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I'm kinda wonderin' if man is gonna be alive

He's taken everything this old earth can give

And he ain't put back nothing.

Whoa, whoa.
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TRIGGER WARNING
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Those who are personally offended by criticism of corporate greed, 

who deny the prospect of environmental devastation, 

or who are driven into a rage at any suggestion that human beings 

do not have a right to unbridled domination over the planet, 

read on.

You are about to be triggered.
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Disclaimer

[image: ]




None of the incidences depicted in this work are intended to replicate any actual events that have happened or are happening. Nor do any of the characters appearing in this book intentionally resemble persons living or dead; nor enterprises, businesses, corporations, or companies; nor conspiracies, plots, plans, or schemes to defraud, steal, or exploit; nor actions undertaken by any of the named or undesignated entities that have devastated, degraded, desolated, despoiled, decimated, or otherwise harmed the natural resources of our Mother Earth, since those actors and actions have not existed or taken place. 

Yet.

But they will if you don’t do something about it.

Nota bene: No animals were harmed in the writing of this book.
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I'm kinda wonderin' if man is gonna be alive

He's taken everything this old earth can give

And he ain't put back nothing.

Whoa, whoa.

Attributed to ForeTime artist ZagerandEvans. 

Fragment retrieved from Leabhar an Leaghaidh Mhòir—The Book of the Great Melting​[1]
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Part 1: The girl in the forest
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Far a bheil do ghràdh, ’s ann sin a bhios tu a’ tathaich.

Where your love is, that’s where you will often be.

Leabhar an Leaghaidh Mhòir—

The Book of the Great Melting
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Wiktionary: Foreword
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Professor Harold Harishandra Higginsbottom (editor)

––––––––
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In the YEAR OF GAWD​[2] 9595 ATM,​[3] I, Professor Harishandra Higginsbottom, am recording in this Wiktionary and the accompanying Chronicles some of the events, the incidences, their causes, and their effects, across the planet from the time of the Great Melt​[4] to the present, including the various adaptations to the changes that have been wrought over the past millennia. 

Something the reader of this text should keep in mind is that history does not happen in large movements but at a human scale, very often at a pace so slow we cannot discern the changes that are taking place day-to-day or year-to-year; or from a perspective so minute we cannot perceive the whole. History is told long distance; but it is lived close-up and personal.

What follows in this book, then, is a love story that accidentally became history.

Anyone who reads this should know that the world has not always been as it is now. The earth was once green and fertile, the only known such refuge in our solar system (as strange and unnatural as that may seem to the casual reader), and while conceding the limitations of humanoids’ feeble attempts to penetrate the abyss of space between our planet and galaxies light years distant, our world remains the only known sanctuary for life in the universe.

I have been tasked—or perhaps, more accurately, I have tasked myself—with compiling and editing a series of documents consisting of random reports on the research of a secretive team of informational “spelunkers,” as they fancifully call themselves. Why I was selected, I can only guess: I have wide and scattered interests, though by no means am I an expert in anything. I am a nonentity—as I have no reputation, I have nothing to lose from putting my name on such a project. Indeed, I was the last name on this list; no one else would participate in such a cockroach-brained scheme. I am gullible enough to believe anything anybody tells me (which might open the possibility that this is all some massive practical joke, the purpose of which, however, escapes me). 

Or, some combination of these.

According to my contact and informant, the consortium believes that it has penetrated and tapped into what they call the Darchives,​[5] the memory banks, so to speak, of the cosmic neural-net which comprises the consciousness that forms the universe. This place is actually a nonplace as it exists everywhere and nowhere. Although even here, language misleads us with the use of the term “exists” because in the universal mind, neither time nor place as we know it exists per se, as we understand the word; or to phrase it differently, place exists as a figment of the neural-net’s dreaming, and all time is simultaneous, where there is no past nor present nor future, no “then” nor “yet to be,” only an eternal now where the record of everything that is, that was, and that will be, is “remembered.”
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I have been informed that this consortium has hacked into a network of supercomputers around the world. From this network the researchers have been able to extract small bits of computer time—sometimes only seconds, milliseconds, microseconds, nanoseconds, picoseconds, femtoseconds, attoseconds, or even nano-attosceconds—and that when linked and in sync, the network has an EFLOPS​[6] capacity of more than 1,000,000 (which, being completely scientifically and computer illiterate, I have to take on trust as being a lot). 

This patchwork of computers—government, military, corporate (not that there is any distinction between these)—has heretofore been undisclosed, a secrecy that was necessitated by the fact that the owners and operators of the various linked computers are ignorant of the project. So, in essence, the consortium has “stolen” computer time and resources from more important and vital applications such as governments’ calculating and manipulating citizens’ opinions, militaries’ devising operation plans for the next war, corporations’ projecting and molding consumer preferences, or financial institutions’ forecasting the next fraction of a percent rise or fall in the prices of stocks, bonds, index or commodity futures, investment options, or tranche derivatives. In light of the very real possibility of objections to diversion from prioritized usage, secrecy was paramount for the success of this data mining. If the owners of the computer systems were knowledgeable of this unauthorized use, they would doubtlessly not permit what to their eyes would be frivolous usage of valuable computer time. 

Though depending on who reads this document, the clandestine nature of the spelunkers’ diversion of informational resources may now be defunct. (Although admittedly, the likelihood of anyone in this day and age actually “reading” is an extremely small but nonzero probability.)

The neuronal net pioneers are at a loss to explain the source of their collected data as it falls outside of everything else that they know, except to analogize it as a “cosmic mind” in which all that transpires is remembered (or, should I say, “remembered”). These entries in the record of non-time and non-space are scattered and random; they have been collected and passed to me for sorting and collating (though the term “entry” is only a metaphor, as there has been no entity detected which is entering data). Over time, I hope to be able to grow, nurture, and correlate these unrelated and fragmentary data bits (if taken individually) into a substantial, collective body of knowledge. Or, if not substantial, at least coherent. And if not coherent, at least comprehensible in parts. 

Again, my informant used an analogy to explain the state of the memory embedded in what might be tentatively postulated as an infinite mind: The memory, the thinking, or the dreaming (words are inadequate to express) of the universal mind is like fragments of data on a computer “hard drive” (the primitive physical object on which the ancients used to encode information), which gowp​[7] miners occasionally find in their underwater excavations as they stumble upon and bore through ruins left from before the Great Melt. On these artifacts are inscribed cyphers in the form of 0’s and 1’s that have been interpreted as parts of words, or whole words, or at most, individual lines of ancient, sacred codex, although (as they admit), the scientists have no way of telling whether their reconstruction of the data bits are really comprehensible, intentional messages, and if they are, whether the code has been correctly interpreted and translated. That said, there is currently some dispute as to how the phenomenon uncovered by my informants should be understood. 

Possibilities include (but are not limited to) the bullet points below:


	As Izuna-Biggs (9502 ATM) argued, the “information” is actually just random assortments of unconnected, unrelated bits of meaningless data—in other words, just noise—that have been forced into intelligibility by the ever pattern-seeking human brain, the same process by which people claim to see the face of the Profit on a tortilla, or the shape of the Monstrato​[8] Corps logo in the clouds. 

	The findings constitute a hoax, perpetrated either by the supposed self-identified (or, not identified) spelunkers themselves, who have rigorously maintained their anonymity, or by some individual or individuals who planted the information to titillate and excite the imaginations of the scientists (not necessarily these in particular, but any who embarked upon such a quest), and eventually hornswoggle an ever-gullible, credulous public. In other words, a highly obscure prank dependent upon a convergence of factors: the linked supercomputers, the scientists conducting such research, their finding the information and deciphering it, all of which was by no means certain to occur, nor to occur in synchrony. 

	The cosmic-brain spelunkers (who wish, for already-stated reasons, to remain anonymous) purport to believe the transcriptions are recognizable as some meaningful communication – a language, although in many cases of a form that is still undecipherable. Regardless, the fragmentary bits of information are in one way or another “true.” Accounts from a time and place outside time and place (which a Bayesian probability analysis would indicate is least likely).



As well, I can’t be certain how long these archives that I have transcribed will last. For the moment, my records are secreted in various hiding places in the neuronal net, where at least for now, they are secured from the discovery and scrutiny of the Monstrato Corps authorities.​[9] 

[Here, the fragment breaks off.]
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Silent scream
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Tha an saoghal a’ crochadh air a’ Mhàthair.

The whole world depends on the Mother.

Proverb from Leabhar an Leaghaidh Mhòir—

The Book of the Great Melting









Ròna of the Spreckled Cheeks​[10] tapped her heels against the flanks of the giant aon-adharcach - the one-horned, the unihorn she called Faithful, or in the language of the Children of the Mother—Dìleas. 

The animal stood taller at the shoulder than a man (and so towered over the girl when she stood next to him) and was of a more solid build than the horses that ran wild in the Wayp (though in some ways, resembling those), and was covered with a matted fur coat, suitable for its snowy habitat, and was crowned with a single horn that jutted out from his forehead, a thick, formidable weapon.

Although the unihorns were usually fiercely independent and resisted taming or domestication of any kind, some years before, Ròna had found the colt at the edge of a meadow, still barely able to stand on its tottering legs, beside the bear-wolf ravaged body of what she could only suppose had been his mother, and had brought him home to her father’s croft – or small farm. There she had raised him as her own. (Her practice of adopting stray and wounded animals was a predilection her parents had not always approved of, but as they had not been able to squelch it, they had come to tolerate it.) Thus, the creature had imprinted the girl as his mother, sister, comrade, friend, from its very earliest days.

She felt the impulse come upon her to share this moment with what was a flicker of a memory of Cuilean, who was now long gone, which surge of recollection inspired an unanticipated tenderness in her. She lay her head down on the animal’s muscled neck and sighed deeply.

When the moment passed, Ròna sat upright, and from where she had paused at the edge of the forest, mounted on her huge animal companion and perched in her saddle (really little more than a stiffened blanket woven from mammoth wool), she surveyed the field before her. 

