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      Strange how moths could be both a symbol of death and a sign of life.

      Milliva had to force a way through the swarms of moths to gather sagebrush for the upcoming festival, so of course the nature of the moths would be prominent in her thoughts. But then, when were they not close to mind, up here on the highest part of the Moth Plateau?

      A better theologian than Milliva probably could give some explanation for that. Spin the fact out into some pithy lesson. Or explain why she was wrong. Something. Milliva didn’t care to resolve the paradox—the mystery of religion, what sense of religion still remained with her, was most present in the contradictions. She allowed her mind to find its rest at that fulcrum of uncertainty.

      She clipped a long, thin branch off a bush and wound it into a circle. Leaving on the ground to be gathered later, she moved on to the next bush.

      The sacred was built on such uncertainties out here—whether it was the moths of the High Plateau, its sere plants, or even the herbs to be found on its plain.

      The cooks back in the seminary where Milliva studied—years ago, and felt like much longer—had used an herb called sage on the tops of their oil-brushed breads. It had been one of their few attempts at extravagance, justified by some obscure reference in the ancient writings to an herb that was probably not even the same thing, after centuries of mistranslations and sleepy scribes.

      Calling the low, woody shrubs that grew on the Moth Plateau “sagebrush” only confused the matter. It wasn’t the same plant at all. Its leaves, when crushed, recalled the seminary bread, but only for an instant. This scent was sharper, and if someone tried to chew it, the bitterness made the leaves impossible to eat. But she gathered in the branches with their leaves clinging to them and laid them all around her remote hermitage to dry.

      Sign and symbol and uncertainty. It was all bound together.

      The festival of the Seven Signs was celebrated wherever people honored the memory of Lady Janshi, sometimes with colorful flowers, sometimes with extravagant public displays of banners and kites, always with feasting. Only on the Moth Plateau was it celebrated with sagebrush. The bundles of dried branches and carefully woven wreaths were unique. And the smell of smoldering sagebrush that would soon waft over the entire region gave the ceremonies a feeling that was at once so fitting Milliva couldn’t believe it hadn’t always been a part of the festivities and yet exotic.

      And it was up to the doubting priestess Milliva, hermit of the High Plateau, to lead the festivities and manage those key differences for both the upper and lower plateau, though she was late in coming there and less familiar with the many details than the local cowpokes and messengers.

      She pressed on into the thickening moths to gather more sagebrush.

      The chapel had a pair of bells placed in a tower that was mostly a natural feature of the rock formation. They weren’t loud, but Milliva could ring them at the traditional times for prayer, and the moths would stay mostly away from her hermitage. The locals often urged her to clear out the rest of the moths with other contraptions, but she preferred to put up with what moths remained—it would have felt like swarms of moths to anyone unfamiliar with the plateau, but she could see far enough and walk forward without too much difficulty—which was significant up here.

      She resisted doing any more than that. Enduring the moths felt like a spiritual discipline, when she had left most other spiritual disciplines behind.

      Milliva was a tall, thin woman, the years spent on the rough plateau visible in her aging face. She’d spent twenty years up here on the plateau, after nearly forty spent in other places, in cities and towns where she was no longer entirely welcome. And she was at peace with that fact, with the skepticism of the devout from other places. The weathering of her brown face and the hints of gray in the unruly, black curls of her hair were the natural effects of time, not the stress of worry. She was who she was, and that was enough.

      As the festival of the Seven Signs approached, she spent much of her days pushing a wheel barrow back and forth to the edges of the protection of the bells. She needed to harvest a sufficient quantity of sagebrush for the festivities. There were plenty of plants nearer the hermitage, but she was careful to only prune what each plant could stand to lose and regrow in a year’s time.

      Milliva climbed over a pile of rocks and came to a stretch of long grass. The moths ahead of her were thick enough that she couldn’t see far, but there was still some sagebrush along a strip of the margin between rocks and grass. As she made her way along that edge, she heard a sudden sound that made her stop. It sounded like an animal, padding quietly through the grasses.

      She held still and listened closely. Large predators didn’t come up here to the Moth Plateau. They didn’t like the moths any more than people did, and they had no tricks or inventions of their own to repel the insects. But some part of her reacted to this noise, the part that had grown up far from here in a little mining town where mountain lions were a rare but real threat.

