speak in your tongue,] the millipede explained. [But many centuries ago, I cast a charm on myself, so that I may speak to any creature.] 

The Millipede made a buzzing noise that expressed laughter. The rest of her body did not move with the sound, living in the perfect stillness that only insects could.

[I suppose your kind might call me a warlock.] 

Not even three steps into the cave, and the man had stumbled upon one of the most dangerous monsters he could have found. He was only lucky he hadn’t crossed a goblin, which might not have any interest or talent for conversation. 

The man started to move his lantern up higher, but stopped himself. He didn’t want to frighten her, and perhaps meet his end before he had the chance to leave and tell anyone about what he had found. 

“Can you come closer to the light?” he asked. “I’d...I’d like to see you better.”

Her smooth exoskeleton glittered like carved obsidian against the yellow flame. She lowered her long body down on one a set of forelegs closer to the base of her head. The two stood eye-to-eye. 

The lone man wanted to get a good measure of her. To estimate just how many men it would take to subdue and butcher her body to pieces. To appraise his bounty of copper coins and drinks of mead from the other men of his village, and taste the brotherhood he was not offered before he had become so unlucky as to cross paths with a monster.

But when he saw the fullness of her size up close, the only thing he could think or speak was one word.

“Incredible...”

[Is that your name?] she asked. 

“N-no. The men of the village call me Abash.” 

He did not explain that “Abash” was also a word commonly used as an insult.

She dipped her hooded head closer to him. He could see tiny hairs that festooned her small face and the tips of her antennae. As the distance between them closed, he could see them tingle with interest. 

[But is “Abash” your name?]

“That is what they have always called me. So that is my name.”

[You carry no weapons.]

“Never have. I’m no good with them.”

[May I smell you?] she asked. 

“B-be my guest,” Abash said, wondering why she asked his permission. He understood when the Millipede’s pinpoint antennae traced his face. Gentle scrapes of her appendages peppered his cheeks, his nose, his chin, causing goosebumps to spike all along his neck and arms. Her body shifted closer to him, but she touched him no more.

[You smell much like the inside of this cave,] she said. 

“I’m a geologist. I study rocks. I’m with them all the time,” he answered, regretting his terse choice of words. “Ummm...what’s your name?”

The Millipede let out a noise. 

“Naaaarrrrrrr...ey-yah?” Abash put the sound into his own comfortable syllables. 

[I am afraid my name does not translate well,] she admitted. [It means “she who climbs” in my language.]

“Narre’ah,” Abash suggested, placing her native sounds to his own tongue. “I had no clue there were still Millipedes left in these tunnels. Will you stay here for long...?”

[Oh, this is not my home. So I will not be here long enough for you to come back with a score of Hunter-Men to claim my hide.]

Abash felt his face burn. Had she read his mind and knew of his thoughts to trap her? Or had that become the only possible assumption when a monster and a man crossed paths?

Narre’ah’s head swayed upwards, extending her reach to the very top of the cave. [I am a mere explorer, traveling from tunnel to tunnel. My true den is in a land the opposite side of this planet.]

“The planet?!” Abash imagined the distance in his mind. It was enough to almost make him topple backwards. Not all men accepted that their world was round and had opposite sides.

She made the chittering noise like laughter again. [It is all dirt and tunnels to me.]

Abash set his lantern down. He only had half an hour’s supply worth of oil, and his bag hung empty on his back. He had already made the rarest discovery the caves could offer, but he could not take it back home with him. At the very least, he could take back knowledge.

“What are you exploring for?” he asked, taking a seat on the dirt. 

Narre’ah crawled further inwards, resting herself in a circle around him. The gooseflesh rose on his skin again as he felt her rigid presence all around him, but he made no move to escape her serpentine windings. 

[I search for more of my kind,] she answered. 

Abash considered her honesty. If she truly was alone, then there would be no fear of retaliation if she were caught and killed by the men of the village. The many legs of this Great Millipede had carried her right into a perfect trap. 

But she was not an unintelligent monster, and perhaps could evade any way that the men might ensnare her. The machinations in Abash’s mind could prove to be fruitless against her unknown powers. An unsettling feeling in his stomach held a more potent sway over his next words.

“You won’t find more of your own here,” he said. “Many men of my kind have already killed all the monsters in this area. If you stay here for long, the same will happen to you.”

