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For Caroline, with me on the spiral


between the bittern and the lark










DOG-HEADED MEN


“Saint Christopher is a dog-headed man.”


The Oracle, bound in wet blankets, spoke for the first time with a voice to silence the angels. The eight men and their horses stood silently, paying close attention, while turning away from a ninth man, who hung in the tree above them, his face frozen in twisted pain. Scriven had been executed by the leader of this savage pack for the crime of writing.


Barry Follett would have let his victim stay where his lance had dropped him, but being eaten by wolves was considered a terrible fate, even if postmortem, so the men agreed he should be put out of the reach of wild animals. None of them cared enough to go through the motions of a real burial, and no one ever wanted to talk about the dead man again. So they strung him up in the branches of the nearest tree. The dense forests of sixteenth-century Europe were saturated with wolf packs. They had no fear of men, especially in the higher elevations and ragged mountains.


No one understood why Follett’s intolerance of writing had led him to kill this man, and now he had forbidden any discussion about what had occurred. Not that conversation had been rampant thus far in their journey. The snow and cold blighted all communication. No one had time for small talk or cared to hear what the others had to say. Only the strange words of the Oracle, which seemed instigated by the sudden violence, were worth heeding—and the men listened carefully before the wind snatched its words away, whisking their sound and their mystery into the eternal fury that squalled above.


The group had made it to the hard granite of the upper sierras, and its cracked, narrow paths were tighter and less forgiving than Barry Follett’s treacherous fist of a heart. Their leader sat alone on a bare rock above the gathering, silhouetted by a bright cold sun that stared down from the steel-blue dome of the sky. He was cleaning the head of his lance for a second time, while planning the route his seven ironshod pilgrims would take. He had hoped the first words the Oracle uttered would reveal his path; he was not expecting the inexplicable statement about a saint.


Follett had recruited his crew of mercenaries only months earlier, shortly after accepting the task to deliver the sacred Oracle to the Monastery of the Eastern Gate. His employers were the highest members of the High Church. They had summoned him, and he had consented only after being reassured that his potential employer had nothing to do with the Inquisition. Three solemn priests questioned him for more than an hour before nodding their agreement. One, an Ethiopian from a Coptic order, had been holding a small object during their meeting. He stood and held the precious thing so Follett could see it. It was a miniature, painted on ivory, showing a distant view of a vast mountain-like structure and its surroundings.


The oldest priest declared, “This is a depiction of your destination when it was known as the Tower of Babel.”


The black finger of the priest standing over Follett pointed at the tower, and he said, “ ’Tis now called Das Kagel.”


A vast structure of spiraling balconies and stacked archways reached up to penetrate the clouds. A great movement of the populace speckled the enormous tower, while villages and townships crowded around its base, all balanced against a calm sea supporting a swarm of ships. The finger moved a fraction of an inch over the tiny painting to point more exactly at something that could not be seen.


“This is where you will find the monastery, and I should tell you the tower is changed beyond recognition. But you will know it by its profile and by the populace that infest the base. The Blessed One must be inside the monastery gates by Shrovetide, before the liturgical season of Lent closes the world and opens the mirror of Heaven.”


Follett cared little for Heaven and had never been near the Eastern Gate; few had. It was a shunned place that most men would avoid. Only a savage gristle of a man like Barry Follett would, for a price, undertake what needed to be done.


The priest abruptly palmed the miniature, and the conversation moved on to the details of Follett’s responsibility, payment, and duty.


When the terms were accepted, the black priest described the abnormal and difficult qualities of Follett’s “cargo,” especially the feeding instructions.


“The Blessed Oracle has little attachment to this world. Its withered limbs make it incapable of survival without close support. You must appoint a man to watch it night and day and to supervise its cleaning. It eats little, but its sustenance is specific: it eats only the marrow of bones, and those bones must be treated, prepared, by the speech of sinners.”


The other two priests paid great attention to Follett, gauging and weighing the confusion and disgust in his eyes.


“Your choice of the right men to join you in this mission will be crucial. They must have committed heinous crimes, and they must have memories of those deeds that they are willing to confess. You will encourage or force them to speak those confessions directly into the box of bones; the bone marrow will absorb the essence of their words. This ritual is called a Steeping, and it is at the core of your duties. The marrow will then be fed to the Blessed Oracle in the manner of an infant’s repast. Do I make myself clear?”