She was a slender young woman, of less than medium height and with a compact frame. Besides the shock of deep dark red hair that flowed to her shoulders, a color they called ruadh in the FT​[11]—a color term used only in reference to hair or fur, never to inanimate objects—the most striking feature about her was the startling intensity of her eyes, whose focus had been accentuated from her long practice of aiming down the shaft of an arrow, and whose green gaze was as sharp as the razor tips of the long projectiles she carried in her quiver. 

Her plaid – the tartan-patterned light blanket draped over her shoulders and belted kilt-like around her waist – was hung with flakes of crystalline frost, which had accumulated over the night she’d been patrolling on the lookout against poachers—those who’d cut the trees or kill the creatures of the forest or fish from the lake, all sacred to the Mother.

Besides minding the family’s herd, Ròna had the informal responsibility (that is, not officially conferred, but widely acknowledged​[12]) of caring for and protecting the forest and the fields and the waters and all their inhabitants around the village of Balnabane.​[13] She’d taken on this role several years before while still a child, when she’d come upon her brother Seumas uprooting a fir sapling. The act – or even the idea—of desecrating the Mother’s body enraged her, inflamed her child’s heart, and shook her scrawny frame. Though her brother was much larger than she was, she attacked him with the ferocity of a wild cat protecting its cubs; she picked up a stick and chased him away, and after replanting the little tree, she’d camped out in front of it, refusing to come home, despite the entreaties of her parents. She guarded it, cared for it, watered it until it looked like it could live on its own again. It was from this that she acquired the far-ainm—or nickname—of the Little Sister of the Forest—Piùthrag na Coille in the FT.

She rode her unihorn mount lightly, directing him with a tap of her knee or thigh, or a pat of her left hand. In her right hand, she carried a bow that was curved like the horns of a tarbh-allaidh – a wild bull – whose rack joined together in the likeness of a cap in the center and curved down and finally up to the ends. 

The tall grasses wafted back and forth before her in the breeze. Bees half the size of her hand murmured above the wild flowers—tall clumps of violet rhododendrons, purple heather blossoms, scatterings of white daisies, and a blanket of bright yellow primroses, a scene interspaced with a dappling of blue bells and tall stalks of thistle—cluaran in the FT –each stalk capped with a delicately variegated white and purple crown. 

Butterflies whose wings spanned from her fingers to her wrist – known in the FT as dealan na bàn-dè, or “lightning of the Goddess” – skipped across the tops of the assorted grasses and herbs. 

Beyond that, in the near distance, a copse of firs and pines introduced the forest that graduated into a grove of redwoods thousands of years old. 

She listened. The wind susurrated in the upper branches of the trees – conifers and pines with their needles, aspens with their parchment-white mottled barks, and oaks with their broad, fingered leaves. Under the whispering of the wind and the rustling of the leaves, she heard a murmuring drone rising up from the branches and the trunks, and from beneath that, a whispering from the under-carpet of mycelium, the synapses of fungi, that connected all. She eavesdropped as if on a conversation in another room that was low, distant, muffled (if conversation was the right word).

In the echoing of the bird-song, the rustling of the branches, the wafting of the wind through the grasses, the chittering of the muskrat in the shadows, the giggling of the fox creeping beneath the brush, in all that busy-ness, Ròna felt an unnamed absence, as if someone were missing from the world’s balance.

She braced herself with her knees pinching the unihorn’s flanks and perched herself upright on Dìleas’ back. To break that hiatus of silence, that void as palpable as any presence, she took a deep breath and let out a high-pitched call. This note quickly took on a melodic quality in the form of a song of some unhappy, far-off occurrence - something that had happened long before she was born—but its words of sorrow, loss, and pain that once was and perhaps would be again echoed in her heart the same way the sound of her voice echoed from the high hills between which the small valley was nestled.

She swung off Dìleas onto a tree stump. There she stood and listened closely. She broke into another song, one that was happier – a quick-paced tune that celebrated the man whom the original singer had loved: a song that Clann na Màthar – the Children of the Mother – had brought with them from the Tìr fo na Tuinn – the land under the waves—when they fled the Great Melt. The lyrics were humorous and the tune lively. The song was not to be taken totally seriously in its celebration of the Fair Donald’s “great bonnet,” which on his head was higher than the roof joist. (Evidently, this Donald was a tall fellow.) She loved the song – it made her spirit laugh, and when she sang it, her voice rose high to penetrate the distance between her and the giant beasts she was summoning home. 

In the distance, she heard an answering trumpet of the woolly mammoths of her father’s herd, first one and then another, and at the edge of the clearing, she saw the shaking of the trees that presaged the coming of the parade. First there was a distant, gentle waving of the upper branches, an occasional collection of trumpeting as the herd made its way through the forest, and as the massive beasts pushed more closely through the brush, the sound of foliage bending, cracking, and breaking grew louder, and the trees nearer swayed dramatically, and finally the first mammoth breached the wall of the forest across from her. 

When Ròna saw the massive cow mammoth who was the leader and protector of the herd, she called out, “A Bheathaig Mhòir, a ghràidh!—Big Bertha, my love!” 

With a raised trunk and a trumpeting bellow, the mother mammoth charged forward. The others in the herd, startled into action by their leader’s sudden movement, not knowing whether its impetus was attack or flight, stampeded behind, advancing across the field in a cloud of dust, dirt, and flying grass. 

A bevy of startled quail, following a long, low warning whistle from the covey leader, rose in frightened flight from their nestling place in the meadow of knee-high foliage.

Dìleas planted his feet solidly and lowered his snout to aim the one-horn at the charging behemoth in the event of a collision, but otherwise he made no sign that he was disturbed by the charge. He was accustomed to the ways of the mammoths and knew that for all their intimidating size and bluster, they were timid creatures.

Ròna fixed her bow crosswise over her shoulder and stood quietly and still on the stump as the beasts pounded and shook the earth in their charge forward, and just as quickly as Big Bertha had started, just a few woman-lengths from the girl, the mammoth stopped suddenly with a four-footed landing – much like a bull-leaper’s dismount – and rooted itself in the ground on its column-thick legs, coming to a halt close enough to Ròna that the girl could feel its hot breath on her face and arms. 

Ròna stroked Bertha’s trunk, which was much thicker than her own slender arm, and swung herself atop Dìleas. Tapping the unihorn’s flanks with her heels, the girl turned her mount, and saying softly, “Trobhadaibh!—Come on! – A h-uile duine! – Everybody!” she started the herd of mammoths the way back to the pasture where the animals stayed the night.

This assemblage traversed through the coille – the forest. The trees were spaced widely. The mammoths themselves, having acted over the ages as caretakers and maintainers of the forest by their ambling bulks, had kept the lanes wide and clear, free of entangling branches, and flourishing with yummy browsable undergrowth for the smaller denizens of the woodland. 
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Ròna heard an inaudible shriek, that called faintly, although as clearly as a human a voice, for it wasn’t really through hearing, per se, that it came to her, for it was a silent scream that was passed from tree to tree, from the tallest redwoods to the slender white-barked birches. She saw the tops of the trees shake stormily. The unsounded screeching of the trees shot a galvanizing jolt through her body. The tall redwoods trumpeted noiselessly like gathering mammoths calling everyone together. The oaks bellowed mutely like one-horns, angry and threatening, while the slender birches cried out voicelessly in distress like blind mouths screaming for help. 

These wordless shrieks pinioned Ròna with sharp stabs through her frame. She felt the same immobilizing fear that she had felt so long ago for Cuilean across the water—who was close enough that she could see the danger he was in but was too far away to help.

She shuddered the momentary paralysis off, caught her breath, and jumped down from her mount. In succession, she put her ear to the rough bark of a mother yew tree, placed her hand flat on the ground, dug her fingers into the soil, and listened to the fibrous synapses of the intertwined roots and the fungal mycelium. The import of what she heard shuddered through her body from the intricate network she had tapped into.

In a skip and a bound, with a grabbing of and a gripping on Dìleas’s shaggy coat, she vaulted atop the unihorn.

She reached back over her shoulder and unslung her curved bow. The weapon readied in her right hand, she let out a wild shriek – the shriek of a hawk about to swoop from its aerie perch down on a coineanach mòr – a giant rabbit about the size of a madadh-ruadh – a red fox. Only, Ròna was filled with a rage unlike that of some predator on a routine errand to collect breakfast for the nest, but that of a fearsome mother eagle protecting her brood from a thief that would steal her hatchlings. 

All blood left the center part of her body and flooded to her arms and chest and legs. 

Leaning forward, with a tap of her heels to urge Dìleas forward, she gave a sharp command – “Air adhart!—Forward! Ruith!—Run!—Ruaig e!—Chase it down!” and the massive quadruped broke into a charge.
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​Sanctuary
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’S craobh an sealladh a bu bhòidhche leam a chunnaic mi a-riamh.

The most beautiful sight I ever saw was a tree.

Proverb from Leabhar an Leaghaidh Mhòir—

The Book of the Great Melting









It wasn’t that far until behind a thick copse of maples and over a ridge, Ròna came on a couple of local men standing at the base of the thick-trunked, broad-branched oak tree – of all the denizens of the forest, most sacred to the Mother. 

There stood Bhaltair Beag—Little Walter—who lived in a cabin by the shore of the lake and supported himself by cutting peat and gathering fallen firewood, which he then sold as fuel around the community. Walter was a wizened little man, white-haired and cringey, who eyed whomever he met as if they might hit him. 

He was holding an axe, but when he spotted Ròna charging up – or to be more exact, when he first heard her, and turning, saw her – as if hoping not to be seen holding the tree mangler, he quickly tossed it into the underbrush with a low, underhanded, motion. 

“An aire! – Watch out!” Walter warned in a hushed voice—not a whisper, not quite a shout, intended to be heard by his companion but not by Ròna herself. “’S i a’ Phiùthrag!—It’s the little Sister!”

Not that Walter’s caution had really been needed because Dìleas’s crashing through the underbrush and the overhanging branches was warning enough.