Narre’ah’s countless rippling legs lifted her body up again. [Climb on my back, human. I wish to show you something.]

Abash peered deep into the dark cave, then at his flickering lantern, remembering the thinning supply of oil.

[I promise you, where we go, you will need no light. Not when I have my spells.]

Abash’s eyes went wide when he imagined the possibilities. Was this how men were corrupted into warlocks? Consorting with monsters, entering the underground as novice-and-master? 

But perhaps this monster would take him to depths of his precious cave deeper than he could ever traverse alone.

Abash’s love for understanding the world outweighed the love for the men in his village.

He dimmed the lantern. Crouching forward, he reached out for Narre’ah’s smooth backside. 

“Are you sure this does not upset you?” he asked, sliding his leg over her smooth carapace and hugging his body against her.

[Only if it does not upset you,] she answered. [Aren’t you afraid I’m going to eat you?] The magic she spoke with carried a teasing tone.

“No,” Abash said. “Your kind are herbivores.” 

[You know of my kind?]

“Only a little. I study the earth’s riches that dwell underground. I’ve learned a few things about those who walked these paths before my time.” 

Without warning, the Millipede darted through the dark tunnels. 

Abash hugged his arms and legs around her body as tight as he could, pressing his face against her exoskeleton. Her thousands of limbs seemed to increase her speed by a thousand factors. The whooshing of rocks and stalactites passed overhead. Narre’ah jerked right and left in a pattern Abash could never keep track of. 

Then, Narre’ah began to slow down. A heavy burst of damp air broke across Abash’s face, along with the smell of old and dank air. Though Abash could not see a thing, he assumed they had just plunged into a deeper cavern underground.

Abash heard clicking noises, the sound of her countless legs twitching in the dark. But this time, her feet moved slower. Her legs stepped one by one, drawing sparks of blue magic from the ground. Starting from her legs and ending across the walls, light poured into the darkness, glittering against each gemstone in the walls.

With the added light, Abash saw Narre’ah’s movements and understood. She summoned the energy of the earth by tapping each of her millions of legs in a purposeful order. The earth was a harpsichord of magic, and she knew which keys to play to draw out its melody.

And then, he saw the mural. 

Abash slid off of Narre’ah and took slow steps closer. Not too close —as if his breath would damage the ancient markings of this sacred place. 

Petroglyphs of long bodied, many-limbed creatures crossed the walls, stretching up to twenty times Abash’s height. At the very top of the mural were figures of two large Millipedes, with a hundred smaller ones pouring down beneath the peak of a mountain. 

[It’s a story,] Narre’ah said, all her legs trembling in excitement. [When a mated pair was formed, they traveled deeper into the earth, building new dens of their own.] She moved forward and stretched herself as tall as she could, so her front legs grazed the surface. 

“It’s incredible,” Abash said. “I never knew how deep your tunnels could go.” He had been whisked away into the heart of the tunnels. His chest surged with a feeling of finding everything he ever needed. The quiet solitude, the history etched in walls, the chance to sit and study undisturbed until his curiosity was satiated. 

Narre’ah lowered herself down, hovering near him. 

[Do you think me a monster?]

Abash smiled. “I’ve had no other word for what you are. You have taken me farther than I could have ever traveled alone. Thank you.” 

Narre’ah dipped her head to level with his, then moved lower, gently pressing into his chest. He knew she was a gentle creature, but the proximity of a stone-hard insect to the vital sections of his body tested him —his heart raced, his muscles tensed with action.

But she drew away, leaving not a scratch on him. 

He sighed and placed his hand to her head. 

“What do you think of me?” he asked.

[I believe that you are someone who should return to the surface.]

As she lowered herself for him to climb on, he felt sick with regret that he couldn’t stay there for longer. 

[Come back to me, human,] her voice filled the empty space in the dark.

Once again, she had either read his thoughts, or she knew him too well.

* * *
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Abash and Narre’ah met nearly every day. The man would bring her plant clippings, corn cobs, spoiled fruit—the trimmings of plants and decaying matter that her kind loved to devour. He would bring himself a lunch of bread, cheese, and an apple, then toss her the core once he was finished. 

Her greatest gift to him was her company. He stayed with her in the cold cave for hours, listening to her talk about the shape of the land on the opposite end of the planet until his fingers went numb and his lips turned blue. He would explain what little natural science he knew of how gemstones were formed. The elements of the earth and space, all aligned in an organized table. 