Follett nodded.


“Once the Oracle becomes accustomed to you, and when it needs to, it will speak.”


“Secretly? Just to me?” asked Follett.


“No, out loud. It has nothing to do with conspiracy or secrecy. The Oracle speaks only the truth. Much of what it says will make no sense to you because it often speaks out of time, giving the answer long before the question is asked or even considered. Its words should be carefully examined, especially if it is guiding you through unknown lands.”


A long silence filled the room.


“Do you have any questions for us?” asked the eldest priest.


Follett had only one question.


“What animal should be used for the preferred bones?”


A wave of unease elbowed aside the earlier composure.


“Preferred is a little difficult,” answered the black priest.


“You mean anything we can get on our journey?”


“Yes. Well, in part.”


“Part?”


“We cannot tell you what you already know in your heart.”


“Man bones?”


“We cannot say.”


“Human bones?”


Follett grinned to himself while maintaining a countenance of grim, shocked consideration. After allowing them to dangle from his hook, he changed the subject back to how the Oracle would bless and guide his journey and how he should speak to it. Thus, he indicated to his new masters that they had selected the right man to provide safe passage for the precious cargo. They gave him brief, broad answers and finished the interview with the pious conviction that their part in this transaction had been satisfactorily concluded. All other details were left to him. He had carte blanche in the “sacred” assignment.


Follett needed men who would obey without question, who had stomachs of iron and souls of leather. Men who would take a life on command and give their last breath for him and, on this particular mission, have no terror of the unknown or veneration of the abnormal. They would also have to have committed violent crimes that, if proven, would consign them to the pyre and the pit. The first two of his chosen company he had worked with before; the other five were strangers recommended to him.


Alvarez was his oldest acquaintance; they had nearly died together on four occasions. Without doubt, Alvarez would be the chosen guardian and servant of their precious cargo. Follett demanded that Alvarez accompany him to take charge of the delicate creature.


The Oracle had traveled from Brocken in the Harz Mountains. Alvarez and Follett were to collect it from a forest crossroads three miles from a tavern in the Oker region, a sullen valley dominated by the vast mountain range. On the third day, it arrived, escorted by two silent, heavily armed women and a tiny, birdlike priest. The soldiers placed the handmade crate, lined with chamois leather and silk, between them, and the priest again explained the complexities of the Oracle’s needs—the details of its feeding, travel, and preternatural appetites. He delivered his instructions three times in an eerie high-pitched singsong so that the tones, rhythms, and resonances insinuated themselves into the deepest folds of the men’s memories. Every particle of instruction, every nuance of requirement lodged there, keeping their disgust at what they had been told to do from ever touching them. They were simply caring for a rare thing that would direct them on their journey.


Alvarez took his charge seriously. He would protect and mother this abnormality, even against the other men in Follett’s chosen pack, if necessary. He was able to dredge up a kind of respect for the contents of the box, which helped dissipate his rising gorge every time he undid the catches and lifted the lid.


Pearlbinder was a bounty hunter and paid assassin, if the price was high enough. He was the biggest man in the pack, and the long riding coat he wore over his tanned fringed jacket suggested a bulk that resembled a bear. His speed, lightness of foot, and untrimmed beard added to the impression. He also owned the most weapons, including a Persian rifle that had belonged to his father. He carried many memories of his homeland and wore his mixed blood loudly and with unchallengeable pride, but his use of weapons was more an act of pleasure than an application of skill. Follett had known Pearlbinder for fifteen years and always tried to recruit him for the more hazardous expeditions.


Tarrant had the concealed ferocity of a badger entwined with a righteous determination, qualities that might be invaluable in this mission. He also spoke frequently of a family that he must get back to, so the payment at the end of this expedition would see his future solved. Thus, Follett would never have to lay eyes on him again—a conclusion that he relished with most men.


The Irishman O’Reilly was a renegade, wanted by the authorities in at least three countries. He was a ruthless man who needed isolation and a quick reward. In Ireland, he had been part of a marauding criminal family, most of whom found their way to the gallows before the age of thirty. He had been on the run all his life, and his slippery footfall had separated him from reality. Brave and foolish men might say it had turned him a bit softheaded, but they never said it to his face. Some of his stories seemed fanciful, especially when he spoke of times that were different from the ones they were all living in now.