Walter’s companion, Duncan Macpherson, or as he was known, Donnchadh na Misge – Duncan of the Drinks – froze with his hand on the rope that looped down from the overhead canopy of foliage. He was a big straggly- haired, sloppy fellow, an enthusiastic bòdhran drummer at any cèilidh up and down the mountain range that constituted the Wayp, such so that he was always welcome and was always sure to be gifted with his fill of food and teatha na Màthar – tea of the Mother— and to be sent on his way in the morning with a few coins in his pocket, and as he was generally quite handy with small tasks, he otherwise earned a meagre living hiring himself out for occasional odd jobs to anyone else who needed an extra set of hands.

With hardly a break in her unihorn’s gait, Ròna charged into the middle of the two, bowling them over like grasses before a mammoth rush. She pivoted her mount to face the men, who were scrambling to their feet. “What’re you doing!” she demanded, her voice trembling with a rage that was perhaps out of proportion to the circumstance, but was quite understandable as this was the tree where he whose name was too painful to recall had carved what was both the memorial to the end of the childhood in which she lacked nothing and the emblem that marked the dawning of her yearning.

“Nothing?” Little Walter said.

“Just looking ...” Duncan added.

“What’re you looking at?”

“Just stuff.” 

Silence. 

Then as a non sequitur, Little Walter offered: “The squirrels are gathering nuts early.”

“I’ve noticed that,” Ròna observed coldly.

Duncan, still frozen in his wave, added, “I saw a mammoth with an extra thick layer of wool.”

Ròna nodded at the observation.

Little Walter broke the silence: “Big Walter​[14] did something funny the other day,” he said, referring to his son.

“Did he, now?”

“Something you might relate to: He found a baby fox lost in the forest and brought it home, and he’s been feeding it. They seem to have taken to each other.”

“He’s always been a bit of a buaireadair – troublemaker. It’s good to hear he’s finally becoming a man.”

Silence as thick as overcooked porridge.

Presently, Ròna added: “But that’s not funny.”

“No, I guess not,” Walter conceded with a shrug. “Just what he should do.”

Ròna turned to Duncan who was still frozen in his wave. “A Dhonnchaidh – Duncan – The trout are thick up at the north end of the loch. You going fishing?”

“Still working on my boat,” Duncan answered. Trying to appear as if his frozen posture were a natural position to be stuck in, he made as if to lean into the rope. “Have to put a new keel on it.”

“Come over to my dad’s house,” Ròna invited. “Talk to him. He’ll help you with that.” 

“Thanks, maybe I will.”

Silence again. 

The arrow was notched, half-cocked, and ready to shoot. Ròna pointed with the tip of the arrowhead at the axe handle that protruded from the underbrush. “What’s that?” she asked, as if she had just noticed it.

“What?” Little Walter asked innocently enough but fooling no one.

“That thing you chucked under the bush.”

“Nothing ...” Little Walter repeated in a childlike manner, as in, nothing to see here – but at the same time taking a step to occlude Ròna’s line of sight.

“Whole lot of ‘nothing’ going on.”

“Oh, that!” he exclaimed as if surprised to just now notice it. “I guess it’s an axe!” 

“What’re you doing with an axe? You know you’re not allowed to chop any trees in the Mother’s forest.”

After a moment of deep reflection: “Chopping fire wood from fallen trees.”

“There’s not a fallen tree around here.”

“There could be. No harm in looking.”

A noise overhead: A blue jay – with its broad wings folded back to resemble a bright blue overcoat, and its black crest sweeping back like the rudder of a ship (resembling a fashion popular amongst younger teenagers in the village and surrounding area) squawked and chittered and scolded as if calling out Liar! Liar! Liar! while it flapped its wings vigorously.

Ròna looked up. “Dè tha dragh ort, a charaid?” she asked. “What’s bothering you, friend?” 

Duncan looked away quickly from the disturbance as if he were afraid that he was about to be told on. 

Ròna shot a question at him. “What’s that in your hand?”

“What?”

“That,” she said, pointing her arrow at the rope.

“Oh!” as if he had just at that moment noticed what it was that was coiled in his hand. “I guess it’s a rope!” he announced surprised. As though it were a snake he’d just discovered, he released the strand and snatched his hand away.

At Duncan’s slackening of his grip on the line, it whipped away from him and up. As the tension in the rope went slack, there was a rustling in the branches, a clattering, a muffled shout, and a stream of cursing overhead. 

Turning away from the noise up in the tree as if he’d not heard anything, Walter tried his best not to look. 

Duncan jerked his gaze upwards, as if he had just now come across the man dangling high overhead in the branches of the tree and had paused to stare up in curiosity.

The man at the other end of the rope yelped in protest as his support line suddenly went slack, and he dropped a good woman-length, and the monkey of Ròna’s wrath came into full view: a stooped, broad-backed man with the posture of a forest ape who was swinging uneasily from the ropes that had secured him high in the branches of the towering oak whose branches arched high and spread wide and whose roots stretched out far beneath all the other trees, and whose all-encompassing span had sheltered and nurtured the entire forest going back to the time of the Great Melt itself.

Ròna’s heart pounded. Her eyes lanced darts of fury. Her face tightened in angry concentration. Her eyes narrowed to slits that saw only one thing: This monkey-man who was now swinging from the branches with the jagged-toothed saw that he’d used to hack away at the tree’s limbs. 

A deranged murderer! 

It became apparent to Ròna as she urged Dìleas forward that the monkey-man was too high up in the tree to reach although even as high up as he was, she recognized him: Robert Morunx, who had come to the Wayp requesting sanctuary several years before. On account of his being a half-speesh​[15] – the son of one of the people of the Wayp and a Zziippp – he’d applied for asylum based on the claim of having been a victim of specism in the DownBlow. The Mothers had allowed him to settle on a small plot of land near Coille na Màthar – the grove of the Mother. 

He was a short, broad-shouldered man with a balding patch on his forehead. She could not see the man or even think of him without recalling the far-ainm—the nickname—that Cuilean had given him—Rob a’ Mhuncaidh – or Rob the Monkey, for he walked with a stoop such that his arms seemed to dangle forward towards the ground. But it wasn’t just a physical resemblance that had inspired the moniker. Cuilean had tagged something shifty about the man—in the way he was continuously sneaking surreptitious glances to his side and behind him, as if casting about for something to snatch and run away with. And like a troublesome, mischievous monkey he resembled, he’d been nothing but a disturbance ever since his arrival, his motto seeming to be Get one over on them before they could even think of bamboozling you.

In a moment, Ròna decided if she couldn’t reach her target, she could bring it down to her. As Dìleas did a clomping prance, she arched up, and in a single motion, she lifted the bow, drew back the arrow, and remembered in a sensory micro-flash Cuilean’s voice teasing her for overthinking the shot—that had irritated her at the time, but now steeled her, confirmed her, warmed her. Without hesitation but in a smooth movement, she fired a shaft.

The arrow flew directly and exactly and severed the rope that was looped over the branch above the muncaidh’s​[16] head and secured him mid-air. As the line went loose, the man dropped suddenly in what must have been a stomach-lurching plunge, breaking through a couple branches along the way.

“Hey!” he shouted reflexively, startled, unaware of what had happened. Using a DownBlow expletive, he called out, “What the ratfuck’re you doing!?!” 

No sooner had he yelled than Little Walter and Duncan responded with a cacophony of shouted warnings, half of these in the FT.

“She’s cutting the line!”

“Thig a-nuas!—Get down!”

And several others that were unintelligible.

But before the muncaidh-man in the tree could process any of that, Ròna had swung Dìleas around and was circling for another angle. Again, she loosed a bolt; this one cut through another support-rope. Morunx fell another length as if through a hole in a floor, bouncing at the extent of the tie before dropping again.

By this time, Morunx had figured out what was happening. He’d spied Ròna as the cause of his predicament and shouted to her in Simspeek,​[17] “Stop that!” 

But even if Ròna had had any inclination to heed the muncaidh’s demand, she had already drawn and aimed and released her next arrow. Just as with the previous shots, this dart cut through another tie line with a whizzing sound.

Morunx felt that support give away—the one that had held him upright—and he flipped tòn os cionn – ass-over-head—and plummeted three woman-lengths towards the ground with a sickening, heart-stopping plunge. In the process of the fall, he lost grip on the saw, and it clattered down the length of the tree ahead of him, only itself to come to a halt and swing at the end of its securing line.
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Morunx let out a scream – non-worded, or a garbling of words that sounded more like an animal’s shrieking—and just as he came to a bone jerking stop and a bounce at the end of the tether, Ròna sliced through the last support line.

With a satisfied outrush of breath, the girl watched the tree mangler plunge from the middle branches of the desecrated Mother of Trees towards the ground.

It was paradoxically fortunate for Morunx that the man hit nearly every branch on the way down, each tree limb delivering a stunning blow as if in reprimand for his assault, each thud accompanied by an incoherent shout or groan or moan, but each impact also slowing the velocity of his fall, bringing the plummet to intermittent pauses, slowing his descent, although just for a moment reversing the direction of the rebound before plunging again.

Finally, he bounced off the last thick branch and dropped two lengths to the ground, only to have his descent stopped by a joint-separating jolt as the last length of rope reached its limit. His foot tangled in the snare of the rope, he dangled upside down, pendulating back and forth.

“What’re you doing!?!” he wailed, more rhetorically than anything else as it was perfectly obvious what Ròna had just done.

His swinging at the end of the rope banged him into the tree trunk, and upon that impact, he cursed a blasphemy from the DownBlow: “Damn the Profit!” 

Then swinging out away from the tree, he shouted an order with all the ferocity a ridiculously upside-down man could muster: “Let me go!” 

Although it was sure that no one would obey.

Slyly and a bit maliciously complying with his demand, Ròna responded with, “Ma tha thu ga iarraidh ... If that’s what you want,” and with a deft stroke, she cut the rope securing him to the last branch, and the man swung clear, slammed into the trunk one last time, and plummeted the last span to the ground where he landed with a thud and—as the air was forcibly compressed out of his lungs—an ooff.