      It made no sense, she told herself. With that voice overpowering the childish worry, she made herself walk toward the sound. Sagebrush gave way to long grasses and the pale yellow bushes that dotted the plateau. The moths parted for her sluggishly, the sound of the bells far away and almost powerless.

      There was a drop in the prairie, a shallow wash that would turn into a stream when it rained. A good place for sagebrush and other woody plants. Milliva waved her hand in front of her face as if it would clear the moths enough to let her see better. All it did was make it possible to see the farther clouds of moths more clearly for a moment. But there did appear to be some movement down among the brush that wasn’t moths.

      She took careful steps down the bank to the rock-strewn bottom. When she reached it, she laughed.

      There was a cow among the bushes. A plain, ordinary cow. How had that made her worried? Too much stress from the pageant and festivities, no doubt.

      She lingered a moment, watching the cow to make sure it wasn’t a danger to itself out here. It was certainly a stray, so she should inform someone that it was on the loose. No way she would try to bring it back herself. By the looks of the matted hair on its spine ridge, it had probably wandered off months ago. Maybe it had even been born wild.

      That’s what had set her off, then. The stress, as well, but the sense of wildness, the feeling that this was a large animal not controlled by humans.

      Maybe she should leave it be. Let it be the founder of a new line of cows that lived in the washes and sagebrush. Given enough time, she supposed that wild cows might change to fill many different roles out here on the plateau. So few other animals could tolerate it, and the grass was plentiful, after all.

      If humans weren’t a factor, in a thousand years there might be smaller cows that lived off the moths themselves. Or, say, fifteen hundred years—the same amount of time that had passed since the Lady Janshi lived on earth—there might be nimble cows that could climb up and down the steep sides of the High Plateau and giant, lumbering cows that could clear a space in the grasslands in a year before slowly moving to new grazing.

      And it would take more time than that, but say ten times as long, could some cow descendant become a predator, stalking the washes to ambush the herds of ordinary cows?

      It amused her to imagine it. There were thinkers in the cities developing such ideas. Many of those in the church hierarchy were entranced by the evidence, though some argued passionately against the very idea. Did it fit with the writings of the Lady Janshi? Did it fit with what the church taught about the unnamed deity she had served?

      As far as the religious questions went, she couldn’t get too excited either way. Her take on the holy writings was well outside what most of them believed. Given that she made no effort to keep her views secret, if she were to take a firm stance, it would probably cause most of the others to quickly decide the opposite of her.

      But on the scientific side, how utterly fascinating! She wished she could be like the unnamed deity, sitting around outside of time and able to watch the years passing by with such new things appearing every generation, every century, every million years. She would watch the great massif that created the Moth Plateau rise in some distant past, give a home to the moths, make space for the cattle to move in. Then, oh how tempting to reach into time, to brush the humans away and set the land under some sort of godly seal to keep people out. Then she could watch the cows evolve into animals she couldn’t even imagine—even if she were a god.

      And one day, the plateaus themselves would crumble down, weathered by winds and rains and time, or the lands around would rise up to the same level. Then Milliva-the-deity would reach into time once more and crack the seal to release the wondrous creatures in all their wild strangenesses into the wide world.

      The stray cow lumbered away from her, into a thicker stand of bushes. As the moths filled in the space between them, Milliva couldn’t resist calling out, “Be free, gentle one, mother of many species.”

      Then she returned to her sagebrush gathering.

      On the way back to the hermitage, she ran into a cowpoke from one of the herds currently grazing nearby, a woman named Onnet. She was probably a decade or two younger than Milliva—most cowpokes who traveled with the herds were under forty, so she was likely nearing the end of her time as an active wrangler. Milliva had seen her at worship services at the chapel, but had scarcely exchanged a word with her before.

      She ought to say something about the stray. She knew very well that she would do no such thing. Let it be, for as long as it could make its own way.

      “Greetings, Mother.” Onnet didn’t lift her eyes from her boots, but she stopped walking as if she wanted to say more.

      “The Lady’s peace to you, Daughter.”

      Onnet scuffed her toe in the dirt. “I’m looking forward to the festival.”

      “Of course.” Milliva lifted her arms to emphasize the wheel barrow full of sagebrush. “We all are. It’s a big celebration.”