Then there was Nickels, the bastard of one of Follett’s dead friends. He was fast, strong, and ambitious for all the wrong things. Skinny and serpentine, with a quick mouth and an even quicker knife hand, he was also the youngest, so they called him “the Kid.”


Follett knew he needed men experienced with the terrain, and the Calca brothers were perfect. They had grown up as mountain men and had traveled these lands before. Although they looked like twins, Abna was two years older than his brother, Owen. They were not identical, but they had learned to be alike, to think and act as one in defense against their brutal father and against the harshness of the nature that had no respect or interest in singularity. They were strongest by putting aside the need for any traces of individuality, opinions, or desires. They were bland, incomprehensible, and solid, the perfect slaves for Follett, who told them what to do and what to think. The Calcas obeyed him without question and mostly remained mute, except for a weird sibilant whisper that occasionally passed between them and sounded like a rabid deer dancing in a husk-filled field.


Lastly, there had been Scriven, who proved to be a grievous mistake. He had come highly recommended for his skill as a tracker and a bowman. Follett had taken him without suspecting that he was an avid practitioner of the worst form of blasphemy that the old warrior could image, and one that he would never tolerate in his company. But nobody saw Scriven’s demise coming, especially the man himself. Better that such errors are exposed early before they turn inward and slyly contaminate the pack. Scriven had been found spying on the other men and making written copies of their confessional Steepings. He had been caught listening and scribing Follett’s own gnarled words. Pearlbinder grabbed him and held him against a tree by his long hair. He pushed his sharp knife against the man’s jugular vein, allowing just enough space for his larynx to work and for him to attempt to talk his way out of his fate. He was midway through when Follett unsheathed his lance and pushed three feet of it through Scriven’s abdomen. Written words had condemned Follett before. Words written by others that he could not read. Ink keys that had locked him in a Spanish cell for three years. He had always distrusted written words, and now he despised them.


“Get it warm,” shouted Follett. Alvarez started to unpeel the stiffening bedding and clear the Oracle’s nose and mouth of frosted water. Dry blankets were unpacked from the mules and quickly bound around the small blue body.


“Choir,” bellowed Follett, and all of the men except Pearlbinder made a tight scrum around the diminutive bundle, forcing the little body heat they had toward their shivering cargo. This was the part they all hated, except Tarrant, who was always first to press close to the Oracle. Proximity to the otherworldly thing made the rest of the men ill and turned what was left of their souls inward and septic. But they had all agreed to be part of the ritual. It was in their contract. The balance of gold to horror was a much gentler bargain than many of them had made before. Their heat and guilt were needed, and they were balanced by the bliss emanating from the Oracle.


“I now know it lives. It only lives when it speaks or makes that sound of words,” said the Kid. “Behold, the rest of the time, it is dead.”


“Verily, it is not dead,” said Pearlbinder from the other side of the men. “Make no mistake, it sees and understands more of this world than thee ever will.”


The Kid’s smirking sneer was instantly quelled by Pearlbinder’s next words.


“It sees all and knows the ins and outs of thy soul. It remembers every stain of thy thinking and watches every act we commit. It will engrave a map of thy rotten heart on a scroll of its own flesh.”


Any talk of scrolls or books made the men alert and anxious. All knew such talk was impossible after what had just happened, but Pearlbinder was clever and could speak around things that no other dare even think.


“Take great note of what thee speaks, for it is remembering.”


The Kid spat, and nobody spoke again.


There was a gnawing silence as their breath plumed in the air, and each thought back on the words about animals and men and men who were animals. Something about the obscure statement that the Oracle had said seemed familiar and kept the bile of that day’s events at bay.


The landscape and the clouding-over sky had begun to close around them. Snow had left the growing wind and ice slivered into its place.


“Move out,” shouted Follett. “Tie Scriven’s horse on behind. We have four hours before dark.”


Everything was packed away, and the men were in their saddles and moving. Their leader stayed behind, mounted beneath the tree. When they were out of sight, he lifted his twelve-foot lance and pushed it high above his head and to one side so that its blade nestled and writhed among the ropes that held the frozen man to the swaying wood. The wolves would feed that night, a good time after he, and those he trusted, had passed beyond this place.