A mass of bruises, scrapes, and cuts, and plastered with needles, nettles, bits of bark and leaves that he’d accumulated during the course of his drop, Morunx took a long moment to recover enough to even start groaning. At the base of the tree, he lay in a crumpled heap, his nearly inaudible moaning being the only sign that he was still alive – like that of a little boy just thrown from a mammoth calf and splayed across the ground – these grew in volume and intensity until finally his groans intermixed with curses, which were first generalized and not directed anywhere or at anyone in particular, but soon became fixed – as soon as his head and his vision cleared – on Ròna, seated on her unihorn mount above him.

“You ... you ...” He was groping for the vilest, most insulting, dirtiest imprecation: “You giant vagina!” he shouted. “You did that!”

“Yes,” Ròna agreed, “I did,” an admission that brought a hint of a fiamh-gàire – a smug smirk of pride – creeping into the corner of her lips and eyes, a smile not unalloyed with the amusement that always came to her when she contemplated how the Downblowers thought the word that signified the source of all life was an insult.

She vaulted off Dìleas’s back and strode to the crumpled man who lay as if a squashed bug at the base of the broad oak trunk.

“I’ll have you arrested!” he threatened from his back.

Ignoring his threat, she asked, “What were you doing up there?”

Well aware that it was permitted to prune deadwood from the forest, Morunx temporized. “Trimming the hair of the Mother.”

Ròna lifted her chin in acknowledgement. A slow nod, one that purposely gave her time to consider his justification.

She glanced at his two assistants – Biorachan Beag and Biorachan Mòr, as she thought of them – Little Pointy Head and Big Pointy Head. 

They mirrored each other with noncommittal shrugs and spread hands. 

Contemplating what to do, Ròna scrutinized him long and hard (well, not objectively “long” per se, but to Robert Morunx, it seemed like an excruciatingly interminable length of time): Would it be worth it to arrest him and haul him in front of the Council of the Sisters?

Sensing her indecision – and taking it as his get-out-of-jail-free card—Morunx gathered himself into a less uncomfortable position.

Looking up at the tree, Ròna assayed the damage. Fortunately for Morunx, it might be supposed that he’d not had much of a chance to inflict much maiming. She weighed the possibility that his claim of just pruning deadwood would carry weight with the Sisters. Or at least justify giving him the benefit of the doubt.

“Well?” he asked with a smirk, sensing that he might snake out of this predicament. “Can I go?”

He stood and brushed off himself the accumulated foliage, twigs, bits of leaves, brush, and other nondescript vegetative debris that he’d accumulated in the course of his descent.

Ròna hesitated in her answer. Reflecting on the question, she cast a glance down. Her vision fell on a small form on the ground. 

She stooped and picked up the body of the murder victim and thrust the tiny corpse of the vibrantly electric-blue butterfly – dealan na bain-dè in the FT, literally the lightning of the goddess—at Morunx and demanded, “What’s this?” 

“Nothing,” which he contradicted by adding, “I don’t know.”

“Did you do this?”

“Not that I know of,” which he apparently feared might not be a sufficient enough denial, so he followed that with, “What if I did?” 

But his equivocation was enough to spark her decision.

She pulled the rope tight. “Tiugainn. – Let’s go.”

“What!” Morunx yelped in indignant surprise. “You can’t!”

“I can and I will,” she said, snatching up the bit of rope that dangled from the branches, and using it and that which still remained tied around Morunx’s waist, with a deft whipping and circling motion, Ròna whipped the trailing length of the former guide and support line around the man whom she was making her prisoner. In a moment, she quickly cinched him, calf-tying being something she’d learned many years ago working her father’s mammoth ranch. 

“What for?!” Morunx protested – as much against the ropes that now bound him as against her words.

“Desecration of the Sanctuary.” 

“It’s just open land!” 

“It’s the Mother’s forest.”

“Nothing but a bunch of stupid trees!” The protest of a child declaring that being denied what he wanted was unfair.

Without answering Morunx, Ròna called out to the other men, who had been standing frozen by the spectacle. “You! I know who you are. Don’t be slinking off like stinkcats in the underbrush! You’re coming with me.”

“Càite?—Where?”

“Cha d’ rinn sinn dad!—We didn’t do anything.”

“He said he had approval.”

“Tha fios agaibh nas fheàrr!—You know better than that!” she snapped back, although Ròna would not have liked to admit it, this last claim was probably true. She knew the muncaidh-man well and knew him capable of any deceit to get his way. 

“You don’t have any reason ...” Morunx muttered feebly in protest. He spoke in Simspeek since despite the length of time he’d lived in the Wayp, he had never bothered to acquire more than a passing acquaintance with Teanga Clann na Màthar—the Tongue of the Children of the Mother.

“We’ll hear what the Sisters say about that,” Ròna retorted without pausing.

“I was just trying to make a profit,” Morunx complained. “What’s wrong with that!?!” Before she could answer, as if she were going to attempt an explanation, he wailed, “They’ll send me back!”

“You’re lucky. If I had my way, I’d give you the short road to the DownBlow,” she said, alluding to the edge of the cliff that plummeted several thousand woman-lengths to the Land of Smudge. 

Morunx again changed his tone, pleading, “It’s my right!” 

The unvoiced thought glimmered across Ròna’s mind: Was the man really that stupid? But she’d had enough of this shit – a mammoth pile of mammoth shit, as it were—and if she heard him, much less heeded him, the girl gave no sign, for his complaint was drowned out by her shout: “Thusa! A Mhic a’ Phearsain!—You! MacPherson” she called out. “Cuidich mi— Help me,” she commanded in a tone and with an authority that could not be challenged.

With that, she gave a click of her tongue against her teeth, and Dìleas left off browsing amongst the high ferns – tasty treats indeed! – and ambled over. Ròna gripped his shaggy mane at about head level, and using that hold as a lever, she swung herself back into her mount. 

“Thoir an ròpa dhomh.—Give me the rope,” she ordered.

MacPherson hurried to hand her the free end of the rope that bound the muncaidh-man, and she secured the line around the unihorn’s thick neck and shoulders.

“Let me go! Untie me! Better not ...”

But his protest was cut short by Ròna’s bark: “Dùin do chlab!—Shut your snout!” There was something about the young woman’s tone—the sharpness and fierceness of it that would not suffer disobedience and implied dire significances should she be ignored or disobeyed—that stopped Duncan’s and Walter’s ears to the imprecations, unconvincing threats, and feeble attempts at orders of the hog-tied lump of humanity now tethered to Ròna’s mount. 

Even Morunx himself quickly moderated his demands into pleadings and weak entreaties: “Please ... I won’t do it again ... begging you ...”

“Thalla!—Away!” Ròna commanded the unihorn. She set off, glancing back periodically to keep an eye on the three men arrayed behind her ambling steed: the most important being the hog-tied miscreant, the defiler of the temple of the Mother, the desecrator of the holiest of sanctuaries, now alternately groaning and swearing and pleading as he was dragged along – or at best, when he could manage it, lugged in a stumbling gait; and of lesser concern, the other two men whom she knew and who should have known better (but they’d be dealt with later). 

And so tugging, half dragging, frequently yanking to his knees the entangled one, Ròna led the straggly caravan towards Taigh nam Peathraichean —the House of the Sisters.
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Part 2: Wisdom in madness
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’S ann gu tric a bhios gliocas ann anns an caothach

It’s often that there is wisdom in madness.

Leabhar an Leaghaidh Mhòir—

The Book of the Great Melting
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Wiktionary: The Great Melt and the Creation of the Merican Pelago
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Professor Harold Harishandra Higginsbottom (editor)

––––––––
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What is now known by the synecdoche of the “Great Melt” was actually a confluence of environmental events which certainly included—as its name indicates—the melting of the glaciers and ice caps of the world but entailed so much more environmental devastation than that simple appellation indicates. 

The Merican Pelagoes:
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As difficult as it might be for modern readers to give credence to the historical fact, water once existed in abundance – in both a free-flowing and frozen state throughout the world. Our present world was formed in the period during the Great Melt following the thawing and deliquescing of the water locked in glacial ice. The Merican Pelagoes emerged from what had previously been known as the North American continental landmass.

Perhaps, the reader will more greatly appreciate the impact of the change that came over the earth by reading the words of the historian Raghnaid Carson Abeni Bose​[18] writing in the aftermath of the Great Melt from the point of view of those who were alive during the BM era.


We didn’t note when the earth cracked, leaving a patchwork pattern like so many dried brick tiles, and when on buildings and cars a fine white dust settled, as if a perpetual sugar sprinkling. We hardly paid attention when the fertilizer leached into the groundwater (what little was left), and what wells that could still be drilled were rendered as toxic as cyanide from the leaching of poisons from our grubbing in the dirt for the last drop of gowp or speck of copper, silicon, and other toxic or rare-earth minerals we deemed vital to life; and the sludge run-off from the meat-producing and processing factories poisoned what little water was left in the rivers and aquifers; and the soil burned from the heat above and from within by the acids, bases, oxidants, vesicants, phosphates, heavy metals, and other miscellaneous poisons, caustics, chemicals, and salts. 

Because most of us had never ventured out from the edges of our manicured lawns nor looked farther for water than the nearest tap or plastic bottle, no one regarded the rivers nor heeded the waters that were once crystalline when they turned a yellow-brown or putrid green. Deprived of oxygen because of the fertilizer run off, fish floated belly up to the surface of the waters, and the shores of the dried-up lakes and seas grew shin deep with the black muck of rotting fish and water vegetation. Everywhere, the wildlife that drank from those waters grew sick and died, and the waters flowed (when they did flow—more often than not, they lay stagnant and moribund) around the carcasses of dogs, cats, cows, badgers, possums, weasels, deer, coyotes, and every other creature still in existence, both domestic and wild. Grasses died by the river banks. Copses of trees—maple, elm, oak, beech, and every other kind that had once dotted the shores, luxuriating in the nutrients that the waters had spread along the banks, sagged weakly, and when their branches dipped into the water that remained, they were burnt brown, and they, too, gradually died.
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When the Mississippi dribbled to a mere trickle and then to a 3,000-mile sickly ribbon of muddy brown sewage, we merely shrugged our shoulders and paved it over, and so the Mighty Mississippi Freeway, half a mile wide in some spots, was born. Where once barges and great transport ships had plied their ways up and down the currents of the once-broad river, now, freight trucks, cargo trucks, semi-trucks, and smaller delivery vans hauled the wealth of the continent. Public and private transport vehicles conveyed people north and south through the eastern middle of what had once been the American Continent. 