      “Yeah, umm, I wondered.”

      Milliva waited.

      “Back home. I’m from a little farming town, right? We used to celebrate with a big gathering first, before the main festival. And put on a play.”

      “Some places do that, yes,” Milliva said, her voice the calming reassurance she’d worked hard to perfect, even as the long activity of the day had begun to wear her patience thin. “Other places use fancy puppets.”

      “Right. A play about the Lady Janshi’s life, you know. And I, well, I miss that.”

      Was Onnet suggesting that Milliva organize the cowpokes into a formal, sacred play? She had neither the experience nor the space—the hermitage and its little chapel could host a cult with a few worshipers, but anything more elaborate was simply impossible.

      She decided to assume that Onnet was simply expressing her nostalgia.

      “Yes, the little details of our childhood celebrations can provide such comfort, can they not?”

      Even without Onnet lifting her face, Milliva could see the frown that formed. She’d clearly made the wrong assumption. “Yes. And, umm, I was only saying that I would be willing to help, to be your assistant with the props or gather what you need. Even on stage. If you decide to stage one.”

      The thought of this woman, who could barely lift her eyes out of the dirt to meet Milliva’s face, performing for an audience or directing a play would have made a younger Milliva laugh in mockery. She could control that impulse at her current age, but it took effort.

      “Thank you. I will keep your suggestion in mind, Daughter.”

      Then Onnet finally lifted her head, and a big smile put wrinkles across both cheeks. “Oh, thank you. Thank you, Mother. Let me help you with the wheel barrow.”

      She wasn’t going to argue with someone else doing the pushing. They headed back to the hermitage. Onnet reverted to her awkward silence and stopped a short way before the doorway.

      “Thank you for your help,” Milliva said, and it was genuine as well as being what was expected of a priestess.

      “I can’t wait, Mother. Let me know when you have the play planned.”

      As if she already had anything in mind or even decided yet. She kept her voice gentle and said, “I’m not promising anything, Onnet. The time is short, and there is a lot I have to do already. If I have time, I’ll see. But don’t set your hopes high for anything like what you grew up with.”

      “I understand, Mother.” She lowered her eyes again, chastised, which felt almost like a brokenhearted accusation. What was she, a puppy?

      “Now be on your way. There are cows that need your attention, I’ve no doubt.” There would be several other cowpokes still with the cattle, but they’d all be expected to do…something, she had to imagine.

      Onnet nodded once and set off for her herd.

      Milliva laid the new sagebrush out around the hermitage wherever she could find the space. Moths landed to feast on the parts they could digest—the drying was, in fact, caused as much by the moths as by the dry air. Human bodies left out for the moths quickly mummified, which was a common reason for visitors to the plateaus. For the festivities, the moths made mummies of the sagebrush.

      The rock formations that surrounded the entrance into the little chapel seemed, at a glance, alive with growing things, but it was merely the false impression created by the drying plants.

      Life and death and illusion.
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      Milliva set out the elements for a cult, as she did each morning—a bowl of nuts and a bowl of water that was in fact clean but looked muddy. No one came to worship, so she left them set up—in case someone arrived later—and headed out the door.

      A moth fell down at her feet. A dead moth, which was strange. They never seemed to die in flight, that she could recall. Dead moths were a constant part of life on the plateaus, but they landed first or were snatched from the air by a hawk or lizard. They didn’t die mid-flight and flutter down.

      Milliva bent to examine the moth body.

      Its wings were undamaged. That argued against a hunting casualty.

      She had just decided it was some kind of fluke when a second moth fell down in a spiral to land on a drying length of sagebrush.

      And there were more, a drizzle of moth bodies in this land that scarcely knew rain. Milliva held a hand over her eyes to shade them and walked out among the moths.

      Maybe it was something to do with all the sagebrush drying around the hermitage. She moved through the place where scores of wreaths were lined up and nearly ready. Beyond that there was a brief rise and then the land leveled off toward the grazing lands and the rest of the plateau.

      The tolling of the bells grew less as she moved farther away, and the swarms of moths grew thicker, the bells’ effect waning. The distance merely meant even more moths falling from the sky. Milliva pulled her habit over her head and wished she had some kind of umbrella instead. The fall of dead insects was steadily growing as she climbed.
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