CYST


Inside the cloister of the Monastery of the Eastern Gate, Friar Dominic stood in a vacant posture, a thin young monk trapped somewhere between dither and doubt, his arm outstretched toward a dirty black rope that hung on the outer wall of the church. He yanked at the rope without ever looking at it, and the smallest bell in the tower clattered out. “The bell with the wooden tongue” they called it, because it was cracked and gave a poorly defined sound capable of carrying across only a small distance. Still, the bell gave him courage because it would bring others.


Friar Dominic had been passing though the cloister when he heard a voice in the Cyst, which had once been the nest of the Oracle Quiet Testiyont, who was now dead. Still, a few of the brotherhood had reported hearing a faint utterance in the last month. The Cyst was a hollow built into the wall—too small to be called a room and too big to be called a recess—with a small aperture that allowed in a minimum of daylight and air and for the prophecies of the Oracle to be heard. In many ways, it was a typical anchorite dwelling. There was just enough space to be walled in alive and still manage to exist, and more important, to be separate from the world outside. Over the years, its dimensions had changed to accommodate the different shapes and sizes of the beings who formed the long, unbroken chain of oracular occupation. Now it was a remnant, the Cyst cracked open and the Oracle’s body gone. The ragged hole was waiting for a new sacred body to be sealed inside.


The rules stated that the person closest to the voice in the wall must approach and record its sayings, before calling others to witness. But nobody ever wanted to be the first participant in this phenomenon, and most avoided that corner of the cloister. Especially after the Oracle died. The piece of charcoal that hung on a string near the Cyst to record such divine grace was damp and faded. Unused. Now Friar Dominic’s hand was reaching out for it.


The Monastery of the Eastern Gate sat in deep seclusion. For centuries, it had guarded one of Earth’s darkest secrets. Every monk there knew the function of their home. Some embraced it; some ignored it, giving themselves over to other duties of prayer and dedication. A few had been turned mad or inverted, but most just got on with their allotted tasks and pushed the vast abnormality, which was in the daily care of the monastery, to the back of their minds.


Each novice who wanted to be admitted to the abbey had to witness what made it unique. Afterward, many ran away and never returned. In a few, the sight planted a seed of insanity deep in the putty of their minds that would slowly grow to infest their souls. Most saw it only once, but a few demanded an annual exposure. Dominic had been taken there by the ancient Friar Cecil when he was thirteen years old.


“Beyond this gate lies a great walled enclosure that sections off a portion of landscape down to the sea’s very edge. Three square miles of confined isolation in which rages a perpetual war between the living and the dead.” Friar Cecil watched the boy closely as he spoke, searching for signs of terror or disbelief.


He had performed this ritual chore many times and thought he knew every conceivable consequence of what he was about to divulge.


“What you must understand is that what you witness is not a manifestation of evil but the workings of the mind of God.”


He had said these sentences so many times before that the words seemed to have lost their vitality and meaning, in the way that over-washed patterns of color maintain only a pale impression of what they must have been.


Friar Cecil waited a moment for the young man to absorb his words. When he saw the flinch of acceptance, he placed the vast iron key that he was holding into the lock of the iron gate. As he turned the key, he explained, “For the living, this is the only way in and out of the enclosure.”


Before them stretched a dismal road lined with trees of oak and ash. Beyond this rose a gray, featureless wall that went on for miles. Dominic stopped to look about himself and then back at the abbey, which seemed to have shrunk disproportionately to the small distance they had walked.


“There are no windows on this side of the abbey,” commented the boy.


“It is better that way. Nothing to distract us from our duties.”


“But there is another door, a small one. There, at the base of that towerlike structure.” He pointed to a newish windowless door in the ancient stone.


Friar Cecil ignored him and did not look around.


“That is for the abbot’s use and does not concern you.”


They walked silently for a while in the unkempt field that seemed a terrible waste of land to the boy. They reached a hump in the field that enabled them to see what lay below. Sounds and a wafting stench arose from nowhere, making the boy shudder, and the smoke smeared the dense air, burning his eyes.


“Brace thyself.”


As the old monk spoke, the view unzipped into growing focus and accumulating detail, revealing a great battle, where thousands of bodies clashed in ferocious turmoil. Grim reaper armies struggled against citizens of the undead, or those who did not know which they were. The volume increased as the scene became clearer.


Dominic watched grinning skeletons hack apart men, women, and children. They fell, rolled over, and were frozen stiff for a moment, before struggling to their knees, dragging their separated parts together, and rising to fight again.