We hadn’t heeded when the agro-industrial farming corporations growing corn, wheat, soy, palm oil, rapeseed, as well as wood-providing forests and bamboo groves to burn as biofuel drilled deeper and deeper into the aquifers that had once filled the entire substrata under the surface—first 5,000 feet, and then 10,000, and then 20,000 feet—until the surface of the lands above the now empty underground seas collapsed, and the rising oceans rushed in, creating the Grand Sea Canyon between what is now East Merican Pelago and West Merican Pelago. 





After the Great Melt, and afterwards, the Submerging, when it was realized that only some few regions on the planet still harbored supplies of water, the IPIS​[19] held that historical habitation of lands was purely random and arbitrary, and that it was unjust that small and weak indigenous populations should be able to claim remaining water resources and thus obstruct access to the gowp deposits under them, for those resources rightly belonged to all the corporations of the world, as represented by designated corporate governing syndicates, membership in which having been democratically bought via the process of secret gift, graft, and gratuity, and that any attempt to prevent access, expropriation, or exploitation by the assigned corporation would constitute illegitimate appropriation – in a word, theft.

The Senators selected by the voting corporations to the IPIS decided that the Monstrato Corps was justified in undertaking – indeed was forced to launch—a preemptive seizure of one of the last remaining sources of water in the world and the reserves of untapped gowp that water covered in the territories around the mountain lake of the Wayp. 

While before, resistance had taken the form of flight and seclusion, of the avoidance of conflict with the overwhelming forces of the Corporation, it was in the forests and the mountain plateau of the Wayp that the final countercurrent against Mostrato’s regime began with a girl on a unihorn and a boy in chains.
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Cuilean, Son of the Tiger
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(Then: before Monstrato, when Cuilean was still only a boy)


Nam biodh am faodalach reamhar no caol, 's mairg an duine nach beathaicheadh e.

Whether the foundling is fat or thin, pitiful is the man who won’t feed him.

Proverb from Leabhar an Leaghaidh Mhòir—

The Book of the Great Melting 





The why would be clear enough if what she suspected were true: the result and cumulation of a number of incidents that had started several years before the reaping, which itself had changed everything.

The fable of the children of the Wayp was that Cuilean had been left as a changeling in the woods by na sìthichean—the fairies – who often left their own misshapen offspring in exchange for a healthy human baby, but in this instance, they’d mistakenly dropped Cuilean into the litter of a sword-tooth tigress – an cat claidheamh-fhiaclach in the FT—trading a worthless, shaking, quivering, fear-ridden, skinny, multi-colored, fairy runt for a healthy, fearless tiger cub to take back to the Other World. 

Whether the transaction was purposeful or not was difficult to say and impossible to ascertain. Perhaps, for some reason, they’d conceived of a need for a healthy cub, or, alternatively, the changeling’s leaving was the result of fairy ineptitude by an elfin bumbler who had been relegated the simplest task imaginable: “Here, you just have one job to do, Marigold”—Lus an Oir in the FT. “Take this sickly fairy child and swap it for a healthy baby. That’s not hard, is it? You think you can handle this?” Nevertheless, poor, simpleton, cross-eyed Lus an Oir had managed to bumble her task and left the infant to be reared by the mother sword-tooth, or to die.

However fanciful, though it was mythologized by children in the times that followed—being told as a kind of “birth narrative,” a miraculous origin story of the coming of a hero and his union with the Mother of the civilization—the story wasn’t far from the truth that, perhaps because the simple truth was so incredible, it could be articulated only with difficulty: He arrived, and she chose him. 

During the last snowfall of a winter, when in a final gasp of the cold months, before the rapidly approaching spring, the winds howled like an invading horde of banshees down the frigid sides of the mountain passes and the peaks pointed stiff and white like frost-erected nipples of Cìochan na Màthar—the Mother’s Teats—while he was out searching for a lost mammoth calf, Ròna’s father Dòmhnall Chamshroin – Donald Cameron in Simspeek—came upon the little valley where a cottage was nestled in the lap of the mountain of the mother, a peaceful glade, blanketed with a soft covering of snow. As late as it was in the afternoon, the winter sun had already set. The moonlight sparkled across the icy ground like a sprinkling of jewels. Dark shadows were cast across the ground in large swaths, and when the moonlight broke through the gloom unimpeded, it lighted surfaces with a pure white gleam. The stars in the sky sparkled like so many embers of a dying fire on a bed of black ash. 

Wholly night. 

Silent night.

Silent now except for the sound of Dòmhnall’s tramping through field and forest as he searched for a stray mammoth calf, but not so quiet just a little earlier when shouts could have been heard coming from the interior of a ramshackle hut: a woman’s hysterical screaming and a man’s furious hollering, their voices muffled by the thick-packed snow.

The man bellowing something like, “No manchild of mine is going to cry like a baby!” 

And the woman shrieking, “You’re going to kill him!” 

And the wailing of a terrified infant. 

Inside the hovel, William the Carpenter – Liam Saoir, as he was known, or or less favorably, and more pejoratively (but never to his face), Liam Garbh, or translated into Simspeek, Savage William—was holding the baby up by his feet and was beating him with alternately an open hand and a closed fist.

The boy’s mother cried out inarticulately and jumped on Liam’s back, and with a shrug of his shoulders, he threw her to the side.

She ricocheted off the kitchen cabinet. Clattering down beside her was a sgian mhòr – a large kitchen knife. Picking it up, and in what was probably an instinctual action, that is, not premeditated, in her desperation to protect her pàiste – her babe—she lunged at the man, the father of her child, the would-be infanticide. 

She stuck the knife into his chest, so it protruded from between his ribcage, but not so deeply that he couldn’t grip her about the throat and drive her backwards, in his fury his hands clamping about her neck, his legs entangling with her thrashing legs, and his blood pouring out on the floor. His feet slipped on the wet mess, and unable to gain traction, he bore down on her, and they tumbled together, he on top, landing on the handle and driving the blade that had been but partially embedded deeper into his chest, puncturing his heart. 

She let out a gagged gurgle and thrashed fiercely in desperation as she died.

His last word was a fluid-muffled “galla – bitch” as he coughed up his life blood. 

Soon, all movements of the couple ceased. 

In the process of the struggle, Liam had dropped the baby – more like forgotten about it and discarded it in his hatred of the woman. 

Righting himself from where he had tumbled, barefoot, shit-sagging-poop-laden diapered, out into the cold and the snow, screaming in terror, or as much as he could scream between desperate gasps like a person drowning, frantically clutchings at air that caught in his chest before he could complete the breaths, the infant toddled as quickly as he could from the house. 

The tot, with his wild disordered mane of hair, oddly tri-colored – ruadh, bàn, donn – chestnut red, blond, and brown—ran as far as he could (which, objectively speaking, wasn’t that far) before his legs sank thigh-deep into the powdered snow that blanketed the ground. His heart snagged in his throat, his choking sobs impeded his breathing, but the farther he sloughed through the deepening slurry, the more the echoes of his raging parents’ yelling faded behind him in the muffling white drifts.

He ran and tottered – such as toddlers are able to run—until he could run no more and fell into the snow, sobbing, gasping, and gradually as the heat from his exertion dissipated, shivering.

It was cold, so cold, his cries of terror turned to a baby’s crying and faded to animal whimpers. Blubbering faintly, he crawled onward, his compulsion to continue to flee dominated by the residue of his panic.

The wind whipping over the snow cut into him with freezing cold. A scent came to him, wafting on the frigid breeze—an oddly warm drift of air and a rank, putrid odor that smelled disgustingly of blood, shit, and placenta, but also of sweet milk, and above all else, of warm, sweaty bodies.

The child crawled towards the source of the stench until he was hoisted by the diaper, though it is questionable how conscious the toddler was of being lifted, except that one moment he was dragging himself forward with nearly inaudible whines, and the next he found himself in a snow-covered bower. 

There was a pungent stench, and a low, gruff grunt, but most importantly, warmth. 

He was nuzzled by a huge wet snout, and by that same snout, he was pushed into the midst of others about his own size. He was engulfed in a warm, rank smell of blood and milk and animal sweat, and pushed and nudged by a half-dozen other little bodies, whose fur not only insulated themselves from the bitter chill, but him, too. 
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And again the soft, muzzling grip, this time around the nape of the neck, that pushed him towards a steaming, soft, giving, forgiving surface, and nuzzled him towards a fleshy protuberance, and a nipple found his mouth, whereupon he began to suckle, and he tasted the pleasing, warm, buttery milk of the mother sword-tooth tigress course down his throat and warm him from the inside out, and eventually, his tummy filled, nestled snugly amidst his brethren tiger cubs, soothed by the rumbling purring of the great mother cat claidheamh-fhiaclach, he fell asleep.

Having gone out into the storm to find the mammoth calf that had strayed away from its mother, Dòmhnall found the babe upon his heading home. The mother had been rooted in the middle of the field bellowing for her calf and wouldn’t move—neither back to the shelter of the three-sided barn that Dòmhnall had built for his animals, nor to venture out to find the babe. She stood in the middle of the frozen meadow, trunk raised high, bawling long and plaintively calling. 

Dòmhnall had had a suspicion where the young mammoth might have wandered, and at long last, searching in the rocky hillocks, he found it lodged in the boggy muck of a crevice. Stupid animals, they knew how to go about searching for lichens and grasses to eat, but often forgot how to get out of where they’d gotten themselves into!

At first, he couldn’t see the calf, but he could hear its staccato series of demanding trumpet calls for its mother, comingled with its wailing complaints that she didn’t respond. 

Dòmhnall clambered down the embankment, carefully securing handholds and footholds on the slick, muddy hillside. At the bottom, the bawling animal crowded close to him, almost crushing him against the sides of the gulley. Dòmnhnall pushed the creature back, batting it soundly on the forehead to settle it down. 