[Why must your kind name and label things? Why draw charts instead of pictures and murals?] Narre’ah once asked, lifting her head towards the petroglyphs carved by her own kin. 

“Some men do like to draw murals,” Abash said. “But some of us like to understand the world around us with numbers, instead of pictures.”

Narre’ah curled herself around her human. [The more I understand, the less I seem to like. I wish to keep some things a mystery.]

“What have you understood?” he asked. 

[That being the last of your kind is a fate I would never wish on anyone,] she answered. 

One of very few silences occurred between them. Her magic of her last words left a thin hum in the cold air of the cave. Or was that just the tension Abash felt?

Eventually Abash asked, “Have you had no mate before?”

[No. No spawn has passed through me.] Her antennae jutted in rapid movements, demanding an answer. [Have you had no mate, human?]

He could feel his clothes beginning to dampen, slowly soaking up the ancient moisture buried deep in the ground. 

“No,” Abash answered. “No spawn.”

[A shame for your species,] Narre’ah said, her antennae flicking upwards. [Without matehood and spawning, your kind will cease.]

“Men will always come,” Abash said, thinking of how his village was always replenished itself with ceaseless new arrivals of more burly men to the frontiers. No matter how many men were slaughtered and genealogies discontinued at the cost of killing monsters, more men came to pick up their felled battle axes and replace them.

[There are few men like you. Do you wish to die out?]

Abash did not answer. Without the use of math or magnifying glass, Abash had just come to understand something about a friend and her fears. He put his hand on her cold carapace, offering what little comfort he could think to give.

* * *
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One day, Abash made haste through the forest, walking double the pace his scrawny legs usually managed. On his way past the spiked wooden gate that enclosed the human village, one of the hefty guards stopped him. With a smile, an expression rarely expensed on Abash, the guard reminded him of the payment for bringing down monsters. The legendary renown it could even bring to the smallest man among them.

Abash promised he would not let them down. He scurried as fast as he could through the forest, cutting the skin of his calves on sharp sticks and rocks. As his legs pumped forward, he reminded himself that the promise he made to the village guard was a lie and not worth keeping. Narre’ah did not have a face that could produce a smile like the humans of his village, but he could not betray her now.

When Abash arrived at their meeting spot, he felt the blood drain from his face. She was not there. 

Blinking in the fading light, Abash stumbled through the cave, searching for her, calling out her name. Fearing the worst, his bones shook. He did not want to return to town and see his friend’s long body being paraded on a row of spikes. 

“Narre’ah! Narr!” he called out into the dark. 

Not seeing where his foot landed, he slid down a rocky tunnel that snagged and cut at his clothes. 

The tunnel spat him out in a cavern with no light. But he heard the faithful skittering of her countless legs and relaxed. 

[You!] she said, her voice scratching inside his mind like a branch of dry brambles. [What are you doing here?]

He felt her cool, hard face nudge against his chest. 

“Currently, I am bleeding,” he answered, “because you weren’t at the cave when I came.”

[You...you!] He heard her speak in her native dialect, a series of hisses and moans he did not understand. Then, her voice returned to his mind. [You need to leave!]

Without warning, her long body rushed him up and through the tunnels, back to the very opening where they would always meet. 

“Why?” Abash said. “I thought you knew I wouldn’t bring you any harm!” 

[It’s not me I’m worried about.]

“Then what? I suppose I was wrong to assume we were friends.” 

He ran after her as she slinked back to the dark tunnel. 

[Don’t you understand? You should be friends with other men, not me.]

He knew he couldn’t catch up with her so he shouted, “You don’t understand!”

She stopped running away but her head was deep in the tunnels.

[As I’ve said, I have never found joy in understanding.]

“Then I’ll tell you. I’m lonely, too.”

Narre’ah backed out from where she stood. It took a while for her long body and segments to crawl out to face him again, but when she did, Abash saw her dark, unblinking eyes shimmering in a new kind of light. 

[How can such a kind man be alone?] she asked. 

“I...I wouldn’t say I’m kind,” Abash answered, looking down. “I’m just different than the men of my village. I like to be alone in the ground. And I kept going back to the cave, because I thought I would find something special. And I did.”

Her antennae stood erect at his words. Slowly, she swerved her head over towards him, pressing against his chest like she did many times before. Except this time, she did not draw away. She only pressed against him further, as if trying to force herself into him, into one being.