“It’s always the same,” shouted Cecil over the racket. “The same victims are forever punished and butchered, and then arise, pulling back together their hacked limbs and picking up their dented, rusted weapons to push back against the always-triumphant troops of bone and savagery.”


Dominic was frozen to the spot, watching the skeletal army’s ruthless, impassive joy as they executed and tortured all who attempted to stay alive.


“This is the Glandula Misericordia,” shouted Cecil. “The Gland of Mercy. In the real world, it forms a balance and an expectancy of the day-to-day existence of death. This is the Mercy that God has given us, and as long as this epic tableau continues, humankind will be protected from facing the horror and numbing reality of the pointlessness of life, and therefore the futility of faith and the belief in the Almighty.”


The young Dominic aged as he witnessed the perpetual Mercy. His innocence was being stripped away with every disgusting sight that assailed his childhood ideas about the glory of God.


Friar Cecil saw how transfixed Dominic had become and tugged at his arm. “I think you have seen enough for one day, or for a lifetime.” Cecil tried to break the spell and move the boy away, but Dominic would not budge. Only his head moved as he scanned every detail below.


“You must not become enraptured here. They will see you and want you to join them.”


The resonant echo of a hurdy-gurdy joined in with the screams and the sound of crackling flames.


“You have seen enough.”


Dominic turned to Friar Cecil as if only just remembering he was still there. “There is a king down there in a spillage of gold coins.”


The bright, shocked vacancy of his words moved the old monk.


“All the world is there, my son. And it is our duty at times to bring the world here to see. His Holiness in Rome has sent many kings and potentates here.”


“Some are laughing and playing at dice.”


Friar Cecil had no reply for such incongruity and confusion.


“Who is the naked man who sits so alone?” Dominic continued to question.


These words jolted Cecil, who looked from Dominic’s face into the writhing field of conflict.


“Where?” he asked.


The novice pointed toward a dark, broken archway. In its shadow stood a white naked man with his eyes closed. Cecil turned away, grabbing Dominic’s arm.


“You have seen too much,” the monk said, and steered the novice back toward the retreating path.


The sound and stench drained away, and the boy asked, “How can all this be kept secluded, hidden from the world?”


“It is not hidden; it is unseen,” answered Cecil. “You can feel the influence of the wind without seeing it. Very few have actually seen this place, but all have benefited from its existence. Its power blows through our monastery and across into the villages, the cities, and the world. And those in power know it is the abbot and monks of this abbey who possess a direct relationship with, if not actual control of, the Gland. And the Oracle embedded in its walls is the focus of that conjunction.” They finally reached the gate. “The Oracle known as Quiet Testiyont is the most famous in living memory, which stretches back into centuries of forgetfulness. If you survive today, you will be allowed near his presence.”


Dominic did indeed survive the ordeal of witnessing the Gland, and during the next seven years, he had been present on several occasions when the voice in the wall spoke. But now the Quiet had passed, and there were whispers among the Brotherhood that what possessed the Cyst might be a ghost or worse. Abbot Clementine refused to discuss the matter and had little tolerance for any who did. He used his faithful Friar Cecil to keep an eye on the rest of the monastery and report his findings.


Cecil was not known for being the sharpest knife in the box. Prior to Clementine’s arrival, he had never been given any position or task of responsibility, leaving his inherent desire for sly servitude unrealized. The new abbot recognized something in Cecil that he could use and instantly proclaimed him as the Gatekeeper, the only monk who could take novices to see what existed beyond the Eastern Gate. This had been a wise decision, indeed. Cecil’s lack of imagination and intelligence meant that the horrors found in the Gland did not disturb him, so the novices felt safe, clinging to his unemotional indifference as if it were strength or faith. It also made him a devoted slave to the abbot, satisfying his every whim and his need to know everything that was going on in the abbey . . . which, at the moment, appeared to be nothing.


Then the whispers started again.


Dominic heard the impossible and knew what he was supposed to do. He grabbed the charcoal and scrawled what he thought he heard onto the lumpen plasterwork. As he scratched, Dominic looked around, hoping to see another person somewhere in the cloister—someone to share the moment with or, better still, someone to pass the moment to—but the cloister was deserted.