He was able to maneuver himself behind the tiny mammoth (well, tiny as far as mammoths go), and putting his shoulder to the animal’s butt, he pushed and heaved and shoved. Clumsily, with this assistance, the calf made its way up the steep sides of the trench, slippery foothold by shifting, uncertain foothold. 

At the top of the ravine, when its front feet fell on level, relatively stable ground, the calf, apparently forgetting its recent distress, trumpeted happily and bounded blithely back to its mother.

After Dòmhnall recovered, and his legs had stopped shaking from the exertion, he made his way back home through a grove of trees. He saw a dark lump in a snow bank in a thicket. Because of the drifting snow and the gathering fog, he couldn’t make out what it was, but it didn’t appear to be mere vegetation, something like a fallen clump of leaves. He first thought it might be a newborn from his herd but then suspected it to be a crouching bear-wolf, or even more dangerous, a sword-tooth tiger. 

He heard mewing and meowing and the whining cries of infant animals. Curious, he barked loudly, “Hoigh!—Hey!” to rouse a response that would help him determine just what it was, at the same time expecting whatever it was to start away, or at least to alert in readiness to defend or flee. The figure didn’t move. He took a heavy step, sinking up to his knee in the snow and almost fell face first into the frozen powder.

Still the mewing. 

His curiousity overruling his caution, Dòmhnall stalked closer and shifted the branch covering, and he saw the circling of small creatures under the snow-hung branches. 

He recognized the litter of tiger cubs. He hastily withdrew his hands and glanced quickly around, the thought darting across his mind how lucky he was that the mother sword-tooth was not there. She would have leapt out in attack by now if she had been. Then his thoughts raced to fearing how close she might be. 

But just as he was about to hastily retreat, his eye caught something else that drew him closer. At first, he couldn’t make out what it was, so thick had the fog become. He had only vaguely registered a tossled mane of what he had first taken to be that of another cub. Encompassed by the tiger whelps, the creature had evidently burrowed itself into the middle of the litter to poach their body warmth.

Dòmhnall muttered to himself, “A Mhàthair an t-saoghail! – Mother of the world!” It was a baby! A human child! And one strangely cowled with a tigerish tri-colored mane that ran in streaks through its hair: ruadh, donn, bàn – chestnut red, brown, and blond. 

The sword-tooth tigress hove into view. It was half-dragging, half-carrying a deer in its jaws. Dòmhnall had no more than priobadh na sùla – the blink of an eye—to register the predator’s sudden appearance before the tigress dropped its prey, and with a screech and a roar, she charged at the man. 

He shouted loudly and deeply, made himself as big as he could, and waved his arms wildly, which gave the beast a moment’s pause – which was only momentary, but just long enough as his heartbeats surged with a pounding insistency—for his hands to fly with trembling urgency and lift the child out of the thicket. 

The sword-tooth tiger leapt for Dòmhnall, arching to about shoulder height. The man didn’t know where it came from—the punch, that is—but in that moment—one of those this-is-a-stupid-way-to-die moments—he lashed out in the general direction of the beast’s snout and caught the animal right in the tooth. The tip of which was fragile for all its frightening appearance, and Dòmhnall’s aim—fortuitously, fortunately—struck it at its most brittle point, and that, the combination of the strength of the blow and the velocity of the tiger’s lunge, created an impact that was twice the force of either one by itself. The tip of the tooth broke off, embedded in Dòmhnall’s hand. 

Surprised, the tiger flipped backwards and backed away snarling a terrible warning and bleeding from the broken canine.  

Dòmhnall clutched the toddler tightly to his chest and backed away likewise, yelling loudly himself all sorts of curses and warnings and even breaking into a loud and threatening-sounding song. The words themselves weren’t threatening, the song just being a lullaby he typically sang to his mammoths to lull them to sleep—just the intonation he put to them—but anything to put the idea in the mother-tiger’s head that he was not a beast to be messed with, but since he had only come for his own cub (how was she to know, it wasn’t actually his?), he wanted no further trouble with her or hers.

The standoff achieved, Dòmhnall didn’t dare to turn his back on the sword-tooth, for doing so might well have triggered an instinctual attack on a fleeing prey. He backpedaled clumsily as quickly as he could in the thick snow.

As he gave ground, the mother advanced hurriedly into her bower. She circled the litter, growling all the while he retreated with the baby. She nuzzled the half-dozen cubs, seeming to count them, once, and to be sure, once again. Apparently satisfied they were all there, she covered them with her body, and gaping her jaws wide, she shrieked at Dòmhnall. 

Once safely away, out of sight, but not out of hearing of the frightful screeching and roaring of the mother tiger, Dòmhnall fashioned a pouch from the plaid draped over his shoulder and stuffed the cold, little waif inside his makeshift hammock. 

He turned back and plowed through the knee-deep snow drifts dhachaigh – homeward.

When he walked into the family’s cottage, his wife Siùsaidh reminded him sternly, “Shoes, off!” without even looking to see what he was carrying. Men and dogs! Just when you think you have them trained! Before she could add to her scolding – about how she’d just cleaned the floor—she caught sight of the bulge under his plaid. “What do you have there?” she demanded suspiciously.

“Fhuair mi e ann an cuain de chuileanan na bana-thìgeir. – I found it in a litter of tiger cubs.”

Their daughter, Ròna, happened to be in the kitchen at that moment. Her little ears picked up on what her father had said. “Cuilean? Càite? – A cub? Where?” 

Barely waist high to her parents, Ròna asserted herself between her mother and father and peered intently at the surprise her dadaidh had brought home. 

Her eager, tiny hands pried the plaid further open and revealed the baby boy. 

Ròna gulped. Is this where babies came from? Left in snow banks out in the forest!?! she wondered. “An deach fhàgail leis na sìthichean?” she inquired. “Was he left by the fairies?” 

“Obh obhan!—Oh! Oh, dear!” Siùsaidh exclaimed, gathering the child up. In alarm, she called out, “Tha e cho fuar! – He’s so cold!—’S geàrr bhuaithe am bàs!—And sharply close is death to him!” she exclaimed, glaring at Dòmhnall as if this were somehow his fault. 

With sure fingers, she unwrapped the bairn from Dòmhnall’s plaid. “Cait’ às an deach e?—Where did he come from?” 

Dòmhnall told her what he knew, which was actually very little, and none of which mattered in the urgency of succoring the baby, and in spite of her having asked the question, she didn’t wait for the explanation, for certain what to do, forgetting about his boots which were tracking mud and snow and muck all over her kitchen floor, Siùsaidh turned on the tea kettle and opened the oven. 

“You aren’t going to cook it!” Ròna yelped in fright.

“Na bi gòrach,” Siùsaidh snapped. “Don’t be foolish.” (Little ones! The strangest ideas come into their heads.) “We’re going to warm him up.” And so saying, she handed the leanabh – the baby – back to Dòmhnall and directed him to seat himself in front of the oven. 

She left the room and quickly returned with a blanket that she wrapped around the limp, cold-numbed body. 

By this time, Seumas, Ròna’s big brother, attracted to the commotion in the kitchen, had come in, followed by his bear-wolf cub, Sgàth – or Shadow. “What’s that!” 

“Your father found it in the woods,” Siùsaidh explained, as she bustled around the kitchen, looking for a bottle and something she could use as a nipple.

Seumas edged closer to inspect the foundling. “Look at his hair! It’s striped like a tiger! He looks funny!” 

“You smell funny!” Ròna snapped.

“Bi modhail – Be nice,” Siùsaidh admonished.

Sgàth sniffed the baby and issued a low-throated growl. 

“What’s wrong with him?” Ròna asked.

“He probably smells the cat on it,” Dòmhnall explained.

“Get him out of here,” Siùsaidh directed Seumas, stepping protectively between the bear-wolf and the infant and pushing the animal’s head away.

“Trobhad, a bhalaich – Come on, boy,” Seumas said to the bear-wolf. “It’s no fun in here anyway.” The boy huffed out the door, his bear-wolf Shadow trotting behind him, its claws clipping and clattering on the hard wood floor.

“Dùin an doras! – Close the door!” Siùsaidh called after her son. To no avail. The lad was already out of her hearing, or far enough away that he could claim that he was.

Ròna pulled a rocking chair up next to her father and climbed up on it. She held out her arms. “Let me hold it!” she commanded, even though she was barely bigger than it was, but so insistently did she tug on it, Dòmhnall pleaded with his wife, “What do I do?”

“I don’t think it’ll do any harm. Ach bi faiceallach, a ghràidh – Just be careful, love,” she said to her daughter.

The infant, awoken by the commotion, started to cry. 

Flummoxed, the little girl appealed to her mother, “Now, what do I do?” 

“Seinn dha—Sing to him,” Siùsaidh said, and with that, Ròna launched into a lullaby her mother used to sing to her not that long before:


Bà, bà, mo leanabh beag.

Ged ’s tha thu beag, bi thu mòr.




Sleep, sleep, my little baby.

Although you are small, you will be big.






In a few minutes, Siùsaidh returned with an old glove she had quickly fabricated into a simulation of a mother tigress’s teat by cutting off the tip of one of the fingers. She attached it around the top of a bottle half-full with warm mammoth milk. “See if you can get him to eat a little,” she told Ròna.
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And so Ròna rocked the baby, breaking into childish hymns, songs, and lullabies, as best as she could remember them, the repetition bothering neither her nor the toddler. The little boy’s shivering having ceased, he alternated between dozing fitfully and suckling on the old glove that Siùsaidh had prepared. Eventually, lulled by the gentle movement of the rocking chair, both Ròna and the leanabh went to sleep.

Siùsaidh nodded off at the rough-hewn kitchen table, her head resting on her crossed arms. 

Dòmhnall draped a blanket across her shoulders before he left the kitchen and went to bed himself. 

Periodically during the night, Siùsaidh woke up to check on the two children huddled together in front of the fire in the oven. She found Ròna enwrapped around the newcome child, herself barely larger than he was, the two of them breathing deeply together almost as one in a shared slumber.

When morning came, Siùsaidh groggily checked the refugee from the storm. Satisfied that the babe was warm and well, she started water boiling for tea and porridge, set some sausage on the grill, and cracked a few eggs next to the slices of meat. She slipped a few scones – enough for all of them—into the oven for warming. 