“I don’t want you to be alone,” he said, placing his head into the top of her carapace. “Neither of us should be.”

A pause, as the Millipede considered his words. He felt her long body crawl up him, her needle legs digging into the soft flesh of his chest. He winced at the slight initial discomfort, but as she pressed the top half of herself flush against his chest, he only felt a deep satisfaction at the limitless touch of her legs. Heat flooded all throughout his torso. He clung his arms around her smooth exoskeleton, fingers running up and down the ridged segments. They were just two beings, holding each other up in the darkness. He hoped she could feel his warmth, too.

[Dear friend...I would not ask this of you if we were not as close as we are.] 

“You can ask me.” 

[There is a new spell I want to try. It is not one of the earth.] There was a pause, then she added, [It is very dangerous.]

Dangerous for him, or for her? Either way, if it was what she wanted, he would hear it.

“What is the spell?” he asked. 

[My wish is for neither of us to be lonely or divided by differences.]

His body became soft with comfort, yet tight with purpose. Abash gave into the weight of the Millipede, allowing her to wrought her magic upon him as she would.

* * * 
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Months later, the men of the village stormed through the forest and towards the abandoned mine. They carried blades and poles to kill a monster, and ropes and chains to catch a traitor-warlock. The shifty-eyed skulker they called “Abash” was never part of their kind, and was perhaps always suited for sharing life with hell spawn deep under the earth’s crust.  

Not too far from the cave mouth, the hunters found their monster. 

The husk of a Giant Millipede lay on the dirt, curled and bone-white, already dead. If someone tried to uncurl it in this state, its pale and dry corpse would crack into pieces. 

They still had to find Abash.

The men of the village would wander the dark tunnels for miles, blindly, no magic to guide them. No light to shine on the murals that told the stories of a civilization as old as the earth itself. 

No one would notice the three figures roughly scraped at the bottom of the cave wall: a Millipede, a man, and a smaller creature between them.

* * *
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Abash stepped lightly through the woods, trying to not break a single twig or crush a single bug beneath his sandaled feet. A cloak coated his whole body. He clutched a bundle fast against his chest.

He tilted his head up to the sky, the sun beamed a blinding light through bare branches of autumn. Brittle brown leaves crunched beneath his feet. The air of the forest was dry and thick with pollen, making his nose itch and drip. His heart ached when he remembered the cool cave. 

He hoped he had not strayed from his path to the east. Away from the Great Frontiers of violent men searching for things they could call monsters. Closer to some people who might take pity on him. Curious warlocks of nature who understood the need to understand.

Or so he begged he would arrive there, with every gentle step.

The bundle he carried began to squirm. Abash felt the sharp scrapes of chitin against his chest and stopped. He sat on a log half-sunken in a heap of leaves. 

With one hand securing the bundle to his chest, he used the other to sling his rucksack down, then fished out an apple he couldn’t finish earlier. 

Next, he settled the bundle down on his lap. 

“At some point, I’m going to have to tell you this story. I’m going to have to get it right,” Abash whispered.

Out sprawled a human baby, his soft arms stretching, and his face scrunching in the sunlight. The bottom half of him—a segmented torso of a Millipede—rolled out. Countless tiny legs squirmed in the open air. Two different species of being, split down the middle, pressed together to make something new.

Abash licked his dried lips as he tried to think of a place to begin the story he would tell his son.

“Your mother and I were friends. She created you with her magic, so she wouldn’t have to be the last of her kind. She needed the substance of someone else to make the spell to work. I let her use me.” He didn’t like how he phrased that. He remembered how he felt in the dark, with the Millipede-monster curling up against him, evoking a magic between them both that neither felt before. She never used him. They were one in that moment. As they always were.

Abash took a bite from the apple in his teeth, then, pinching it in his fingers, he held it in front of the infant’s face. A foam filled his tiny flesh mouth, dissolving the fruit and allowing him to slurp it up. Still technically a newborn, unable to grasp his own food, Abash held the apple for him. It would be surprising just to see in what ways the child was a human and what was he was not. It would be a lifetime of understanding for them both.

“The magic spell was unlike anything else she had ever tried. It cost her life, and now she’s gone.” Abash flinched at his own words. Narr’eah wasn’t “gone.” Her withered body was left behind in the cave. She died. He couldn’t save her. 
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