The sound came again, and something in its muffled insistence forced him to lean even closer, almost putting his nose into the ragged gash and peering timidly inside. There was an unease that shivered between the need and the consequence of that intimacy. He stooped there a long while, listening for any sound that did not belong to the open courtyard or to the busy world outside. Dominic let go of the distractions and was about to concentrate on the wall when the tiny sound of a skylark, far beyond all human noise, distracted him. Its constant velocity dipped and spun. For a moment, he was there with it, soaring above the abbey, removed from the endeavors of man, weightless, bobbing in the sunlit air.


Then what was in the Cyst bellowed, and Dominic fell back into darkness.










MARROW


Three days after the murder of Scriven, the group came to an unmarked crossroads. Follett asked the Calcas if they knew or could divine which path they should take. After some hushed mumbling, they declared they did not. The other riders looked at one another and at the confusion of paths. They had been traveling in the high country for just less than a month, which was enough time for almost all of them to gauge and weigh the contours and gullies of each other’s personalities and woeful talents.


“We will make camp here and ask the Blessed One,” said Follett, who then called to Alvarez. “Get it ready.”


Alvarez dismounted and unpacked three soiled blankets from the mules. Throwing the blankets into a snowdrift, he kicked and stamped them until they were sodden. Then he lifted the Oracle’s crate off the pony.


Follett put some snow into a bucket and added tepid water, which he kept in a leather and canvas bottle close to his horse’s neck; the warmth and movement of the animal was just enough to keep the water from freezing. Once the snow had softened, he plastered the blankets with the icy paste. The Oracle started to shiver, and its stumpy teeth began to chatter and bite into the thick cloth. Then Follett applied the slush to its head. This process had been simpler on the plains, where water was plentiful and the warmth of the day allowed the men to rest while they waited for the Oracle to speak. There, the fast-running streams also added a lively sound to the grim ritual, concealing some of the Oracle’s noises, which hadn’t been words then.


But up here every sound was brittle, and so everybody listened; the waiting time seemed endless in the crisp air. The only advantage was that the cold brought on the fever more quickly, and in the fever, there might be words.


The rest of the men made camp under a great sheltering oak. They all sat around a small fire to eat their meager rations. Follett stood up and walked to the panniers and returned with the Oracle’s fodder, the box of bones, which, in the old tongue, they called a Pyx.


“O’Reilly, it is thy session to charge the bones.”


Follett carried the Pyx into the gathering with great solemnity. Everyone had known it was O’Reilly’s turn and assessed where they were in the rotation.


The Pyx was full of femurs and humeri: sawn sections of long bones heavy with marrow.


O’Reilly came forth, took up the box, and retreated among the trees. Each man conducted the act in his own way, but all chose solitude in which to perform the ritual. O’Reilly crouched against a vast rock and perched the box on his knees. After a time of consideration, and maybe joyful expectation, he unwrapped a green silk cloth and draped the fabric over his head and the box, much in the way a patient with congested lungs inhales warm vapors from a bowl of boiled herbs. Once his head and the box were under the smooth containment, he twisted the latch, lifted the lid, and began his confession.


“This time I will speak of a burning that I caused at the age of nine. In the homeland it was, the western shores. I have little memory of the doing of it now. It ain’t much, not like the slayings that I offered before, this one’s thinner than fly piss, but it’s all I have left to say.


“It was the first time I had been inside a house. My da had broken in and hammered the Occupiers to a pulp. He had taken me and my two cousins with him on a raid for the first time. Some of the Occupiers had run away inside the house, hiding in the distance and tallness of It.


“ ’Twas difficult for me to understand. We lived in one room at home, and here there were many rooms stacked upon each without tumbling, all joined together so there was no outside between them, so that you could walk inside them, one to the next without ever leaving. Even the lavs was inside so that the stars and wind could not see ya. And the ice cudna whiff and nip at ya when ya’s took a dump. Everything in the world was inside. So I went running in all of them, trying to spy where the prey had fled. I stopped every then and now to listen for footfalls. But cudna. I stood there, stopped dead, and looked about in this endless place of polished wood, not knowing which was before and after. I knew there was another soul close by and thought that they had stopped running, too. Holding their breath and muscles when I stopped to listen, but still giving off tiny little wee inflictions. Bits of their existence ricocheted and reflected about like spots of light to illuminate the stillness of the place.