Dòmhnall came in, and seeing that Siùsaidh had already started their morning meal, he told her “Suidhe sìos, a ghràidh – Sit down, love. I’ll finish everything,” and took over. Or tried to. Siùsaidh wasn’t eager to relinquish her place, and so shoulder to shoulder, sometimes crowding each other, reaching over each other, they prepared the morning meal.

Seumas trundled in, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. “Suidhe sìos, a bhalaich. – Sit down, lad,” Siùsaidh directed the boy. “Rinn d’ athair bracaist.—Your father’s made some breakfast.”

“We made breakfast,” Dòmhnall corrected. 

Siùsaidh turned to Ròna. “A ghràidh —Darling – Come and have something to eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

This, Siùsaidh knew must not be true, for the little girl hadn’t eaten since the previous day. “Let me have the baby. I’ll take care of him.”

“No!” the girl protested. 

From his place at the table, Seumas, fed up with his little sister’s foolishness, chimed in. “A dhroch isean!—You little brat! Don’t make such a big deal about it. Chan e ach cat-fuadain a th’ ann ... He’s just a stray cat.”

This evidently touched a raw nerve in the child, for she exclaimed forcefully, “He’s my stray!” 

Siùsaidh recognized she was facing Ròna’s implacable penchant to collect lost and wounded animals, and she gave in: “I’ll bring you something. Would that be alright?”

Ròna nodded, conceding the point. And as her mother was moving away, as if the thought had just occurred to her, the little girl asked, “What’s his name?”

Dòmhnall spoke without looking up from the stove. “I found him near Liam Garbh’s house. This might be his son – Colin, I think his name is.”

Mishearing what her father had said, mistaking the name “Colin” for the word for “cub” – Cuilean—and thinking nothing could be more appropriate, Ròna answered, “Uill, ma thà, ’s e seo an cuilean agamsa!—Well, then, this one is my cub! My Cuilean.”

The adults, both tickled by the child’s misapprehension, and cowed by the dauntlessness of her certainty, gave in. And so, that became his name, the lost cub, Cuilean Mac an Tìgeir – Cuilean, Son of the Tiger—that at first Ròna’s parents thought would be a cute nickname for the foundling – as good as any other far-ainm—until they learned the kid’s real name for certain, but as no one came to claim the child, and the bodies of his parents were not found until the following springtime when heather blossoms blanketed the pasture and the songs of robins filled the air morning and evening in the little glen where their cottage lay, that name stuck.

As Ròna nursed the toddler from the milk-soaked glove, behind her, Siùsaidh exclaimed, “What’s that!” 

The little girl turned and found her mother staring in horror at the sword-tooth’s fang protruding from Dòmhnall’s hand. 

Dòmhnall looked back and forth from the woman, whose face expressed an increasing fright, and the small child who was on the verge of being infected by her mother’s growing panic, and not wanting to further alarm his wife and daughter by telling how he had really gotten the tooth, he hushed his wife with a significant glance at daughter and toddler. 

For public consumption, he calmly remarked, “Obh! Dhìochuimhnich mi— Oh, I forgot! It’s the babe’s,” and casually plucked the remnant of the tiger’s canine from where it’d been embedded in the back of his hand and offered it to Ròna. “An seo, a ghràidh—Here, love. Since you seem to have adopted the babe, seo agad e cuideachd.—This is yours, too,” and he placed the blood-smeared fang into Ròna’s hand, which was enough of a diversion for the child that she turned to gaze in wonder at the foundling’s lost tooth. 

Afterwards, the girl bound the fang with a leather thong, and as she grew older, she hung it around her neck in remembrance of Cuilean’s first coming.
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Scared shitless 
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(actually, really, literally)


Is mios' an t-eagal na cogadh.

Fear is worse than fighting.

Proverb from Leabhar an Leaghaidh Mhòir—

The Book of the Great Melting









In the northern Merican Pelago half a world away from Ròna and the Wayp, over the massive MMMMM​[20] stadium that stretched from here to there (there being near the horizon where lines of perspective narrowed to a pinpoint), flew the Monstrato flag, the symbol of all that was wholly the corporation’s: a gowp-wyrm, its pulpy head attached to a long neck that darted in and out of the protective shell that encased its back, which was itself capped with two small fins that looked like wings on the top side of the helmet-like cowl. The wyrm was depicted with its eight tentacles entwined around and gripping the girders of a gowp derrick rising out of a frothing sea of churning, boiling black gowp.

The stadium was crammed with diverse mixture of Natborn Zziipppaeis,​[21] humanoid ex-vitro Anboarnhs, even some emancipated aiReps, and half-speesh Unclassifieds. Some of the organics wore atmopuro masks​[22] that filtered out harmful asses and impurities from the ambient atmosphere, including toxic amounts of oxygen, and created individualize mini-atmospheres suitable for breathing. Many of these dangled loosely from their faces as the air in the dome had supposedly been pressurized and filtered so it was breathable, and some still wore their face masks sealed out of habit or not trusting to the purity of the atmosphere, while the more affluent amongst these, having been fitted surgically with permapura implants, had dispensed with such accessories, but whatever their station or preference, almost as one, the crowd either cheered at the prospect of the penalty or booed, according to their respective team affiliation.

From the heights of the farthest reaches of the Crucifixion Bowl, the figures on the distant Melee Match field below were but little cockroach-dots scurrying around, however large they loomed on the overhead screoins​[23] that showed in glorious detail each hit, each blow, each stab, each mutilation, each loss of limb, and each decapitation that took place during the course of the game that was being waged for the entertainment, the delectation, and the elucidation of the fans in the stands and in the screoin-cast audience alike.

Under the stadium dome, the cheers, the hoots, the whoops, the howls, and the hollering; the stomping, the banging and pounding of sonorous drums and clangy metal cymbals; the warring braying of vuvuzelas and the ear-shattering blasts of air horns drowned out any and all other sounds until a synthesized voice boomed loud enough to be heard above the cacophony: “Let us stand, for the Pledge of Achievance.” And with that, the crowd hushed to a low, indistinct rumble like thunder rolling in the distance as they lifted on high their glowing digital wallets and chanted (not quite in synchrony, but sort of) the words of the pledge: 


I pledge achievance to the swag of the United Incorporated Pelago​[24]. And to the Profit for which it stands, one corporation under GAWD, indivisible, with profitability for just us all.



At the drop of the last words of the pledge, the clamor burst forth again and all but drowned out the voice of Fred Finkel, the one-armed broadcast announcer (a former all-pro himself), attempting a play-by-play to the handheld screoins of those trying to follow the action but were too far away from the field to actually see anything (much less, hear anything).

“If you’re just now joining us, welcome to the Electoral Combat Bowl, everyone ... those in the stadium and all those at home watching us on your home screoins. Up here in the owners’ boxes, we’re joined by the Game Master of all InterWeb entertainment and screoin show host, Magnus Mugwump, The Mayor of Larmo, Whyming Cays – up in the far north islands—who is here with us to welcome the two team owners contesting for the indisputable leadership of the United Pelagoes.”

Mayor Mugwump appeared on the screoin, looking like an overfed ferret with the perpetual scowl of somebody who suspected you of double-scooping your gowp-wyrm chip in the dip bowl, but now doing his best to imitate a smile.

“The Mayor is doing us the honor of inaugurating the Ticking Bomb of the Super Rigamarole that will decide the winner of the Electoral Combat Bowl Presidential Championship.”

“Oh, yes,” another voice chimed in, adding to the tweedledumb-and-tweedledumber, back-and-forth refrain. “We’ve seen many exciting mmmmm matches in the run-up to today’s contest. And I’m sure our losing team-owners are just as eager as we are to see the outcome of today’s competition.” 

The screoin audience was treated to a quick panning glimpse of the row of severed heads on spikes that ringed the stadium, each suspended in life-sustaining animation and exhibiting various moods of anger, distress, tearful wailing, and somber resignation.

The image was replaced by another as Finkel continued, “Introducing our first owner-contestant—Fellatio Hibiscus, the ever-popular host of the long-running game show How Low Will You Go!” 

Flashed on the screoin was the image of the flamboyant game-show host: a lacquered-skinned, pear-shaped, hermaphroditic Fellatio Hibiscus with a head of hair like hay tossed in stiff cross currents of wind and wearing a spangled low-cut evening gown, a diamond-encrusted necklace with an emerald pendant the size of a baby’s fist around their neck, and a boa over their shoulders woven from the tentacles of young gowp-wyrms. 

Fellatio Hibiscus lifted their jaw and exposed a neck like that of a desserliz​[25] about to lick a flying cockroach out of the air and waved a hand in a bored and self-satisfied benediction to the imagined crowd represented by the cameras. 

This image was replaced by one flashed on the screen of a pudgy, grandmotherly woman waving cheerily to the crowd. “And our other owner-contestant: Goowhiggie Clawntrip!” the announcer boomed. “Outgoing Vice President of the Pelagoes!” 

The crowd booed. The vuvuzelas and the air-horns resounded in disapproval. Evidently, Clawntrip was far from being a favorite.

“In our pre-game show, we broadcast retrospectives on each candidate’s career. It was truly inspiring to see the different paths each one has taken to get to this spot, the final match-up of the Electoral Combat.” 

On the screoin flashed a montage of Fellatio Hibiscus’ stellar business career, capped off by his legendary (and perhaps, apocryphal) leveling of the last tree as a younger version of themselves (before the sex non-assignment surgery that transitioned them to multi-gendered, though already pear-shaped and dressed in a cute floral-print summer dress. The (then) boy was poised in the midst of a small stand of felled trees (a bit of an ironic oxymoron in the choice of the words “stand” and “felled”—but we’ll let it go). 

A man’s voice was heard coming from off-screoin angrily demanding, “Who cut down my forest!?!” The older version of the boyish Hibiscus looked remarkably like the man the boy would have become (if they hadn’t transitioned, that is). 

“Male parental-unit, I cannot tell a lie,” the boy piped. “I did it with my little chainsaw.” 

The elder Hibiscus looked about him sternly and declared, “Good boy! Those damn things were a nuisance anyway! Always getting in the way of my view of the beautiful sandscape!” 

The view on the screoin cut quickly to a landscape of orangish desert, topped by an orange, sandy mist.

The crowd in the stadium erupted in cheers. 

Next the screoin displayed “Grandma” Goowhiggie Clawntrip’s feeding of the poor, unfortunate (and oftentimes mis-figured) natborn children, a controversial policy that her political opponents charged constituted illicit compassion trafficking, which no doubt lost her many votes in the run-up to today’s Electoral Combat Bowl© finals. As a picture of Goowhiggie walking among an encampment ward of crippled, flapper-armed, three legged, two-headed, and no-limbed, ZZyzx-virus infected children, a rumble of booing swelled from the crowd, making it readily apparent who the crowd’s favorite was. 

(Hint: not her.)

Fred Finkel enthused, “Oh, it’s exciting times! Everything is on the line, including—I know I don’t have to add,” he nevertheless added with a chuckle at his own cleverness, “the neck of the owner of the losing team! Whose head will end up as the Melee Match ball for next term’s Electoral Combat Bowl death match? How exciting! As they say ... LET THE HEADS ROLL!” This last was delivered with great enthusiasm and verve.
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Somewhere within this absurd circus, one fight-baller is not thinking of the crowd, the glory, or the profit. He is thinking of a green land and a girl with ruadh hair, neither of which he would allow himself any hope of ever seeing again.

The announcer continued in a more settled tone. “Let’s join the action that has already started on the field ...” where great cheers were going up with each act of mayhem, along with a collective ooohhs, aahhs, sympathetic groans, and moans, not to omit shrieks of laughter and general exclamations of delight. 

The Port Denver Ratkillers had advanced the ball—which was the encased and preserved head of the previous election cycle’s losing candidate encased in a pliable but rupture-proof gowpaleen sphere to prevent it from bursting in the rough handling of the game—to the 10 arl​[26] line. The head blinked its eyes in response to the kick and pleaded, “That was hard! Take it easy, fellas!” 

The opposing teams pushed back and forth, neither offense nor defense gaining the upper hand. The deafening blast of the penalty siren honked. Captured on the screoin was the fault: One of the defenders had stabbed a receiver in the back outside the blood zone. This infraction called for a free shot at the goal for the offending team.

“Well done!” Finkel proclaimed over the din. (Not that anyone heard, or if they did hear, paid attention, which fact had never intruded upon the announcer’s perception, for he perceived himself to be the center of the action merely because of his garrulous jabbering on the figurative sidelines.) 

The Port Denver Ratkillers—their uniforms blood-red and gowp-streaked kilts—were lined up facing the goal. The score had the Everest Wyrms—their one-pieces the color of brackish sea water (offset with black streaks of patriotic gowp)—ahead by a point (points being calculated by a complicated algorithm that factored hits, maimings, deaths, and actual goals), and the time was down to a few ticks of the clock (though according to the rules, the game could be paused in the middle of a play, skirmish, fight, or deathblow). The Ratkillers were fighting for their lives ... well, not actually their lives (players being too valuable a property to destroy), but those of their coach, team captain, and owner. This being the championship, the final spectacle of the game was to be the execution of the losing team’s leadership, whose heads would be preserved in a gowpaleen-sphere for the next season’s championship. 

But with the penalty, the game was thrown into sudden-death overtime. Literally. A player selected from each squad would face off in a fight to the death.

In the lock-up room, the slaiv​[27] warriors prepared for overtime. They huddled around the coach. “Bospela, who fight?” one of the Zziippps asked. 

On the wide-stretched overhead screoins was projected a close-up, ground shot of the Ratkiller team huddle. The superimposed image of Fred Finkel (who was actually in the farther reaches of the stadium many miles away) knelt in the middle of the players. He intoned in a hushed voice as if he feared disturbing their deliberations, “The game plan is a little unclear here. They seem to be arguing. Not boding well for a cohesive strategy in this do-or-die moment. What an exciting game! Here we arrive at the moment we’ve all been waiting for! The culmination of the Melee Match: Every Anboarnh and Zziippp for himself, because there’s no “we” in Melee Ball, no ‘uspela’ as the Zziippps would say in me-lee ball.” (Laying special emphasis on the syllable.) “Not us-lee ball. Just ‘me,’ not ‘us.’” 

Which motto Cuilean only half agreed with, for while there was no we here in the arena, there was a we somewhere else for him, a we that was way up high, where the land was green, the sky was blue, birds sang, and a red-haired girl as brave as any fight-baller he had ever encountered rode a white unihorn.

All of which was lost to him and would be his nevermore.

The camera intruded on the team deliberations, and caught the coach, Monstrato Corps Focwaod​[28] Buttwater-Bates (Priamus Thorben Beezow Doo-Doo Zipitty-Bop-Bop Buttwater-Bates, that is, of the genetic line of the West Virginia Isles Buttwaters) in consultation. 

Buttwater-Bates was a thin, pale Anboarnh of medium height. One could speculate that he’d possibly been manufactured at a discount gestation factory, as his head featured oversized ears, and his mouth twisted around oddly and irregularly configured teeth, which individually and collectively proved unequal to the task of containing sprays of sputum upon the enunciation of certain plosive sounds, especially words which began with p, b, and sp.

Looking around the scrum, Buttwater-Bates attempted to decide who was to fight the crucial, match-determining one-on-one. His gaze settled on his chief-assistant and the team-mascot – a medium-sized Zziippp by the naim​[29] of 7q9cgynsqnBilWee (who went by the understandably shortened name of BilWee). 

“What do you speculum might be the most suspicious match-up?” Buttwater asked. 

Despite having to back up half a step to dodge the incoming barrage of spittle, BilWee was overwhelmed that his opinion had been sought. He eagerly tilted his head in the direction of the lean foreigner who had produced so many points during the season, made so many kills (literally, in the case of Melee Match). “Coo-win,” he gushed (full and correct enunciation being difficult for the Zziippps).

Cuilean stood non-committally in the midst of the huddle. His fighting kilt was smeared with blood – both red from the splattering of teammates’ final throes, and green from the wounds he had inflicted on his Zziipppaei gladiator opponents. His head and face were capped with a cowl, a living hood, formed by a tentacle sea-wyrm that constituted his control leash​[30]—called that, but in some sense, more a helmet than a leash as the shell of the wyrm encased his head and the top part of his face, leaving only narrow eye-slits to see out of. Clamped securely on his head, it arched up from his eyes, swept over the top of his skull, ran down the back of the head to the nape of his neck, was anchored at the base of his skull by the fangs of the gowp-wyrm, and was secured by pulsing tentacles around his throat.

Peeking out beneath the hood was a shock of hair – ruadh, or chestnut red; then on the other side, another lock of hair – dubh, or black; and draped over the man’s forehead, a strand – bàn, or blond.

To this point, he had resisted the pressure from his corporate “sponsor” to cut his hair. It had become his signature, which he had been allowed to keep despite it marking him as an distinct from the other fight-ballers because—it was a signature trait that contributed to his popularity as long as he kept winning. 

For him, it was more than a marketing ploy. More than a branding trademark. It was a memory made tangible in his very body of how she had brushed it, braided it, teased it, touched it gently. Now, it was all he had left of her.

“Why Coo-win!” complained another Zziippp Melee Matcher, zUP (short for xuBHWzWRMwQ3dzUP, his full naim). Even though the Zziippps on the team were as massive as the bear-wolves that Cuilean sometimes dreamed of, his voice, typical of Zziipppaeis, piped high and shrill like a squeaky wheel. “Mepela winim Coo-win!” came the repeated protest from zUP.

Buttwater-Bates considered the protest. “zUP opines that the choice of Cuilean is a mis-satisfactory elocution of our resourcefulnesses.”

“Yeah!” zUP squealed. “Sma-hed idea!” The Zziipppaei marked as zUP purposely shouldered Cuilean, pushing him back a half step. “Lookit! Mepela more strong himpela,” zUP squeaked. 

Ignoring the other Zziipppaeis, BilWee asked Cuilean in his truncated TokTok what he thought of his chances: “Kan Yupela killim Slaiya die?” 

Cuilean made as if to answer but with the first sound out of his lips was not I can but “Feumaidh mi ...” leaving unsaid, lest he betray his secret, guarded heart, I must, I must survive, I must endure, I must live to see her again. Even then, a not-quite completely formed response, but even though he hadn’t completed the expression, because he’d even started to speak in the FT, as a penalty, his wyrm control leash jolted him with a white-hot warning blast to the base of his skull, a blow that hit him as if an opponent on the field had clobbered him with an electric mace set to full charge. 

He blinked back the tears and shook his head to clear the blinding, burning light that had exploded in it. The restraining tentacles of the wyrm tightened around his neck, constricting his breathing. 

Slithery to the touch, the tentacles of the wyrm-leash wriggled against his adjustment and gripped his throat all the more tightly. Cuilean reflexively pulled more firmly. The wyrm released its toothhold for a moment from the nape of Cuilean’s neck and darted its head forward. It hissed, displaying two needle-sharp teeth in threat, and dug its fangs back into the base of his skull. 

Cuilean shivered from the injection of a warning toxin and ceased his attempt to adjust the collar, rasping instead pained wheezes of breath.

“Mepela no savay wha yupela tok,” BilWee pressed on, oblivious to what had just transpired. “But mepela tink yupela tok yesa.’”

“You came pretty contagiousness to Frotch talk, there,” Buttwater-Bates taunted. “Not acquiesced,” he warned. “But I confer. Get ready.”

[image: ]

Cuilean narrowed his eyes, shuddered, and directed his gaze at Buttwater-Bates. This time, he held his tongue, not trusting it, except to mutter, “Yes, sir, Focwaod, sir,” and dipped his head tightly.

They all knew what that meant. When Cuilean got the nod, he both wanted it and feared it. In this, he wasn’t that much different than any of the other slaiv Melee Match players. Winning meant more perks, perhaps even eventually, freedom – whatever that word meant within the bounds of the DownBlow.

Whereas losing meant being “retired” to the farm, as the euphemism went.
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