“It was in one of those that I saw the walls more clearly, like in a shudder of candle. I touched that spot and saw that the wall was made of lots of smaller parts all stacked in rows like the neatest turf or peat you’ve ever seen and on its side, like. I picked at one and it came loose, kinda slid into my hands. It was like a small block of wood or hard peat or the sort of cake that Ma makes only at Christmas. But it felt like hide. The tanned skin of a beast, a fine beast. Then it fell apart in my hands—not all the way, mind, half of it fell open and just hung there, showing its innards. Which flapped like a breeze and were made of something else. Another dried skin, I think it was, thin as a dried leaf, but with a touch on it that I cudna understand. I held it close to my face and smelt its strangeness, then I sees it’s been infested, eaten all over by some kinda bug. I’ve seen this kinda thing before in old wood. Fair nibbled all over, every part of it. I puts my finger on it to feel the squiggles and tiny wee notches. But they ain’t there. So I put my eye right up agin’ it and just about sees that the squiggles are not hollows but stains, made in a pattern of lines. Then I remember I seen a smaller one of these blocks before. The priest of the parish had it. Bible, ’twas named.


“Then I hear a sound deep inside the house and realize that my da and my kin are far-off. Then it came to me: I had lost my direction, a-gawping at this thing, and misplaced my comings and goings. Lost, I was lost. I had lost whence I had come without a moon or a tree or a fire to guide me. I was just about to holla when I heard a new sound close by. I gripped my cudgel, dropped the maggoty block, and spindled about. The sound came from a tall wooden box, a long thin one standing up on its end, farther off in the distant shadows. Like a coffin it was, but taller, as if made for a tall thin man. It was echoing inside, the noise of the creature in its nest. Atop the box was fixed a plate on its side that looked like the moon with more squiggles chasing each other all in its circle. Then I sees that the front of the box has got a long skinny door in it with a key. So I pulls on it and the thin door opens. Inside are things dangling down and amid them is a wee brat. The brat of this house, hiding. ‘That’s a shit place to hide,’ says I, and the brat squeaks out between sobbings, ‘ ’Tis my grandfather’s cock.’ ‘ ’Tis it now,’ says I, and shut the door and turn the key and nicked it for myself. It was dense with wealth and sat heavy in my worn-out pocket agin’ my bare skin. The noise inside the box changed. Just then my cousin Mik came along and I was joyed to greet him. He’s a-grinnin’ and stinkin’ of smoke and oil, a big flagon of which he’s got in his hand.


“ ‘I’s got one in ’ere,’ says I.


“Mik kicks the box with his foot, and it jangles like a church bell playing itself. So he puts the flagon down and wraps his arms around the box and gives it a big shake, like in a wrastling match. Then the top falls off and all manner of tiny wheels and hatpins and bits of insect and husk jump out, all made of clever metal.


“We ain’t seen nothing like it before, or since, because there ain’t nothing like it back here in these bygone times. Mik stamped his boot down hard on all of them bits skittering across the floor . . . just in case, like. Something inside the box is a-slithering about, and quick as a magpie Mik lifts the flagon high above his head and pours oil down into its innards. It starts to leak from underneath like Granni O’Shaughnessy; it’s also juddering and pecking about the floor, also like Granni O’Shaughnessy.


“ ‘Like Granni O’Shaughnessy,’ says Mik, ‘let’s put a spark in her bloomers.’


“And so he sets a flame to the little legs under her and whoomp up she goes, with most of the flames kept inside the box and shooting out its neck.


“ ‘ ’Tis a fuckin volkino,’ laughs Mik.


“ ‘Or a chimney,’ says I.


“Then there is a sound farther inside the house.


“ ‘Will that be ya da?’ asks Mik.


“ ‘Dunno, could be another runaway,’ says I.


“ ‘I’ll see,’ he says, and scoots off into the other darkness.


“There’s a bit of spluttering, and some screams in the box now, and the wood of it is very hot to touch. Steam has come out of the keyhole, so I don’t think it no good to use the key; instead I drag a wealthy chair over to it so I can climb up high to peer down into its burnt guts. It stinks bad and the only sounds and movements now are crispy and snapping. It’s very dark and smoky in there. And then I sees ’im, or maybe her, can’t tell with all the hair burnt off, looking more like me, about the same size, looking straight up the chimney with smoke coming out the empty holes where the eyes should be. That’s when I started laughin’, nearly fell off the chair, I did. Was still laughin’ when Da dragged me home and said that I mustn’t tell anyone, ever, about that . . . and I did not. Not until now. Now it’s box to box like, which I hope is accepted.


“Amen.”


When he finished, he closed the Pyx softly and took his head out of the silk cloth, grinning. As he returned to the other men, they all smelled the musk of his dark past, and some of them thought they had heard laughter in his confession. That should not have been possible. O’Reilly had peculiar ways, and some of the things he spoke made no sense, but laughing while in the Pyx could be dangerous for them all. Some glanced at Follett to see if he had heard or had an opinion, but he did not, as all his attention was focused on the next day of the journey. O’Reilly handed the Pyx over to Alvarez.


Follett looked up from his planning and ordered the allowance.


“Two catches per.”


Each man retrieved his tin cup and approached their leader who had unsheathed the whiskey. Alvarez was first because he had important and disgusting work to do; the powerful shot would help him in this endeavor. O’Reilly staggered in toward the back of the queue and Follett saw him.


“Not thee; not tonight. Thou knowest the Laws.”


It had only been O’Reilly’s second session of Steeping, and in truth, he had forgotten that nothing strong was allowed for a day after the act.


“But, Captain, I used a telling from my other times, from the before or after of it, not from now.” The Irishman was wide-eyed and ruddy as he spoke quietly to Follett.


“Are thee spinning yarns again? More ghost stories and lies about other centuries?” Follett was obviously annoyed by this new conversation.


“But, Captain, it’s like that in my homelands; the befores and the afters get mixed up and cross-streamed in the everydayness of it all.”


“This ain’t your country, and you obey the times we ride in and the path that I ordain. None other!”


The conversation was closed, and so was the supply of whiskey, which Follett yanked back into his saddlebag and went to join the company of horses.


Alvarez had already taken charge of the Pyx and removed a truncated bone from it. This he held in his left hand, and in his right was a long metal spoon with a delicate pointed bowl; between his knees was clamped the head of the Oracle. With great deliberation, he dug the lip of the spoon deep into the marrow of the bone and rotated it to core out a section. He gingerly retrieved the contents and fed them to the lolling mouth before him. As it ate, the creature brightened, a radiance blooming under its colorless skin. It became agitated and tried to look around in the darkness, squirming against Alvarez’s grip as if a new set of muscles had developed deep inside its shapeless body. Suddenly it pushed hard against Alvarez’s groin and pistoned up its head. The light from the campfire flickered across its face. Marrow was smeared all around its open grinning mouth that seemed to be trying to kiss Alvarez. Very few things had ever made the old warrior back off until now. He sprang away from the Oracle, letting it tumble into the stained snow. Follett heard his companion’s cursing and rushed to his side, while waving at the other men to stay where they were.


“That fucking thing is disgusting.”


Follett stared at Alvarez in disbelief.


“Let’s get it back in its box,” he said and leaned down into the snow to retrieve it.


As he did so, the Oracle rolled over on its back and said, “The cloven road awaits. It can only be seen in the dark of now.”


Follett hesitated and then commanded Alvarez to help him carry the Oracle to the crossroads. It was pitch-black and they stumbled twice, finally placing their burden in the middle of the paths. It sat still as a rock for a moment, then shuddered, turned its body, and pointed its only vestigial limb toward one of the tracks. Follett found a small boulder and marked the direction.


While they were away, the men talked quietly and built up their fire. The drink and the meager amount of thick, hot food they ate had a soporific effect on them all. A brief splutter of conversation burbled among them, mostly insignificant, until the Kid said, “I have never seen a man killed with a lance before.”


All sunk deeper into what was left of their drinks, looking around to make sure that Follett was out of earshot.


“He made the mistake of crossing the captain,” said Pearlbinder.


“I know that, but it’s a bad way to die,” said the Kid.


“He had his moment to repent before Follett unsheathed his blade, but he forsook it. We all knew that once that steel was uncovered, there was no going back. Follett was a cavalryman before being cast out; he can use a lance like most men use a sword, and he enjoys it.”


“But Scriven’s crime was nothing!” said the Kid.


“Not to the captain, it weren’t. Captain hates books and writing. ’Twas statements taken that way that condemned him,” said Tarrant. “Writing had lied about what the captain had said, and wormed it black and permanent against the white paper skin.”
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